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	ONE

	Laird McNabb had only just fallen into a dining chair, one boot off, his fingers down the back of the other to slide it free of his throbbing foot, when a thunderous triple knock struck at the door of his otherwise silent home. A single candle was lit, swaying gently as the cool night breeze wafted through cracks in the walls. He paused, stuck in position like a victim of Mount Vesuvius’ wrath. 

	“Mr. McNabb?” a small voice said.

	Laird frowned. “Yes?”

	“Mr. McNabb?” that voice repeated, sounding even less certain than the confused Laird himself. Since about a month after his children and wife succumbed to Cholera—some four years prior—not a soul had knocked on his door past daylight. “Mr. McNabb?”

	One boot on, one boot off, brass candlestick in his grasp, Laird shuffled from his dining area to the front foyer. He swung open the door, letting a stiff chill settle upon his flesh, which seemed to sink through his skin and into the core of his bones. 

	“Oh, you,” Laird said, his gaze falling to the small brown boy in a turban and fine coat. “Peter?”

	“Franklin, sir.”

	Laird snorted a monosyllabic laugh—not even close. “Come in.”

	“Thank you, sir.” 

	The boy sounded as if he’d been born in London, his accent authentic and pure, but he’d come from the island of Tahiti. Eight years ago, Captain Fletcher Whitten’s vessel, the HMS Montgomery, was washed from course. They landed on the shores of an inhabited island, a scene many of the men took as a literal Heaven. Food, water, women. When it came time to return, the crew gathered all the food they could, refilled their casks with pleasantly silky water, and abducted eleven unsuspecting women after murdering any man who dared try to intervene. Only one woman survived the trek, most throwing themselves overboard rather than enduring. That woman only survived because her struggle had been localized to the desires of one man, Captain Fletcher Whitten, and she’d been permitted to bring her two-year-old son aboard. The woman died of a mysterious accident just three weeks after arriving back on British soil, and the child was baptized then christened, Franklin Tiki.

	Laird closed the door. “What can I do for you, boy?”

	“Master Whitten wishes to speak to you directly.”

	“Concerning what?”

	Franklin shook his head. “He did not say, sir. But King George summoned him this afternoon, and Master Whitten set me out straight from the palace this evening to bring you to his study.”

	King George had seemed a bit of an odd one to Laird, though he’d inherited a holy mess—many thought the plague sweeping slowly through England was God’s punishment for something King George IV had done…or hadn’t done—namely the Catholic emancipation of the crown and country, this despite that Cholera had already been ravaging cities throughout the continent.

	“Ay?” Laird said.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Did you come by carriage?” Laird said over a shoulder as he hurried back to the kitchen and his other boot.

	“No, sir, I ran.”

	Laird huffed. The palace was more than ten kilometers away, door-to-door. In the years following the expedition that had landed them in Tahiti, he’d felt great shame for what he’d done, and more so for what he’d been a part of. It had been the site of a girl and boy playing in that white sand that struck him so deeply he couldn’t look away. Though they did not live modernly, did not speak the Lord’s English, were unabashed and strangers to Christ, they did play in the sand in the very way his own children would. Seeing them in the moment, he realised these were real people, full people with lives and hopes and dreams, the same as he had.

	“Would you like for me to fetch you a cabriolet, sir?”

	Laird slipped his foot into his boot, then draped the peacoat from the back of his chair upon his broad shoulders. “No, I’ll take my carriage.” He returned to the foyer. Franklin already had the door open and was about to step out.

	“Thank you, sir. I shall report to Master—”

	“Where are you going? You have a carriage ride to take.” Laird pulled his hat from a nail driven into the wall next to the door.

	Franklin turned, a shocked expression stretching his smooth face. “I am capable of running back. I have done it—”

	“No need, boy. Come.”

	They left the home together and made for the stable and carriage house shared by Laird and four of his immediate neighbours. He readied a single steed before the rundown carriage and climbed up to take the reigns. Franklin made to follow him.

	“The drizzle is too cold for two to endure unnecessarily; you’ll be more comfortable in the back.”

	Franklin’s shocked expression earlier was nothing when compared to the terrified expression he wore now. “But, sir.”

	“Do not argue,” Laird said, wishing he could do something for the boy—Franklin was only three years younger than his own son would’ve been.

	Franklin settled into the mostly dry carriage. Laird snapped the reigns gently and Apples, his horse, started into a trot. The cobbled streets were bare beneath the chilly November drizzle, though most homes were lit, as were the saloons and dens. After riding for nearly twenty-five minutes, they drew close to the edge of the city, and from the swinging door of Bard’s Pub, a drunken man and prostitute attempting to hold him upright stumbled out. 

	Laird yanked the reins and shouted, “Whoa!” 

	Apples whinnied, braking just in time to keep from stomping the pair as they crossed the street, oblivious to the world around them. 

	“Get out of the road!” Laird shouted, his heart beating wildly, water dripping from his soggy and now misshapen hat brim.

	The woman dropped the man, spinning and holding up her skirts. “Eat me cunny, ya right prick!”

	Laird had to laugh at the absurdity. 

	The lights of the Whitten estate came into view and Laird nearly leapt from his skin when he felt something press against his arm and leg. Franklin had climbed out and hoisted himself into the driver’s seat. Of this, Laird said nothing and Franklin said nothing.

	 

	TWO

	Unaware of doing so, Oliver Davies departed the side of Captain Fletcher Whitten only minutes before Laird and Franklin pulled in the lane. He rode through a field, knowing the land from his youth in the captain’s stables. His horse, Jumper, was equal parts willing, trusting, and able when it came to obeying his master’s touch, leaping over the low rock walls separating the fields while avoiding pitfalls and mudholes with a smooth grace unknown to most of the city’s equine offerings.

	“That’s a lad,” Oliver said, rubbing the horse’s neck as they trotted into the city via an alleyway that stank of piss and rot thanks to a butcher shop on one side and a slaughterhouse on the other. Together they clip-clopped through the quiet streets until pulling up to a hitching post out front of Bard’s Pub. From across the cobblestoned street came a whore, a selection of coins glittering wetly in her palm.

	“Well, if it ain’t Mr. Proper on his right fancy steed,” the whore said.

	“Good trade tonight? Nothing getting too drippy?” Oliver said, dismounting.

	“Only the mist.”

	Oliver put his arms out and pulled the old whore in tight to his side. “Suppose you ought to count that as a blessing.”

	“Be much more blessed if you spotted your mother a few jugs of ale.”

	Side by side, they took a step toward the pub’s swinging door. “Aye, what boy could refuse the charms of a mum like you?”

	She squeezed him tight. “A good many, I suspect.”

	He squeezed her back.

	They entered. At a table by the rear wall were a half-dozen sailors reciting a shanty about mermaids, their voices gruff and yet harmonious. At the bar, seated upon a long bench that had given countless asses splinters, but had since been polished by the rub and slide of myriad sets of trousers. At two more tables were drunken men, dotted in their midst were a three other whores, plying their trade, toiling for every shilling they’d ever earn, and then some.

	On the walls were paintings, each so sooty from smoke that the images had become indiscernible. The wainscotting was chipped, faded, and ripe with mold. The floors were sticky and squeaky underfoot. Whale oil lamps rested on all the reasonably safe surfaces and another two hung from the ceiling by chains.

	“Long time, Oliver,” Henry the barkeep said as Oliver and his mother stepped up to order. “What’ll ya take?”

	The options were usually the foamy, yeasty beer they brewed, vinegary wine, or moldy, chunky cider that was as likely to make a man piss in his pants as it was to knock him dead after a few mugs.

	“Pint of ale for me and whatever me mum wants,” Oliver said.

	“Since he’s paying…why not fetch me a mug a that mead?” the whore said, waggling her eyebrows.

	Henry got busy filling the first mug. “Say, since your boy’s feeling flush, maybe he wants to clear that tab you never can see fit to pay.” He raised his eyebrows, gaze hard on Oliver.

	“No, that’s not his—”

	“He does want,” Oliver said.

	Once he’d left the captains stables to work on the captain’s ships—then onto other ships during the war with the French—he’d tried to tempt his mother from her trade, tempt her away from the boarding house where she lived with nine other women, tempt her away from the dangerous life of uncertainty and genital infections, but she refused him. Paying her bar tab and spotting her a night’s liquor was about as much as she could stand to take from her only living son. She had two more and a girl, but they’d died during birth, and now, at thirty-eight, she no longer had to worry; at least she’d had no issues for the last six years.

	“Three shillings, plus tonight,” Henry said as he set the mug of beer before Oliver and took a dirty mug from the bar, wiped it with the rag he’d had draped over a shoulder, then began filling it from a much smaller cask than all the others.

	Oliver counted out four shillings from his purse and set them on the counter in a neat stack. “And don’t forget, her tabs will always be paid eventually.”

	“Aye,” Henry said, handing off the mead to Oliver’s unusually blushing mother.

	“Thanks, boy.”

	From across the pub, an older man in a decent coat, whispers damp and purpled by wine shouted, “Heya, Cora the Whore’ah, why not polish me shaft with that sweet cunny?”

	Oliver’s shrugged, looking at her son. “Ain’t he sweet,” then started over to the man.

	For a moment, Oliver drank in the crowd. Another of the men a decade or more older than himself might be his father, but he’d never know. What he did know was that his mother was seventeen when she’d had him and had foisted him upon the nuns at Whitechapel, the very place her parents had sent her three years prior after she’d become pregnant by a disappeared member of the King’s navy—a man whom she’d known only as George.

	She hadn’t been welcome back and after failing as a nun, she picked up the trade—a trade that bothered her very little, despite that it bothered so many women of society.

	“So, what brings you in, lad,” Henry said.

	“I’ll be setting sail day after tomorrow and I heard a fine fella tends to patronize this upstanding establishment.”

	Henry smiled. “If he’s fine, doubt you’ll find him here. What’s his name?”

	“Lazarus.”

	Two men within earshot whipped glances at Oliver.

	“Aye. He has a table there in that dark corner.” Henry pointed to a gloomy space near the table of singing sailors.

	“He’s there now?” Oliver said, squinting through the smoky space.

	“Aye. But he’s not the sort to bother without reason.”

	Oliver slugged down his ale, swiped a damp coat sleeve across his face, then said, “I’ve got the King’s reason and that’s more than plenty.”  He started toward the shadowy corner after setting his empty mug on the bar top.

	By the time Oliver made it to the rear, the jaunty singsong of the crowd had ceased and a vibe as thick as butter filled the pub. One of the drunken sailors had pulled out a dirty filleting knife, the blade about eight inches long. He was a big man in sloppy, much-patched trousers and a stained shirt. His beard was long and red, little chunks from a stew he’d eaten about an hour earlier clinging to the strands of hair like tiny treasure hunters investigating the glittering waters of a very deep crevasse.

	“How about I cut your tongue out?” he said, looming over the table where Lazarus sat in the gloom, a mug before him alongside a tobacco pouch.

	Lazarus said nothing, didn’t look at the man. He inhaled deeply from a cigarette and the embers cast light upon his scarred face and slightly milky left eye. 

	“Aye, ya deaf and daft?” the drunk said, spittle flying from his lips.

	Lazarus lifted his head and flicked his cigarette into the man’s face.

	“Ugh,” the man said, frantically swatting at embers. “That’s it, boyo.” He took two stomping steps.

	Lazarus popped up as if weightless, grabbing the drunk’s hand and snapping his forearm in two, then lodging the knife in the meat of his shoulder as he did so; the motion so fluid it was as if he’d slowed down time. The drunk screamed as if calling to bats and a few men from across the room hooted. The other drunken sailors began to laugh as their friend fell to the floor, shocked silent, studying his wounds in a stupor. 

	Like nothing had happened, Lazarus resumed his seat and began rolling another cigarette. Oliver knew he’d found his man—he’d never seen him, but he’d heard of him, much of which, until this very moment, he assumed were tall tales. 

	“Mr. Bligh?” Oliver said.

	Lazarus looked up, the oil glinting off his bald cranium, which was scarred, but also much decorated with swirling, wave-like tattoos. “Must be official, calling me that.”

	“May I sit?” Oliver said.

	Lazarus gestured to the empty chair and Oliver stepped over the felled sailor who looked to be on the verge of passing out in a puddle of blood. Once seated, he fixed a closer look at the puckering, twisted flesh of the man’s myriad scars. 

	“I’ve come on behalf of Captain Franklin Whitten.”

	Lazarus flicked a match against the pad of his right thumb and touched the flame to the fresh cigarette he’d rolled. “He’s still pretending to run ships, is he?”

	Oliver, suddenly feeling meek before this storied figure, reached into his pocket for his snuff tin. He pinched a helping, then snorted it away.

	“I suppose you can say that. He’s been commissioned by His Majesty the King to travel to the Americas for pepper plants.”

	Lazarus sat back. “Aye, word’s going ‘round that Whittaker’s taken ill. That old blunderbuss tried to hire me.”

	“You declined?”

	“Aye. I don’t much care for puff guts and blowhards. You pick which to call Whittaker and which to call Jones.”

	Jones was Whittaker’s Master of the Ship.

	“Yes, well. I know Captain Whitten’s got plans on recruiting Laird McNabb to be his Master of the Ship, and I’ll be the Master’s Mate.”

	“Little green, aye?” Lazarus said, smirking a mouth of strangely white teeth.

	“Tis my first time in the roll, but I’ve—”

	Lazarus put up a hand to silence Oliver. “If McNabb’s running the ship, you can count me in. I’ve been on his ships before, I have. I’d heard he’d called it through with the seas, though.”

	Oliver leaned in close. “His Majesty believes these peppers to be the cure of all ailments; including cholera, which stole Mr. McNabb’s family from him.”

	Lazarus snorted. “One George is jolterheaded as the next and the next and the next after that. That whole family’s bred themselves dumb.”

	Oliver stilled. A man of drive, a man who saw himself captaining ships one day did not besmirch the Royal Family, nor did he cavort with those who did.

	“Well, Mr.—Lazarus, we’ll be setting sail day after tomorrow and you’ll need to stop in to Captain Whitten’s temporary office at the wharf to sign papers and—”

	“Tis steps I know. Run along now and let me enjoy my drink,” Lazarus said.

	Though he’d technically rank above the man, Oliver doubted he’d ever feel above him. Rough sailors were important, but they could be tricky. It was only on land that anyone had harsh words for Herman, Lazarus, Bligh, because on the water, they needed him nearly as much as they needed the boat.

	“I shall see you onboard, sir.” Oliver rose, weighing whether to put out a hand.

	Lazarus lowered his head as if deep in thought, putting an end to Oliver’s handshake consideration.

	 

	THREE

	Orlando Swift pumped two final, shuddering thrusts in Mary Defarge before falling flat against her. The room had a chill, but both were damp and sticky with sweat. Orlando pressed his lips to Mary’s. She kissed back, but with some urgency. 

	She shoved him off and said, “Get, got to piss. I’ll not have no child by you, young man.”

	Orlando grinned as he rolled aside. His body, tightly muscled and lean, glistened beneath the oil lamp on the dresser. He reached for his trousers and felt into a pocket for a tobacco pouch while Mary slipped off the side of the bed to squat over the chamber pot. Orlando rolled himself a cigarette, lighting the tip with a wooden match he struck against the rough oak floor of the schoolteacher’s bedroom. He hadn’t seen her in years since he arrived back in the city some nine months ago, but neither he nor she had forgotten one another in the time apart. Of course, their relationship had been vastly different when she was teaching him the alphabet and simple mathematics; he dropped out to sweep chimneys at the age of ten—the same year his father died beneath a Frenchman’s sword. Until he’d heard how short the man was, Orlando fantasized—often while black with soot—that Napoleon himself had slain his father, picturing him a giant with massive boots and meaty hands, the kind of sword a common mortal could never wield. In the sobriety of his twentieth year, he guessed it was just as likely his father had been stabbed in the night while expelling waste as it was that he died in hand-to-hand combat with a Frenchman.

	“Best be I dump this before I forget. Jarvis might catch sight of your stringy seed floating in amidst the piss.” Mary slipped into a nightdress and took hold of the big, porcelain bowl.

	Jarvis Defarge was a fisherman not due home until tomorrow evening, as well as being Mary’s husband. The man was big and hairy and quite protective of his wife. On a similar night as this, Mary and Orlando, sweaty and sticky, had conversed on all matter of things, including Jarvis’ temper. She was obviously warning him, though not enough that it might keep him from coming around.

	Orlando could hear Mary in another room of the apartment above one of the city’s many bakeries, could hear the window opening, could hear the piss splash down into the alley behind the building, could hear another door opening, could hear…

	“You’re home early,” Mary said, her volume a touch louder than it ought to be.

	“Aye,” Jarvis said. 

	His voice was gruff and slow and deep. At that moment, it sounded as if it had been trolled up from the depths of Hell like the world’s darkest, deadliest catch. Orlando rolled silently from the bed, cigarette between his lips. He grabbed up his clothes in a wad and glanced out the window. 

	The cobblestone street was an unobstructed twenty-five feet below. Jumping was not an option, nor was attempting to scale the rough brickwork, not with how wet it was. 

	“Would ya like me to fix a tea?” Mary said.

	“Nay, I’ll be having a proper drink once I shed these layers. I stink like a sun-baked seal carcass. Tis a stink no woman should have to love, God help me.” 

	Orlando was into his pants and boots by the time he heard Jarvis settle into a chair, likely to take his own boots off. Orlando looked around, thinking, thinking, thinking—got it! From a rickety wardrobe, he withdrew a dress and sweater. He scanned the packed confines and discovered a scarf. It would have to do.

	He’d slipped into the dress and sweater, and was wrapping the scarf around his head and the lower portion of his face when Jarvis’ footfalls resumed their journey. Mary wasn’t speaking. Jarvis wasn’t speaking. Orlando took a deep breath and stepped into the hall.

	“Oh, hello,” he said, his voice high and nasally, a poor facsimile of an Indian accent. “Your wife, very good, very good, let me rest my tired head.”

	“Mary,” Jarvis said, blocking the exit.

	“Yes?” she said, her voice weak, thrumming.

	“Who is this?” he said.

	“I am poor, yes. Very poor…Miss Mary, yes. Let me rest, yes,” Orlando said, stepping closer to Jarvis.

	“Mary?”

	“Yes?” she said again, her voice quivering along with her chin.

	“Excuse me, yes. I must go, yes.” Orlando began to sidle by Jarvis.

	A meaty hand shot out and clamped around Orlando’s throat, pulling the scarf down to reveal his undeniably mannish whiskers. “Mary, who is this man?”

	“I…I…”

	Orlando could drink in only a trickle of air as his hands pawed frantically at the big man’s grip.

	Jarvis began to cry then. “Mary. Mary, how could you do this to me?”

	“Please, you’ll kill him,” Mary whispered.

	After a dozen or more seconds passed, he said with a deep sadness in his tone, “I plan no less for him.”

	Orlando quit pawing at the meaty hands—both were now choking him—and began fumbling to draw up the dress to access a trouser pocket. His vision began to flare in waves of head splitting light and numbing darkness. He could taste and smell pennies.

	“Mary. Mary,” Jarvis said, sobbing, lifting Orlando from the floor by his neck, pinning him to the hallway wall. “Mary. Mary.”

	“Please,” Mary moaned, falling to the floor in a heap of visible anguish.

	Orlando was blind by the time his weakened fingers pulled his jackknife tight into his palm. It took several seconds to slip the grimy blade from the handle, but he managed. Then, with the dregs of adrenaline remaining in his system—his typical reserves were well depleted—he shot out his arm, flailing it three strikes before Jarvis forewent his grip and put hands to his belly.

	Orlando gasped great whooping breaths from the floor, Jarvis’ blood staining the dress he wore. All the sobbing was through, now Jarvis growled. He launched himself onto Orlando’s splayed form and wailed those meaty fists into his face with surprising celerity. Orlando flailed back in defense, sinking the three-inch blade in the man six times before getting it stuck in the man’s temple. 

	Jarvis flopped, eyes rolling, tongue lolling, a lumpy halo of blood stark against the stainless steel of the knife like rust creeping over a carriage fender.

	Mary began to scream.

	Orlando, battered, bruised, but breathing, shimmied out from beneath the man. He struggled up to his feet in a shaky stance. “Quiet!” he shouted, swinging his knife at Mary.

	Mary gasped, falling back until her spine pressed against a dining table leg, her screams silenced.

	“Good. Now we’re both in it if he’s found like this,” Orlando said, lowering his arm. His words were coming out slurred and strangely spaced, as if the rhythm had been choked from his tongue.

	“You killed him.” Mary’s gaze fell to her husband. 

	“Aye, he would’ve done me, had I not.”

	“You killed him,” she said again, the words dreamy now.

	Orlando charged at her and grabbed her by the collar of her robe. “Get your wits, we have work needs doing. Now, he said he was having a proper drink. Fetch his bottle, we’ll both need our strength for what comes next.”

	Mary looked at him again, her lips moving, the words inaudible, though clear as a quick stream: you killed him. 

	 

	FOUR

	“What’s this?” Laird said, accepting the rolled parchment from Captain Fletcher Whitten.

	They were in the man’s study, a roaring fire four feet to their left. The walls were lined with bookshelves, so many Laird had two very clear thoughts: no way Fletcher had read even half of them, and no way there were duplicates. A quick tally based upon approximate shelf space suggested the collection was in the neighbourhood of 2,500 tomes. He’d been brought to the room by a butler and was left alone for close to five minutes. None of the titles looked French or Italian or Latin, but he’d quit reading the names after the first twenty, suddenly daunted as he awaited the old captain to join him. Now that they were together, he bit his tongue.

	Fletcher had always liked Laird, and Laird had always kept up the ruse of reciprocal feelings. The man was a captain by familial nepotism. He’d stand before his crew, bellowing fine words and barking orders, but what he didn’t seem to notice was that the crew always did the right thing, whether told or not. Laird had been master of the ship for nine of Fletcher’s two dozen or so voyages, and could only guess—given that Fletcher kept up a fine, fine reputation as a captain—that the other masters of the ship had known well enough to train their crews and shut their mouths about the man’s ineptitude. 

	“It’s my task, and I’d like for you to join me once again as master of the Malum.”

	Laird unrolled the parchment to reveal a green plant with strange orange bulbs dangling here and there. “The Malum?”

	“His Majesty purchased a ninety-foot merchant vessel for this trip,” Fletcher said as he packed his pipe. “We’re to move with haste.”

	“And what’s this?” Laird pointed to the image he held flat on the table before him.

	“That may well be the cure to this horrible disease.”

	Laird lifted his face. He’d planned to turn the man down—without a family, the grand expeditions and even grander recompense had become meaningless—but this…was it possible the deadly infection, cholera, might be cured by…what?

	“What is it?” Laird said, the question suddenly desperate.

	“It’s a pepper.” Franklin inhaled, then puffed out a sweet-smelling cloud of smoke. “It’s a thousand times hotter than a chili pepper. A single seed is said to burn away every unwelcome disorder or malady. The HMS Blue Sail shipwrecked somewhere along the coast of the Portuguese Americas, much of the crew was dead, those living were staring down Heaven’s lights until the natives fed them peppers so hot each man swore he’d been poisoned. The men passed out, awakening healed some twenty hours later.”

	“Okay?” Laird said.

	“I shall take the Malum to the country of Brazil and bring back no fewer than two hundred pepper specimens; primarily the ones that look like that.” He gestured to the parchment with his pipe. “That very picture was illustrated by a member of the Blue Sail’s crew.”

	“If we are to be in a hurry, I take it we shall cut as straight a path as we can?”

	“We? So, you’ll join me?”

	Laird brought his face up slowly. He’d leave tonight, if it were possible. “How could I deny this noble task?”

	“Splendid. The expedition is already set. Captain Whittaker had been ready to sail as early as yesterday when he awoke this very morning sick with Cholera, his master and master’s mate just as ill. We may need to collect a few stragglers to round out the ranks, but as the economy as it is, I doubt we’ll have much trouble at all.”

	“Brazil,” Laird said, musing, thinking of the Tahitian women, wondering if Brazilian women let it all hang out just as readily. “Brazil for pepper plants.”

	“It’s much more than that. It’s glory. I shall be the captain who cured the modern world, and you shall be there along with me. History will discuss our actions for centuries, millennia. We shall go down in the annals of time as some of the greatest seamen to traverse the Atlantic.”

	Laird considered little of what Fletcher was saying, stuck on the possibilities of an answer to humanity’s greatest foe. Any strife they’d face would seem miniscule when pinned against the value to humanity of curing Cholera. 

	“When do we leave?” Laird said.

	“Day after tomorrow.”

	Laird stuck out his hand. “I suppose that will have to suffice.”

	 

	FIVE

	Orlando and Mary wrapped Jarvis in a wool blanket, and each took an end. The gloomy weather had the streets empty, giving them room to blunder through the disposal of the body. Mary had ceased sobbing and was now moving exactly as instructed and only as instructed. She’d become a blank slate.

	Not far from the apartment was an alleyway that led to an inn, the singing was just barely audible fifty feet from the door. 

	“Let him down,” Orlando said, his voice stiff and scratchy. He bent to roll the blanket into his arms. “Empty his pockets like he’s been robbed.”

	Mary did as instructed. 

	Orlando took the small bottle of liquor he’d snatched from the apartment and poured it all over Jarvis’ quickly cooling corpse, then opened his mouth to fill the throat. He was painting an easy picture to interpret, and every additional clue would help. Really, all he needed to worry about was Mary’s conscience. He took a swig from the bottle, then winced at the way it burned his ravaged throat. Not the good stuff. He held the bottle to Mary. 

	She accepted it, husband’s coins, knife, and tobacco pouch in her hands.

	“Take a drink,” Orlando said.

	Mary took a drink.

	“Go home and forget you ever saw me. Tomorrow, someone will come by to say your husband was murdered, sure thing.”

	Mary whispered, “T’was murdered.”

	“Nay, he was killed because his wife’s cunny got itchy.”

	Mary looked at Orlando dead on. “Aye.” She stepped to Orlando’s side, then held out Jarvis’ things, including the liquor.

	Unthinking, Orlando accepted the lot.

	“Murderer! He killed my man!” Mary began to shout, her voice squalling through the quiet like winter winds finding nooks and crannies in a longhouse. “Murderer!”

	Orlando opened his hands and wrapped his fingers around Mary’s throat, forcing her back the way they’d come. Doors and window shutters banged and voices called out, but he’d silenced her, driving her into the deep recesses of a back alley across the street from where they’d been. The stench of waste was thick here and Orlando spotted his opportunity to quiet this woman for good.

	He kicked her knee out from the back and spun her, letting go of her throat. He positioned one hand on her neck and the other on the top of her head as she stumbled, gasping, slamming hard into the cobblestones. Her hands fell into the gutter where the rainwater had built a slurry of gold brown waste, chamber pots dumped from the upper buildings. 

	“Sorry, Mary,” he whispered, then plunged her head into the mess. 

	She thrashed and kicked, but she was no match. He held her there, submerged in filth, until she moved no more. 

	“Who’s down there?” a voice called from a window some thirty feet above.

	Orlando took off running with nowhere to go. He’d planned on spending the night warm in the Defarges’ bed, but now would have to sleep rough—no way would it be safe for him to appear at an inn, soaked and overwrought, not when the coppers would soon be looking for a murderer in their midst. 

	He headed toward the wharf, cutting between alleyways, keeping from the shine of any lamps. He thought as he moved in the shroud of darkness. His days in London were about through, what he needed was a job on a ship. 

	“Lord, help me with some luck,” he whispered, then considered the alternative. “I’m open to other offers, too… Any devils out tonight?” He stopped moving to lean against the cold bricks of a nunnery’s wall. He paused there for a ten-count. “Just me?” he said, then carried onward.

	As he rounded the corner of a livery stable, he saw two boys breaking through the matte of dreary darkness before him, both holding items tight to their chests. He started into a jog, following them. They skirted into an alley and Orlando had just enough time to see the slower of the pair slip through a doorway into storage a building that harboured a lean in one corner as if the air had been let out. 

	Orlando followed to the doorway. Instantly, he felt the warmth of the space. He lit a match. Voices were up ahead, some smallish, pre-pubescent, but one grown. He’d heard of such setups—a man working children like a pimp does whores, though instead of the sex trade, they were masters of thievery and burglary. 

	Rather than trailing the voices, he pushed onward slowly through the shadows, in the opposite direction, toward that leaning corner. He lingered behind objects hidden beneath canvas, watching the man and his children around a fire. He dropped the match. If they didn’t spot him, good; if they did…he’d worry about that if it happened.

	Orlando Swift pulled a canvas slowly, like a blanket, as he settled on the floor; he’d become just another mysterious shape in a warehouse.

	 

	SIX

	The lithe eels skate through the currents as they returned to the Sargasso Sea. They push steadily east against the cyclonic pull, working toward one of the great, known mysteries of mankind. Since the dawn of enlightened thought, people have studied eels, but the truth of their breeding remains elusive. 

	Ready to do their final, most important task, the eels push deeper and deeper, day by day, readying their ever-robust fortitudes for heavier and heavier pressure. For some, this takes weeks, for others, more than a month. They must watch for predators, big and small, and many eels will fall prey, never fulfilling their destinies. 

	Thousands of eels come each day, but only the best and luckiest reach their goal some 22,000 feet from the bottom. What these eels don’t know, couldn’t possibly know, is that it has been 35,012 days since the queen’s last rising, meaning inside six weeks, the queen shall rise again to feast.

	 

	SEVEN

	Men were eager to assist with the loading of the ship. They had more help than they’d ever need for the act; this despite that wages were poor. Putting together a crew of experienced sailors was never so easy. They be away for up to six months, though both Franklin and Laird thought it would be shorter. 

	They couldn’t go straight, which was the biggest problem, though it was also a trade opportunity for His Majesty. They were to export a load of coal to the sultan of Morocco in exchange for sugar. The coal was loaded into the very barrels that would house the sugar—after a good washing. Also loaded were several dozen clay pots, which, once loaded with their quarry of pepper plants, would take up a great deal of space on the upper deck and within the captain’s quarters. 

	Within Captain Fletcher Whitten’s temporary office, Laird McNabb and Oliver Davies renewed acquaintances—the British sailing world was a small one in 1826—over a pot of tea as men and boys filed slowly in to enquire about employment. As always, this was as much about correctly misleading rumors as it was to find good help. And they needed help.

	Many of the previous captain’s men had come down sick and were no longer available for the trek, suggesting they’d been sharing meals from a less reputable source, that or sheer bad luck.

	“I’ve been to Morocco more than a dozen times; the biggest trouble is rounding up the crew. If ever there was a place of ill-repute, it’s Casablanca,” Laird said as he studied one of the ship’s manifests.

	“Aye, on my virgin expedition I was nearly left behind in—”

	The door opened, silencing Oliver’s anecdote of debauchery, and in walked Lazarus. He was a huge man in the dark, but even bigger, even more foreboding in the daylight. Many of his scars were deep enough that the ridged skin cast slim shadows, his tattoos more intricate than first presumed, and his muscles were alive with ropey veins beneath the thin cotton of his shirt.

	“Mr. McNabb, I was sad to hear of your family,” he said, his voice like thunder within the confines of the small office.

	“Thank you, Mr. Bligh. I understand that you’ve agreed to join us tomorrow.”

	Lazarus nodded. “Aye. When he said you’d master the ship, I said I would come along.”

	Oliver fished amongst the paperwork for a fresh contract to be signed.

	“We’ll need a man like you. I wish we’d find a dozen, though the captain might protest paying your fee,” Laird said, grinning.

	Oliver handed over the typical contract and Laird plucked the quill pen from its pot. He located the renumeration line and crossed out the going figure, much to Oliver’s visible surprise. 

	“Does triple the wage sound fair?” Laird said, not looking at the man.

	“Triple what you’re paying the corny-faced addle pates?” Lazarus said.

	Oliver looked at Laird with wide, terrified eyes.

	Laird lifted his right brow as he faced Lazarus. “Three and a half?”

	Lazarus sighed. “I suppose that will do.”

	“Uh, Laird, could we…I mean…” Oliver began, flustered.

	Grin lifting the corner of his mouth, Laird filled in the sum, initialed the change on the contract and pointed to where Lazarus was to make his mark. The man accepted the pen and drew a single, stiff Z. 

	“Tomorrow then,” Laird said, rising, holding out his right hand.

	Lazarus accepted this shake. “First thing.”

	Once the tower of a man left the office, Oliver all but shouted. “Three and a half times the going rate? That’s more than…I really don’t see…is he worth it?”

	Laird sat back in his chair. “Lazarus Bligh has been on the ocean his entire life. He’s probably been the biggest boon to the oil industry since man discovered blubber. There’s many a tall tails of many good men, but rarely is a man of equal height or taller than those tails. And I tell you, Lazarus Bligh is a man of such standing”

	“But I don’t…we can’t just…His Majesty and Captain Whitten set the…” Oliver’s head shook in tight, confused strokes.

	“Did you ever hear the story of where Lazarus got his name?” Laird said.

	Oliver stopped shaking his head a moment, then shook it two more strokes.

	“He was fifteen and already a harpooner of a whaling ship—I don’t recall which, though that hardly matters. Well, they’d been chasing down a monstrous blue whale for close to a week when a day of squalls had their focus shifted from their quarry to simple survival. Two boys on their first and last expedition went overboard in the storm. Lazarus leapt in after them, harpoon in hand, lead fastened to the deck. He did not find the boys, but he did find the yawning maw of the blue whale.”

	“No,” Oliver whispered.

	“That whale swallowed Lazarus—or rather, back then at least—swallowed a boy named Herman. Within the beast, he went to work on the back of the whale’s throat, stabbing through flesh and wrenching at bone. The harpoon was lodged in the beast as it started its great descent—as they did when danger rode the surf. The whale opened its maw. Fighting the current of rushing water, the boy called Herman swam and pulled until he was out of the beast.”

	“This sounds…well, it sounds simply too tall.”

	Laird huffed. “Sure, it does, but he had proof you see. He wasn’t done with the whale, which they would’ve lost. With a knife pulled free of his belt, he cut away the whale’s left eye, and once the obstruction was gone, he began to slam into the bone. See, Herman Bligh loved books with pictures, especially those that might reveal secrets. Just behind a blue whale’s eye is a layer of bone, then its brain.”

	 Oliver frowned, mouth hanging agog.

	“Nineteen minutes after going down to look for the boys, Herman Bligh rose from his watery grave as Lazarus rose from his dry one. He followed his rope back onto the ship, tucked beneath his shirt was a pink mass of brain about the size of a pumpkin.”

	“No,” Oliver said, the syllable a hiss.

	“Oh yes.”

	“What did he do with it?”

	Laird leaned in close to Oliver and Oliver mimicked. 

	“He ate it to learn all the whale’s secrets,” he whispered. “And you know what, I think it might’ve just worked.”

	Oliver sat back, stunned, then said, “Maybe three and a half times the going rate is a steal.”

	Laird tapped a finger against the center of his forehead. “Aye. If we get into trouble, perhaps find yourself sticking near Lazarus; he is a man who survives where others become fish chum.”

	 

	EIGHT

	Ellison Neighbours was all of four feet tall and could scrunch up to less than two when the need arose. It felt imperative now, as if had the night before when he watched the man and the woman cart a large corpse into an alleyway before the woman went mad, screaming and pointing, and the man had to shut her up. Seeing her drown in a gulley of waste made him gag, but he’d remained quiet, following the man at a distance until he wound up at the empty warehouse.

	The man was on the run. The man was dangerous. The man had to be the answer to Ellison’s predicament.

	He was twelve, and up until recently, had lived in the country with an uncle. His uncle worked him and sometimes beat him, but also showed him love. He made Ellison go to classes with the old maid, Henrietta, who wrapped knuckles and caned the backs of students’ legs when they acted up. For all the negatives, Ellison felt great pride in reading to his uncle at night, no matter how slow and stuttered it might’ve been. Then, Horace, the donkey, kicked Ellison’s uncle in the right temple. 

	His uncle had laughed about it, showing off his goose-egg to Ellison. That night, both man and child went to their straw-stuffed beds. Come morning, only Ellison arose, finding his uncle stiff, cold, and slightly blue. In a fury, he loaded his uncle’s musket and blew a hole in the side of the donkey’s head, disintegrating the beast’s left ear almost completely.

	He was then taken to London by Father Matthew Holmes and dropped off at a busy orphanage. He didn’t last long there before he was taken in by a skinny, yellowish man named Father Edgar McCarrick. For three weeks he’d endured the man until last night when he broke away and chanced upon witnessing a murder.

	The man climbed from beneath the canvas he’d used as a blanket, looked around—his gaze playing right over Ellison in his shadowy hiding spot beneath a table—then pushed to his feet. Almost where he’d lain, he turned and began to piss, like a dog marking its territory. Now, seeing the man upright, Ellison decided he was making the right decision. Most men who slept in warehouses were infinitely rougher, they stank, and when they rolled into wakefulness, they rarely stood to piss, instead let it ooze down their legs like a lonely invalid. 

	The man had done a very bad thing, but he was far from useless.

	“Can’t be choosey,” he whispered.

	The man crept out of the warehouse, straightening his shirt and trousers as he did so. Ellison kept a moderate distance, which was easier once outside. The wharf was busy with activity. For a moment, Ellison fell a fair distance behind his quarry, watching the men and women going about their business. He took a deep breath through his nose. He missed much about the countryside, but the smell of the ocean was almost like whiffing a lamp on the spit: inviting, promising, salty. 

	Ellison had to jog to find the man again, spotting him a moment before he slipped into a short line of men waiting to enter a small office. His tummy rumbled as he watched the comings and goings, thinking he wished he’d stuffed his pockets before he’d made his break from the Father’s side.

	The man was in the office much longer than the three preceding men had been, and when he exited, he had a bop to his step and a grin riding the right corner of his mouth. The man didn’t go far, stopping in at The Spouter Inn. The scent coming off the building had Ellison salivating, but he didn’t dare go begging. Someone would round him up and drag him to the orphanage, and from there, Father McCarrick would appear to kidnap him. So, he clenched his teeth and waited. 

	After about two hours of waiting, the man stepped out. Ellison chased after him as he headed toward a mercantile. He went inside and again, Ellison waited outside. After another hour or more, the man emerged with a brown packet in his hands. Ellison climbed down from the rock fence he’d settled upon and followed the man. The man went around a corner, into an alleyway. Ellison, not wanting to lose sight for more than a few seconds, broke into a jog. He made it halfway down the gloomy, piss-stinking, dead-ended alley, when he heard a voice.

	“Why are you following me, boy?”

	Ellison spun. The man was there, blocking the exit. 

	He couldn’t speak.

	The man closed the distance, and with his empty hand, grabbed Ellison by the collar. “When a man speaks, a boy answers.” 

	“Yes.”

	The man let go of Ellison and resumed holding the brown package with both hands. “Why do you follow me?”

	“I need help.”

	The man jerked back in surprise, his expression a tight ball of confusion. “From me?”

	“I saw…last night…I saw, with the woman and the big man.”

	“Aye?”

	Ellison cleared his throat. “You need to leave the city. I need to leave the city. You can take me with you.”

	The man snorted a humourless laugh.

	“Will you kill me then, too?” Ellison said, the words teary and desperate.

	“Kill you.”

	Ellison stepped forward. “If you do not take me away from here and you do not kill me, I will do my best to see you swing from the gallows,” he said—borrowing something he’d heard his uncle say one night drunk with friends.

	The man opened his mouth, then snapped it closed. After a minute or more, he said, “But I’m setting sail. I’m not looking for a child to raise. Where can you get to on a boat?”

	Ellison was sobbing now. “Anywhere but with Father McCarrick.”

	The man sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Would you really have me hang?”

	Ellison, snot running down over his lips, tears playing a steady cascade down his cheeks, nodded vigorously.

	The man groaned. “All right, boy. We’ll stow you away, and at our first port, you’re on your own.”

	“I’m Ellison, not boy.”

	“You’re boy, or whatever the hell a man calls ya…and I’m Orlando.”

	 

	NINE

	Given that it was the nearest to where The Malum was docked, the majority of the men setting sail at first light were taking up space at the Albatross Inn. They slept four to each bed. Some slept on benches and the floor, men huddled together sharing blankets, men who’d already given their goodbyes to wives and children. On the ship itself, Captain Fletcher Whitten had settled into his quarters prematurely, as was his way. He spouted much about readying himself and wanting to be the first on board the ship, should anything need repaired, but Laird knew it was a simple matter of sleeping in. With the captain was Franklin Tiki.

	Should the ship sink some night, the man would likely drown without ever opening his eyes.

	Laird wasn’t much thinking of Fletcher as night fully settled around the ship. For the last four hours he’d observed men bringing aboard their personal allowance of belongings. Most of the men he knew by name, some he’d even taken expeditions alongside in the past. Two men he didn’t know where a bespectacled botanist named Cedric Dickens and a man named Orlando Swift who’d signed up that afternoon. The botanist was slight and somewhat clumsy, uncertain of himself upon the gentle rise and fall of the docked ship. Orlando was almost an exact opposite. He was confident, his footing light and graceful; there was also something sly about him.

	So, at a little after 10:00 PM, for Laird to see the botanist climb aboard once again, just as Orlando was coming down—he’d regained entry onto the ship beyond Laird’s notice, somehow—was something of an oddity. Laird rose from his shadowy spot only feet from where the gangway had been affixed to the deck and called out for Orlando to stop—inadvertently scaring the botanist as he did so.

	“My word,” Cedric said, slender hand to the deep concave of his chest.

	“Yes, sir?’ Orlando said from halfway down the gangway.

	“Come here a moment,” Laird said.

	“Me as well?’ Cedric said, his tone sheepish, as if scolded.

	“Why not,” Laird said, though he had little interest in the uncertain botanist.

	Orlando skipped back to the top of the gangway and leaned against the rope railing. “Yes, sir?”

	“Why sneak onto the ship?” Laird said.

	Cedric looked from one man to the other and back again, eyes wide as full moons beneath his round spectacles. 

	“Sneak? I came as I’m leaving,” Orlando said.

	“I was sat right there,” Laird said, pointing not five feet from where he stood. “I did not see you.”

	Orlando pouted out his bottom lip. “Perhaps you were distracted. I can be rather fleet of foot; it is possible you simply missed me.”

	Laird frowned. “And to what end were you on the ship once more? I know you’d already stowed a brown package of items below.”

	Orlando’s face sprouted a smile, his teeth glinting in the moonlight. “I won at cards this evening and to keep from awaking with empty pockets, I came aboard. I assumed someone was watching the ship, making my money much safer here.”

	“Oh dear, should I worry?” Cedric said.

	Laird side-eyed him but spoke to Orlando. “From here on, you be sure to let your presence be known when boarding after dark.”

	Orlando nodded and wagged an index finger. “I shall whistle, or perhaps you’d rather I learn the fiddle?”

	“Would be wise to mind your tone,” Laird said. “Bugger off. I’ll need you energetic come morning.”

	“Aye, aye,” Orlando said, then turned on his heels and started back down the gangway.

	Cedric looked sheepishly at Laird. “So it is clear, I’ve come aboard to acclimatise before we set sail.”

	Laird frowned to the man after watching Orlando all the way to the door of the Albatross. “Aye. Have you been on the ocean at all?”

	Cedric seemed to ponder this, and after a half-minute in thoughtful silence, he said, “Not quite. There was a time, however, when my interests leaned toward aquatic life, namely the eel. It’s truly a fascinating creature, but one, I fear, we may never know much about, beyond what we know already, I mean.”

	“Ah, does the notion of the sea have you stressed?”

	“I should perhaps offer some bravado to set the mind of the ship’s master at ease, but honestly, I am terrified.”

	Laird nodded. “Not to worry, you won’t be the first man I’ve witnessed puke his guts out and you won’t be the first man I’ve seen overcome such a state. All trouble passes eventually…though sometimes it passes only when you have as well.”

	Cedric laughed nervously. “I’ll do my best to survive.”

	Laird thought of something then and this was the very man to ask. “Is it possible for a pepper to cure all?”

	Cedric wasted no time in answering. “His majesty is certain of it.”

	“But what of a man in the field of plants?”

	Cedric’s expression soured and he rubbed his hands together. “Peppers are like much fruit in their health benefits, and perhaps the heat can burn away bacteria and viruses.”

	Laird sighed, running his palms over the polished deck railing, his back to the botanist. “I suppose that will have to be enough.”

	Cedric cleared his throat. “The only truly clear answer I can offer is that every day brings about new discoveries, proving what was impossible yesterday to be possible tomorrow. Man cannot fly, man cannot reach outer space, man can only dream, until those dreams become reality.”

	Laird balled his fists, elbows leaned on the railing, chin resting on his knuckles. “What about traveling through time? What about Heaven?”

	“I’m not sure I understand,” Cedric said.

	Laird remained in place, looking at the low lights of the inn, listening to the quiet of the quay. He stayed there until long after Cedric returned to the inn, stayed there until it was only the moon, the stars, and himself observing the wharf. He hoped the King was right and that science was wrong, but in the here and now, he very much doubted it.

	 

	TEN

	The cook, a man called Big Willem, was the last to climb aboard. He carried six chicken crates housing a dozen chickens. The chickens squawked and pecked at the man’s fingers through the wire fencing of their crates.

	“Quit that or it’ll be meat instead of eggs on the menu,” he said, his voice strangely high for a man so large.

	On the wharf, several dozen looky-loos had gathered. Some were family members of the men setting off, but most were locals who liked to watch. The captain was on the upper deck, his uniform spotless and crisp, standing out starkly next to the sailors and their off-white shirts and patched trousers. 

	“Anchor up,” Fletcher shouted, one eye on the crowd, by his side was the ever-quiet Franklin Tiki. “Be ready to set the mainsail!”

	Below deck, a dozen or so men used the huge oars to push against the rock wall beneath the wharf’s thickly planked dock. The ship began to flow outward toward the vast blue ocean. High above, men were in place amid the sails, everyone knowing their roles because Laird and Oliver had sorted each man out.

	There was a helpful breeze that a few men considered good luck, a well wish from Fate. 

	“Loose the mainsail!”

	The crowd hooted and clapped as the heavy canvas unraveled. Instantly, the ship began to pick up speed, inching away from land. 

	“Pipe the rigging! Mind the gaskets!” Fletcher shouted senselessly, playing up his position to the crowd. “Away the garnets!”

	None of the crew said a word aloud, but many had to hide their faces for fear of an eyeroll or headshake being noted. 

	“Set the mainsail! Set the topsail! Southwest, ho!”

	Quickly, they were beyond shouting distance of the wharf. The captain ceased barking commands, seemingly oblivious to the fact that the men had been seconds ahead of his demands throughout the launch. 

	Fletcher took over at the wheel—there’d be little steering for many hours now—the cool wind brushing gently beneath his bare neck and ears. Laird stepped up from the lower deck to stand by the captain.

	“All is fine,” Laird said.

	Fletcher nodded gently. “I’m in the mood for music. Gather up that man, Kirk, to play us a ditty.” 

	Kirk popped to his feet from a hatch to below deck—Laird had already warned him that Fletcher would want music almost the moment they set sail—and hurried to the captain’s side. He settled in on a pile of wound rope, his fiddle case upon his lap. The rest of the crew fell into a hush. He took out his fiddle and immediately fell into an Italian ballad, his voice backing up the melody, not quite with words, though that hardly mattered. 

	For close to nine minutes the crew attended to what needed attending, their mouths closed, their ears perked. For several moments after Kirk was through with the song, all remained silent, then came a “Here, here,” and a “Righto,” and a whistle. A brave seagull had come to stand about two feet from where Kirk sat as if getting into the front row for an encore performance.

	Kirk cleared his throat. “Perhaps another kind of song?”

	“Spanish Ladies!” One man shouted, and Kirk offered a grin. He then cast a sideways glance at Laird. Laird took the hint and began a steady stomp as Kirk worked his fiddle.

	“Dance, boy,” Fletcher said to Franklin.

	“Yes, sir,” he said and began jigging to the thumping.

	The crew, familiar one and all, began to sing, “Farewell and adieu to you, Spanish ladies, 
farewell and adieu to you, ladies of Spain…”

	Fletcher became stoic, as if he was above such trivial things—this despite that he never captained a voyage without a musician onboard—his eyes gazing distantly to the great Atlantic, though surely he’d noticed if Franklin quit dancing. 

	The sun was high, the wind was with them, and the men were in good spirits. After Spanish Ladies came another shanty, then another and another until the men were sung-out. Many went below. Others stayed topside. When the weather was right, sailing did not require forty-six men, but they were there, ready and willing, when called upon.

	Once the sun was high overhead, the scents of the ship’s first meal rose up from below—or rather, the first two meals; the crew did not eat the same as the ranked sailors. As it was the first day, and getting morale on a good foot was vital, the crew went down to eat first. A few men meandered topside, watching the waves, minding chores, looking useful before the captain and the ship’s masters.

	 

	ELEVEN

	As evening settled around them, a chill followed and most of the crew remained below. Lazarus remained on the deck, hands on a thick bamboo fishing rod. He played the line in and out with his thick fingers, a spool lying by his feet. Another man sat by watching the line to be sure it didn’t snag or wind around Lazarus’ ankle. It wasn’t necessary until something took the bait, but hours were long on an expedition, even on the first day.

	Orlando remained topside as well. He’d climbed up to sit in the crow’s nest. This was mostly unnecessary given that they’d only put about one hundred miles between them and the city, and it was unlikely for an iceberg to drift that far east and south from the northernmost section of the New World.

	A man named Book was on the wheel as the officers had retreated to the captain’s cabin to take their supper. 

	Lavish by comparison to below, the captain’s cabin was spacious and clean smelling—something that would not last. Off the main cabin were four closet-sized cabins for the officers. Alongside Fletcher, Laird, and Oliver was the purser, a large older man with white whiskers and jowls like a stork; he was called Ludwig Wheeler. His position was of no use on the ocean, but at each port, he stepped out from the shadows to handle the ship’s banking. 

	“I see that man Lazarus has given himself another raise,” Ludwig said, a string bean at the end of his fork. He was rosy-cheeked from two glasses of wine, his eyes glazed. 

	Fletcher frowned, looking at Oliver, then Laird, and finally to Ludwig again. “What’s this?”

	Ludwig opened his mouth, but Laird beat him to speaking. 

	“Lazarus commands a deal more than the other men of the crew because he is worth more than the other men of the crew.”

	“Three times more?” Ludwig said, his tone teasing, tattling. 

	“Three times and a half, which is a reasonable wage. I pray we never need to see just how good he is.”

	Fletcher set down his utensils and reached for his wine glass. “Three times and a half? Ludwig, you agreed to this.”

	Ludwig growled at the back of his throat. “No, nor would I if I had the chance.”

	Laird shook his head. “Let me put it this way: should the need arise for a man who is simply more, you’ll take back each syllable.”

	Fletcher pointed a chubby finger. “We go a long ways, but do not forget who is captain and who is—”

	Shouting and a great pounding silenced the captain. The men looked at one another before rising, almost as if synchronized, and hurried out to the deck. Most of the crew was huddled to one side of the ship, causing it to tilt gently to the north. One by one as the men took note of the officers—and Franklin Tiki—they stood aside, eventually revealing Lazarus and the man sitting below him. Currently, this man was using a ladle to pour water onto Lazarus’ hands as he played line out to some unseen fish.

	“Have you got something then?” Fletcher said.

	“Aye,” Lazarus said, focussed on the line and the fish attached via hook.

	“Big?” Fletcher said.

	Lazarus could only nod.

	“Is it a shark?” Fletcher said.

	“Nay, tis a,” Lazarus yanked, pausing mid-sentence, then let more line play free from his hands, “tis a swordfish.”

	“Wow,” Franklin said, then stiffened.

	Fletcher glanced at the boy—a good boy was quiet until manhood, he then let loose a grin as he focused on the scene at hand. “A swordfish? Here? In the English Channel? I should think that’s rather unlikely. Did you see a fin?” Fletcher said.

	Lazarus didn’t answer, didn’t have to. The crew were more than willing, a dozen or more saying, “No,” slightly out of time like a deaf choir.

	Fletcher then turned to whisper between Laird and Oliver. “And he’s supposed to be worth the pay of three.”

	“Care to wager on whether or not he’s got himself a swordfish?” Laird said.

	A grin spread the captain’s thin pink lips like warn taffy. “Twenty guineas says it’s not a swordfish.”

	“Twenty says it is,” Laird said.

	“How about you, Mr. Davies?” Fletcher said.

	Oliver rubbed his jaw. His pay was about sixty guineas a month; twenty would be a big loss, or a big gain. He sighed. “Laird’s respect for the man is infectious, but I’d have to say I’ve not heard of a swordfish this far north or east in a very long time.”

	Ever the stickler, Ludwig cleared his throat, then asked, “And what of a broken line?”

	Laird and Fletcher spied one another a moment before Laird said, “Then there’d be no way to prove it’s a swordfish.”

	“Stacking odds against oneself is noble, if costly,” Fletcher said.

	By and by, the crew drifted as they’d come. The sun was setting, and the excitement and effort of departure left most of the men gassed. The captain returned to his cabin with Franklin, as did Ludwig. Laird took over for the man who’d been straightening the spooled line—if it wrapped around Lazarus’ ankle, it would take little for a large fish to pull him overboard and then into the depths—and moistening palms. Lazarus did not waver, sometimes reefing against the line, other times letting it play, wearing out the big fish.

	Laird looked at his pocket watch, almost ready to concede that gambling was rarely a good idea when the massive swordfish leapt above the surf, trying to free itself. Laird clapped and hooted, his patience suddenly vast. 

	“Is she slowing?” Laird said, looking to the sweaty man.

	“Aye, nearly shagged, now,” Lazarus said, winding the line in a few inches at a time.

	A handful of men had heard Laird’s hoot and had returned to the deck, including Oliver. 

	“What?” Oliver said.

	Laird smirked. “I’ll not tell you what I saw for fear you’ll cut the line.”

	“No,” Oliver said, voice going husky.

	Laird waggled his eyebrows.

	The swordfish was now no more than fifteen feet from the ship. It kept close to the surf, the line all but taut. The men began making more noise, driving other crewmembers up from below. Once the fish was within ten feet of the ship, Lazarus began reeling the line relentlessly. The swordfish made a final pull, but it was no use.

	Two crewmen wielded boat hooks, reaching over the side of the ship. They could not touch the water. Without discussion, Lazarus began to step to his left to where the gangway would connect. One of the men affixed a rope ladder to wooden cleats mounted for that very purpose. He then climbed down with the long hook in hand. The swordfish, as if accepting its fate, swam directly below the man. One arm entwined in the ladder, the other swinging violently, the man managed to burry several inches of the hook in the fish’s belly. 

	Lazarus continued pulling as the man clumsily brought the swordfish high enough that crewmen on better footing could latch on and bring the massive fish onto the deck. Blood oozed from its flank as it jerked in desperation. Lazarus wasted no time. Mallet in hand, he leapt onto the fish, straddling it. He swung once, then again. After no more than a minute with the sum of the big man’s weight upon its back, it ceased all movements aside from the steady, fruitless gulp of its mouth.

	Leaned in tight, Lazarus said to the swordfish, “You were a worthy foe, and you shall not go to waste.” He pulled a knife from a sheath on his hip and buried the blade to the hilt just behind the creature’s throat. He pulled by the handle, blade still sunken, and a great wash of blood poured free. Instantly, the men began cheering. The swordfish was huge, but by no means as big as a swordfish could get. 

	“Worth the wage of three,” Oliver said to Laird.

	“Aye. I wonder what it was doing this far northeast,” Laird said.

	Lazarus rose from the fish, his legs a touch shaky, his pallor a touch pale. “A fish travels for food; a fish travels for safety. Very likely a much larger predator forced the fish from its home.”

	“Hate to see what that thing considers a predator,” Oliver said.

	Lazarus, gazing off into the distance, said, “Tis predators of that ilk that make life worth the while.” 

	“And I thought it was cunny,” Orlando said, a sly expression on his face as he climbed up to the deck from below, heading toward the men who were currently stringing up the fish to let it bleed out.

	“Aye, addle pates do,” Lazarus said.

	Orlando paused, his right eyebrow slipping up his forehead, his right hand falling to the sheath on his hip. 

	Lazarus paid him no mind and started down to the berth, head to toe damp with sweat but looking no weaker than when they’d set sail. 

	 

	TWELVE

	Ellison had spent the night and the day following huddled behind the coal bins in one of the storage cabins near the kitchen area. The scent of the food drove him to the door, drove his mind to the table, to a plate, to even a simple glass of water, but his body obeyed what it knew it had to do. The man, Orlando, had warned him that they’d have no qualms about throwing a street urchin overboard. Ellison didn’t really believe this, at least not all the way, and yet, a niggling possibility festered a fear great enough in his mind that he remained frozen in that dirty, stinking room.

	When the hoots and talk of a swordfish started, Ellison was almost curious enough to forget his fear. He’d heard of such strange fish, but he’d seen none of them. His knowledge of animals came from simple farming—chickens, a goat, pigs, a calf they’d raised into a Heffer before it met the dinner plate—and from tales men and boys spat like gospel. Tales of great whales and huge cats and birds big enough to carry away a fully grown man. 

	When the snoring began, Ellison counted in his head. He used a piece of coal to mark off hundreds. Once he reached 2,500, he could take no more. He slunk out of the coal room and into the dim hallway. He’d moved so little, he hadn’t much noticed the sway of the ocean, a to-and-fro that was causing him to stumble like a drunk. 

	He entered the kitchen and nearly leapt from his skin when a chicken hopped down off a table. The cages were all open—where could a chicken go inside the berth of a ship? Ellison paused with his back against a moveable bulkhead, catching his breath. On the floor, a few feet from his side, was an apple core, browned but looking like it had meat left still. The chicken was heading for it.

	“Git,” he hissed and snatched up the morsel, using the bottom row of his teeth like a grater against the soft, dirty flesh. He ate it down, spitting out the seeds—his uncle told him that apple seeds were poisonous if you ate more than four or five at a time—stem, and sharp leafy bit from the bottom. It worked to break the seal on his hunger, opening the floodgates to cramps and light-headedness. 

	It felt as if he had no choice; Ellison stood. He looked around. A single oil lamp lit the kitchen and dining area. Beyond, bulkheads had been put in place, storing the sleeping sailors like shoes in cubbies. To his left were large casks, all corked but two. Ellison hurried to the first, squatted, then wrapped his mouth over the tap’s opening. He turned the valve a hair and nearly gagged on the noxious, high-test rum. Instantly, his mouth felt aflame and within thirty seconds, his throat and tummy received a similar sensation. 

	He rushed to the next tapped cask, wrapped his lips, then tentatively—gentle, gentle, his mind coached—he turned the valve. Warm water rushed into his mouth, cooling away the ugly rum sensation. He drank until his body told him enough.

	He rose again, feeling emboldened by what he’d accomplished so far, and that it appeared the entire ship was asleep. Quickly, head down, he walked the way he’d seen Orlando exit the night before. To board, they’d scaled the hull of the ship to a window where Orlando had hung out a rope ladder. 

	The closer he got to the steep set of stairs, the fresher the air became. It felt as if he was being lured, his legs moving steadily, even as he stumbled side to side. He climbed slowly, peeking once up, and turned a full 360° and then some. He saw nobody, but he did see the silhouette of a fish about twice as long as he was.

	He let out an appreciative whistle, then covered his mouth with both hands. 

	From high above, a voice said, “Did you say something, George?”

	A voice from the far end of the ship said, “Huh?”

	Ellison spun around on the stairs. He took three steps before the rocking of the ship sent him sprawling. He landed on his face, the taste of blood filling his mouth. He sprang to his feet and sprinted back to his dark, dirty sanctuary. Behind the coal, he waited, tense as a watch spring, certain that at any moment a member of the crew was going to drag him out and toss him overboard. 

	 

	THIRTEEN

	Slowly, slowly the queen begins her ascent as her organs shift from reproduction to feeding. It will take her weeks to rise to the surf as her great form acclimates to the changes in pressure. As she swims, scales that normally come away once ready now flake off in bite-sized bits; translucent eels make their way into the currents like maple pods caught in hurricane winds. 

	The queen thinks nothing of her offspring, thinking nothing of the eggs dropped onto her back by female eels, thinks nothing of the fact the eggs had no chance to be fertilized by male eels. All she can think of is food. And, as she hasn’t eaten in close to ninety-six years, this is entirely reasonable. 

	Other creatures don’t know how to behave in her presence, the smartest fish dart away, while dumb ones slide past her thousand or more teeth, down her oily throat, and into her tummy. Deepsea fish and their ilk are just the appetizer; to make the meal count, she’ll need much bigger, fattier food.

	She is not worried and she is not rushed; in the more than 150 million years that she’s existed on the bed of the Atlantic, directly below the northeastern edge of the Sargasso Sea, the best eating has come from the surface. The likelihood of that being different now is not something she has a mind to consider.

	No.

	Slowly, slowly, slowly the queen swims with the current, winding her way up, up, up.

	 

	FOURTEEN

	By the second evening, they were through the English Channel and catching predictable winds, pushing them almost triple the speed they had been going. On the sixth day, the ship saw its first fisticuffs. The loser was taken below, unconscious and bleeding out, and the winner was tied to a post, a gag in his mouth. By the time he was let free, his lips and cheeks were purple with bruises and cracked dry by the salty ocean air. Once the loser awoke, and was able to stand, he was also tied to a post and gagged. On the tenth day—about halfway to Casablanca—a surprising discovery was made by a fat man looking to hide in one of the storage rooms while the rest of the crew was forced to dance for exercise.

	“We’ll see what the captain thinks of rats in his ship,” the man said, pinching Ellison’s ear in a grip that had the side of the boy’s face burning red long before they reached the deck. The boy was sobbing by the time the sun hit his forehead—he hadn’t been out in the daylight since the day he’d escaped from the church and Father Edgar McCarrick. He closed his eyes hard against the powerful rays. 

	The music was loud enough that the fat man had to shout to be heard by the captain as he conducted the men in a makeshift waltz. “Captain Whitten! We have a stowaway!”

	The men dancing stilled, every head but Orlando’s craning to look. After a few moments, Kirk noticed the inactivity of the captain and ceased playing the fiddle. The fat man pulled Ellison along to the front of the crowd and to where Kirk and Fletcher stood by the wheel.

	“Release him,” Fletcher said, eyeing the boy. He then frowned at the fat man. “You were skipping dance? Exercise and entertainment is imperative on long journeys.”

	“I was uh…I was—”

	Ellison, rubbing his sore ear whispered, “He was napping.”

	“In the coal storage?” Laird said, stepping out from amongst the men. It was uncommon for a master of the ship to partake in the less dignified tasks on board, but he’d learned many years earlier that the best way to gain a man’s respect was to be above nothing.

	Ellison nodded.

	“Shut your gob, you scrub,” the fat man said.

	“Quiet!” Fletcher said, then nodded to Oliver. “Gag him.”

	The fat man reddened, staring daggers at Ellison as he was led to one of the mast posts where he’d be bound and gagged until supper.

	“All right, boy, what is your name and what are you doing here?” Fletcher said.

	Ellison put his face down. “I’m Ellison Neighbours.”

	Fletcher looked around, eyebrows raised in askance, pausing at Franklin as if he might know the boy, given he was closest in age to the stowaway. Nobody claimed to know of Ellison. “Well, then, Ellison Neighbours, what is it that you are doing on my vessel?”

	Ellison toed the wet deck with the cracked leather of his dirty boot. “Going away.”

	“Away from what?” Fletcher said.

	Ellison shrugged.

	“That’ll not do, boy,” Fletcher said, his tone a warning.

	“Away from Father McCarrick,” Ellison whispered.

	“What’s that? You will need to speak up, the ocean is very loud,” Fletcher said, sounding as if he was a few seconds from ordering that the boy be lashed.

	“Away from Father McCarrick!” Ellison shouted, his face awash with tears.

	“Edgar McCarrick?” Lazarus said, stepping forward from the crowd of sailors. 

	Ellison glanced back but could only shrug.

	“I suppose we’ll have to return you to him,” Fletcher said, frowning, obviously thinking.

	“No!” Ellison shouted, and in a panic, bolted to his right, stepping up onto a crate of canvas swatches, and launching himself overboard into the calm ocean.

	Lazarus sprinted then, racing first to a coil of rope, and then to the very crate Ellison had used to springboard himself. Lazarus leapt in, cutting his dive like a blade through pig fat. The crew, along with the officers, rushed to look over the side of the boat. Neither Lazarus nor the boy were visible, but the rope stretched down below the surf. Nobody spoke, eyes hard, scanning the waves for life.

	Ellison’s terror of being taken back burst into a million pieces in the face of the terror he felt now. He couldn’t swim, couldn’t breathe, and he was sinking into the cold, cold Atlantic. He felt something enclose him and his mind went to the swordfish—was he being eaten? He let out a scream, then inhaled sharply, filling his lungs with a cold fire that played through his veins like acid. His vision swam, then browned, then winked out altogether.

	Ellison jerked forward, a deluge of cold water spewing from his mouth. His stomach and chest ached something awful.

	“Lie still,” Lazarus said, looming over the boy he’d rescued and beaten about the belly and chest to bring up the water he’d inhaled. “You’re safe now.”

	Ellison turned his head, resumed sobbing, and said, “I won’t go back.”

	“Aye, and nobody’s going to force you.” Lazarus pushed to stand, then eyed the captain. “I was just a lad when I first set out. Little hands, fitting in tight spaces, a lad is useful on a ship. More so than a sloven puff guts.” He pointed to the fat man, bound and gagged.

	“We’ve Franklin,” Fletcher said.

	“Nay, you have Franklin. He might as well be a post,” Lazarus said.

	“You might want to learn to control that mouth,” Fletcher said, then added, “Gag him!”

	Lazarus sneered, rising and leaning close enough that only the captain and Franklin by his side heard him whisper, “I’ll allow this once. There’s only the rank I’ll allow, shag-bag.”

	Fletcher stiffened, his face quickly shading red. “Now, see here! I will not be—”

	“Ship!” a voice bellowed down from the crow’s nest.

	“Franklin, my telescope,” Fletcher said, his qualm with Lazarus momentarily forgotten.

	 

	FIFTEEN

	“It’s French, Captain!” the man in the crow’s nest shouted down.

	Franklin looked through his long, brass telescope. It was a merchant vessel, one very much like the Malum in size and age, at least it looked that way. He scanned side to side, searching for the captain, who’d assumedly be holding out a telescope, studying their approach. He saw no men at all.

	“McNabb,” the captain said to Laird, “monkey up and take a look.” He held out his long telescope. 

	Laird took the cumbersome tool, stashed it in his belt, then started up to the crow’s nest. The man up there had his own telescope, but it was short and foggy, good only for warnings. Laird stopped shy of climbing in and nestling close to the man in the basket. He withdrew the telescope, pulled it full-length, and looked to the other ship.

	The blue and red appeared normal, but the white stripe was decidedly yellowed, not quite vibrant. Time hadn’t tinted the flag, but something had. Laird re-stashed the telescope, then stepped down the rungs pounded into the post.

	“It’s French all right, but the flag’s white’s been dyed yellow,” Laird said.

	Oliver, wide-eyed said, “Is it a ghost ship?”

	“Might well be,” the captain said.

	“We have a long trek,” Ludwig said, a half-eaten apple in his right hand. “Wouldn’t do to fall ill.”

	“Aye,” Fletcher said, then straightened with a thought. “We’ll send one man to investigate, if we get close and nobody greets us. Davies, guide us to her.”

	Oliver hurried to take over at the wheel. The crew began to mumble between them. The mumbling grew into conversation, then arguments. All had an opinion. Once to twenty-five feet away, it became obvious that nobody would greet them.

	The captain addressed his crew. “It appears these Frenchmen are too ill to acknowledge us.”

	“Or too dead!” a man shouted from the rear of the group.

	“Aye, or dead, but we won’t know until we see for certain.” He turned his head slowly; his eyes played over the stubbled and scarred faces, then settled on Lazarus. “Mr. Bligh, board the ship to seek out survivors. If there are some, you and they will ride in their launch until we arrive in Casablanca.”

	Lazarus moved his tongue around his teeth, then nodded. “Bring us close then.”

	Beyond notice, Ellison crawled down into the belly of the ship, crawled past the berth and kitchen, and returned to the quiet of the storage space and its mountain of coal.

	 

	SIXTEEN

	Lazarus and Oliver paddled the Malum’s tender boat to the silent ship with orders that Oliver would remain offboard and if Lazarus found survivors, he would take the other boat’s tender with any Frenchmen and be pulled all the way to Casablanca. The man who would pass for the Malum’s surgeon whispered to Lazarus as he passed, “Wear a scarf over your face. If they’re alive but look laze-about, consumptive, report them dead. Extending their lives will likely do no favours.” To this, Lazarus had made no response, though he would take a scarf with him.

	“I should think you’ll be in the right to complain once we arrive back in London,” Oliver said as he reached to grip onto a muscle-ridden robe dangling from the side of the French ship.

	“Whitten, he may hang in chains someday, but storytelling is not my method,” Lazarus said, then slammed a long-handled dagger into the soft wood of the ship’s hull.

	“May the Lord be with you,” Oliver said.

	Lazarus huffed. “Get more help asking Satan himself.” He put his right foot on the dagger, which was stabbed into the hull about three feet from the surf—give or take according to the rock and sway of the vessel. He stepped up, reaching for an enclosed porthole. His fingers shoved a shutter inward far enough to offer a steady grip. After a deep breath, Lazarus pulled his knees up to his chest, his toes barely catching on the ridge of one of the hull’s boards. He popped then, his arms jerking madly for another enclosed porthole. His fingers found the frame, though, this time, the shutter remained firm, giving him only two inches of grip to work with. 

	Everything was crusty with salt and bleached pale by the sun. A goodly wave forced Lazarus to pause a moment as he rocked backward, the ship yawing him, almost seeming to recognize his presence and attempt to shake him loose.

	Once straight, Lazarus brought his feet up, toed the hull, then bounced himself higher. He grasped onto the ship’s deck, and after but a moment’s rest, began to reel himself up as if great engines chugged in his biceps. Immediately, he spotted evidence that suggested he’d be sailing on the Malum proper once this minor inconvenience was through; a skeleton, clothing torn to rags, lay next to the main mast post. The deck was crusty with ridges of blown sea salt and stained a deep brown. The source of that staining was unmistakable. 

	An idea came to Lazarus, and he started toward the cabin’s cabin—a welcome route given what he expected to find below. Before entering, he paused by the door to wrap a scarf around his face. The scarf smelled of tobacco and exhaled breath. The door was not latched. He pushed inside the dim space. There were three doors visible in the light coming through from behind him. One by one, he opened each of these doors, letting more sunlight inside. Two of these rooms appeared to be officer cabins, while the third appeared to be an office space. 

	With the additional light, a fourth door presented itself at the end of the hallway. This had to lead into the captain’s quarters. He opened the door to a bright room, every drape pulled back from the dozen small windows surrounding the space. A foot inside, he could see the Malum and the entire crew standing on the deck, watching the French ship.

	Lazarus headed for the grand desk along one wall. He opened the top drawer on the left side, then middle, then bottom, looking for money. A little could go a long way for a body if they had nothing else. He tried the middle drawer, then moved to the right; top, middle, bottom, all empty. He sighed and began poking at the drawer bottoms and along the seams. There would be a latch or a catch of…his finger pressed an unseen square of wood inside the bottom right drawer. Inside this space a wad of Franc notes, most stated a value of vingt—twenty—but a few had the word cent—one hundred. These bills were just what Lazarus sought and he stuffed them down his pants, into his underwear. There’d been coin in that drawer as well, but he wasn’t about to give away his find with the jingle jangle of change. 

	As he turned, he caught a glint of something gold. His eyes focussed, cutting through the gloom of a shadowy corner where a bed sat. On the bed was an emaciated, yellowed corpse. Given the wardrobe, Lazarus had to assume this was the captain.

	“Do ye breed them as jolterheaded as we?” he said of the captain, words muffled by the scarf. 

	From the desk he grabbed the captain’s log and started away. Now the real task could begin, though he doubted any life remained on this ghost ship. He found the hatch down into the berth. There was a scent. It was spicey and crisp. Around him, the darkness was thick and he kept a hand to the bulkheads that had been erected for the crew’s privacy. It wasn’t long before he stumbled upon another corpse, his toe knocking over a brass oil lamp as he did so. 

	Lazarus scooped up the lamp, then felt into a pocket for his tobacco pouch. Inside were his matches. The whale oil lit within the globe, as well as a trickle that had spilled onto his hand. He brushed the flames away, barely feeling any heat at all. 

	He crouched. Like the one on the deck, this corpse was little more than bones and rags. It was something to consider. He carried onward. The smell grew thicker, as did the bodies. They were all over, a few in different postures, many had pistols and daggers within arm’s reach.

	“Peculiar,” he whispered, his husky voice bouncing harshly around the cramped and macabre space. 

	He located the kitchen. He located a storage space loaded with chains and irons. Beyond both was a hatch in the floor that led to a lower berth. There was a moment when he questioned the necessity of going deeper, but decided he ought to. The hinges creaked as the door swung. Immediately, Lazarus heard a noise and took in a similar, though much stronger, scent. 

	“Hmm,” he hummed as he turned his face sideways, leaning his right ear down into the space. It was a strange snicking and squeaking, perhaps boards rubbing, but he thought not. He dropped to his belly and reached the lamp low as he dipped his head.

	The space was large. Skeletons littered the floor. The sound remained a confusing mystery right up until Lazarus turned his head to look behind the ladder down. There, munching on the corpse of the second largest rat he’d ever seen, was the largest rat he’d ever see. Big as a collie dog. 

	The rat hissed, dropping the bone and its morsel of meat, and leapt toward Lazarus with incredible speed. He jerked backward, nearly losing the lamp. He popped to his feet; the rat had already swung itself around the ladder and was ascending. Lazarus slammed down the hatch, then started away, not quite rushing. The hatch door flew open with a rattling thunk, and the huge rat appeared. There was no ease left in the man, he sprinted for the stairs, hurdling corpses. The rat was as fast, if not a touch faster than Lazarus. He climbed the stairs, hearing the wheeze and the steady scritch of the rat’s footfalls.

	Once out, he slammed the hatch door down. The rat’s head and left foreleg were already through. He kicked down against the squealing beast, forcing the edges of the door through the beast’s fur and into its flesh. Both feet on the door, Lazarus began to bounce, the rat crunching and oozing and spewing and wailing. Through it all, Lazarus said nothing but was thinking whatever the curse that had befallen this ship, he didn’t want it following him back to the Malum.

	After no more than a minute of slamming at the door, the rat was but a misshapen lump. Lazarus let out a sigh. Sweat dripped all over, his shirt a series of damp and dry spots. His heart rumbled into hummingbird territory. He took a deep breath and an overwrought laugh played up his throat.

	Directly to his right, the deck exploded in a wash of wood shrapnel, and a rat’s head appeared. It was big as a horse’s head. Lazarus gasped, then launched the lamp at the hideous, greasy face. The flames danced upon the grease and the rat jerked and screamed, its high voice steadily playing into lower octaves. Its fur melted away. The flesh below seemed to follow, sloughing away like candlewax in high speed. 

	Lazarus stumbled in reverse. The rat’s hideous face turned to him. The fur and flesh were gone, leaving a skull that looked soft as jelly as it began to sink inward. Lazarus continued stumbling backward, all the way to the deck railing, his eyes full moons over what he was witnessing. The shape of the skull settled into its final form…likely, its original form. The thing’s claw did the same, leaving behind a simple, human hand. 

	“Nay,” he whispered.

	The skull’s jaw detached as its body gave a final convulsion, spewing up a bile coated sapphire as big as a grapefruit. The bile oozed away as the corpse continued to burn. The sapphire glittered brilliantly, seeming to call to Lazarus. He took a step toward it, then another, and another, he bent. From this angle, he had a view of both former rats, now slightly deformed human skeletons. 

	He straightened his back and stepped in reverse, quickly though cautiously. He found the ship’s ladder, then tossed it over the side. Oliver spotted his descent and rowed to meet him. 

	Once into the tender, Lazarus accepted his dagger back and responded to the expectant expression upon Oliver’s face with, “Been dead more than a year. Ship’s ransacked. There are rats, one of which knocked over an oil lamp I found and lighted. Not a shilling to be scavenged.”

	“It’s almost a relief they’re all dead. It’s so much simpler,” Oliver said.

	Lazarus looked at the hull and said, “Aye.”

	 

	SEVENTEEN

	In the very storage room Ellison had hidden away, he was now sequestered, his ankles weighted by irons and a thirty-six-kilogram ball. They’d given him a blanket, a waste bucket, drinking and bathing water, and his first proper meal in eleven days. On the deck, Lazarus stood with his back to the main mast post, arms tied, mouth gagged. The captain hadn’t been pleased when Lazarus offered his report of a cleaned-out ship, currently on fire. No survivors. 

	Orlando had night duty and steered the ship—mostly this task was about staying awake and not letting currents pull them off course. The wind was moderate, keeping their speed around six knots. If all stayed the same, they’d be in Casablanca in a little over a week. 

	“So, if it was such a big, empty ghost ship, what took you so long?” Orlando said. 

	Lazarus turned his head slightly so as to put an eye on Orlando.

	“And why did you set it on fire?” Orlando said, stepping away from the wheel momentarily. “I don’t think I believe it was ransacked, not until you climbed aboard. Did you steal from the dead?” He leaned in, his nose and inch from Lazarus’ nose. “You know, you and I have something in common: we’re both not exactly who everyone thinks we are. Of course, I’m much more than my reputation, and you’re much, much less. A simple braggart, my guess.”

	Lazarus said nothing, as he couldn’t, not with the gag in place.

	Orlando withdrew his knife and pressed the tip against Lazarus’ firm tummy. “I’m going to take your gag out, and you’re going to tell me where you stashed what you took, or I’ll gut you.” The knife went between his teeth as it took two hands to remove the tight, cork and wire gag. He returned the knife to his hand and to Lazarus’ abdomen. “Spill it or I spill you.”

	The moment the gag came away, great relief flooded Lazarus’ cheeks and lips. They were dry and cracked, the effect doubled by the stretching of his flesh. He moved his face to work out the soreness and lick away the blood.

	“Talk; I know you took something.”

	Lazarus looked at Orlando with dull amusement. “You’re correct that I think something different of you; you’re no addle pate, you’re a blunderbuss, lips ceaseless, spewing forth nothing worth entertaining. Gut away, coward.”

	Orlando pressed the knife harder, though not hard enough to do much more than pinprick Lazarus’ flesh. “All I need is for you to confess and hand over what ya took from those dead Frenchmen.”

	“You’d be wise to remove yourself from my presence,” Lazarus whispered.

	“Is that so?” Orlando pressed the knife hard enough that a quarter inch of the blade’s tip pierced Lazarus’ flesh. 

	“Aye, I stand bound as a courtesy to the captain’s veil of authority, nothing more.”

	“Meaning what?” Orlando said, nasty grin splitting his face like a cocked fist.

	Faster than Orlando had a chance to react, Lazarus’ arm was free of the ropes tying him and his huge hand wrapped around Orlando’s knuckles, turning the knife backward, pressing it against the smaller man’s chest. The tip of the blade slipped through Orlando’s shirt and then into his flesh, just enough to start him bleeding.

	“You speak so much as a syllable in my direction again and in the captain’s log, next to your name it will read lost at sea.” Lazarus gave Orlando’s fist a squeeze, cracking six knuckles instantly and straining the structure of his hand.

	The knife dropped, clattering upon the deck. Orlando scowled. He opened his mouth to say something but thought wisely and shut it again without a word. He stumbled backward and jerked down to snatch up his knife. Lazarus put the tiny blade he’d used to free himself against the man’s throat.

	“You’ll hang in chains, foolish fellow,” Lazarus said, then kicked Orlando’s knife away.

	Orlando stood tall. “Perhaps I should tell the captain of what you’re threatening. He’s mightily amused with you as it is.”

	“I don’t mean to disrupt, but I am fully able to hear you,” Cedric Dickens said from high up in the crow’s nest. He’d begged for tasks as he had nothing to do on the trip until arriving in Brazil and found crewmen were more than willing to offer up their overnight shifts.

	Orlando smiled with the right side of his mouth only. It was nothing nice. He took another backward step, then walked to his knife, and sheathed it, then resumed his spot behind the ship’s wheel. 

	“Do you need me to come down to refasten your hands?” Cedric said.

	“I’ll manage on my own, thank you,” Lazarus said pleasantly.

	“The sea isn’t exactly what I thought it would be,” Cedric said.

	Lazarus made no reply. He’d already put the gag back into his mouth and had begun draping the ropes over his hands to give the appearance of being tied.

	 

	EIGHTEEN

	“What do we do with the boy?” Oliver said.

	Oliver, Laird, Ludwig, and Fletcher sat in the captain’s dining area, sipping brandy and smoking cigarettes. Between them were the remnants of a game of Brag.

	“Turning him over in Casablanca seems the obvious answer, but since he’d so determined to avoid his lot with the church, it seems it would be a stiffer punishment to return him to Father McCarrick.”

	“This McCarrick, I’ve heard of him,” Laird said, tapping ashes onto a tin plate. “By the sounds of it, he’s like any other.”

	“Likely the boy was asked to work and was too lazy to—” Fletcher started but was cut off.

	“Pardon my saying, but I think that’s not it. He grew up on a farm with his uncle. I doubt an uncle who is thrust into fatherhood treats a boy as one might a likeable slave,” Oliver said.

	“Perhaps we should employ him as Lazar—”

	Fletcher slammed his fist against the tabletop. “That man and his triple wages and tall tales and his certainties. The wise thing would be for us to leave him in Casablanca.”

	Laird swallowed. “You came to me to master this vessel beneath you. Give or take any man onboard and I’ll concede, any man but Lazarus. His very presence is a boon to our safety.”

	“A boon, is he?” Fletcher said, gesturing with a half-empty snifter. “He questions my authority again and I’ll have him strung, and if you make an issue, I’ll have you in the brig with the boy.”

	“Yes, sir,” Laird said.

	“Perhaps we could sell the boy,” Ludwig said. 

	Fletcher squinted. “Sell him in Casablanca?”

	“Would be the easiest place to do so,” Ludwig said.

	“You can’t be…” Oliver trailed when the captain gave him a look.

	Fletcher began to nod. “Yes, I think that’s a remarkable plan. The only question is if we ought to roll him the coal awhile to sell him as a Negro or look for a buyer of a pale child.” He laughed after saying this.

	Ludwig joined him.

	Laird and Oliver did not.

	“I think I’ll catch some air,” Laird said.

	Fletcher waved his hand daintily. “Release Mr. Bligh. He has a long day of scrubbing ahead tomorrow.”

	Laird nodded. “Gentlemen.”

	He stepped outside and threw six fitful punches in frustration. Breathing deeply through his nose, he straightened his coat and stepped with the stiff authority of an officer. He offered Orlando a glance, to which Orlando batted a half-hearted salute in return. Laird shook his head gently; the man was trouble. He reached Lazarus and gently pulled the slobbery gag away.

	“That is it for tonight,” he said, then stepped around to work at the knots. 

	Lazarus let the cut ropes fall. “What will become of the boy?” he whispered.

	“Did you cut the rope?” Laird said.

	“Aye. What will happen to the boy?” Lazarus whispered once again.

	Laird gazed out at the calm, black Atlantic. “That’s not your concern. Your concern is rest. The captain’s promised you’ll be busy at scrubbing tomorrow.”

	“And after that? When that does not assuage his lust for appearances, then what?” Lazarus said. “Every trek has the potential to be a man’s last; do you suppose he thinks I am flimsy enough that a shag bag like himself could force me into retirement? Or does he intend to risk me further? Perhaps if he knew what was really on that ship he would turn us around and have me dive to the bottom of the sea.”

	Laird kept his eyes on the Atlantic. “And what was on that ship?”

	“A passage to Hell.”

	“Meaning what?”

	Lazarus rubbed his cheeks and started away. “Be thankful you did not witness it.”

	Laird remained in place, his mind bouncing from one trouble to another to another. It would take a great deal to tip their cart, bring ruin to the expedition. Fletcher Whitten seemed primed to bring such a result. How any man with so much experience as a symbolic placeholder could refuse to acknowledge the truth of his glaring downfalls was incredible. 

	 

	NINETEEN

	By day eighteen things were more or less as they were before Lazarus had been reprimanded. They’d reached the coast of Casablanca very early in the morning. But before they could land, they had to come to a conclusion. Oliver and Laird had been in discussion since the night they’d spoken with the captain concerning the boy they had locked in storage. Oliver was aghast at the idea of selling Ellison, Laird less so, though did not think it right.

	And it was not right to send him off, alone and hopeless; nor did it feel right to take him on the voyage, only to return him to a life he feared.

	They’d decided the night before reaching the coast of Morocco, they’d send Ellison away in a lifeboat with twenty or thirty quid. It wasn’t great, but they didn’t want him on the ship, and more than that, they didn’t want him sold into servitude. The only real problem was how restless a crew became the night before landing on a coast. The deck was thrumming with life. 

	“I say we wait until most of them rum their selves out,” Oliver said.

	“Aye,” Laird said.

	So they waited, strolling around the deck, occasionally pausing to watch the passing surf. Unfortunately, the crew seemed to gain energy. 

	“Ye can thank Lazarus. Not been taking his rum rations for who knows. Cheers!” one man shouted.

	“Cheers!” ten others echoed. 

	Oliver punched his palm and Laird shook his head. At this rate, they’d be ashore before the men settled down. Oliver opened his mouth to speak, but the squeak of a rope in a pulley silenced him. The pair hurried toward the sound, discovering Lazarus with Franklin and Ellison in a suspended lifeboat, his hand in his trousers.

	“Here, this’ll take ya a little ways at least,” he said as he brought out his hand and a wad of Franc notes.

	“What is going on?” Oliver said. 

	It was so dark away from the men at the stern of the ship that Lazarus looked like a ghost, only vaguely breaking up the section of pure black between the ship and distant rippling waves. 

	“Franklin?” Laird said.

	Both boys’ eyes were wide, dancing whitely in the dark. Neither spoke.

	“They’re taking leave,” Lazarus said, shoving the money at Ellison.

	Ellison took it and held it to his chest.

	“Franklin?” Laird said again.

	“Aye, you’ll have to help me with that if you want to keep this ship moving,” Lazarus said, cranking the wooden handle to lower the boat. He then leaned over the railing and stage-whispered, “Steer away from lights, don’t raise the sail right away, and don’t be afraid to use that pistol.”

	Oliver and Laird stepped up and leaned over as well. The boat touched down and each boy took hold of a paddle. Franklin was a natural; Ellison was clumsy, loud, and of little use. It wasn’t long before they fell behind, their forms and sounds slipping into a hungry, black past.

	“They have close to five hundred Francs; if they make it to shore, they ought to come away all right,” Lazarus said. “Now, I need your assistance in poisoning the captain.”

	Oliver gasped.

	Laird said, “Pardon me?”

	“Are you mad?” Oliver said.

	“Whitten will go mad when he’s discovered both boys gone. He will jeopardize our journey; men like him cannot see beyond themselves and cannot fathom a world where they do not know best. The boys will have a chance if we can keep Whitten subdued until we are back on the water.”

	“Jesus…we’ll never set sail if he thinks Franklin’s in Morocco,” Laird said.

	Oliver, shaking his head, said, “He’ll presume young Franklin was seduced by Ellison, and in some distress.”

	“Then you agree to help?” Lazarus said.

	“This is madness,” Oliver said.

	Laird turned away, his gaze on the drunken crew as they danced to Kirk’s fiddling. “By what method?”

	“The captain’s green ink,” Lazarus said. “He needs to ingest it.”

	Laird nodded once. “Aye. That would work.” He started toward the captain’s cabin.

	Oliver hurried behind him as Lazarus started toward the men and their song. They walked quickly, so quickly that Oliver had to yank Laird to a stop.

	“You cannot.”

	Laird put his hand over Oliver’s. “He’ll be out but a few days.”

	“But…but…why the green dye?”

	“It’s made of arsenic. Perfectly safe in moderate amounts. If it wasn’t safe, why would it be an ingredient in so many items of our daily lives?”

	Oliver let his hand drop. That logic seemed sound enough, the kind of argument he himself would stand behind if the facts backed it up. “What then?”

	“We’ll fix a mint tea with a little brandy, as Fletcher likes.”

	Oliver sighed. “I suppose we ought to hurry along then before he fixes his own tea.”

	Laird swung open the door. “Franklin fixes his tea, do not forget.”

	“Aye.”

	They stepped into the officers’ cabins and headed straight for the dining area. Oliver followed Laird to the door where Laird stopped and pointed to the captain’s door. Nothing was said. Oliver knocked twice, the second strike louder thanks to the sway of a wave.

	“Enter,” Fletcher said.

	The captain and Ludwig the treasurer sat with their foreheads only inches apart, studying a chess board. Neither man was much of a player, but the captain seemed to win more often than not…at all games.

	“Have you seen Franklin?” Fletcher said.

	Oliver swallowed an invisible lump. “Aye. It seems the sea has gotten to him tonight.”

	Fletcher lifted his head. “I’m betting it’s excitement for tomorrow. As a child, my brother became so excited for his Christmas gifts that he spent the Eve vomiting his guts out.”

	“Aye, that could be,” Oliver said.

	Fletcher’s hand hovered over a white pawn for several seconds before he reeled it back. “Is he out getting air?”

	The door to the captain’s quarters opened and Laird entered with tea service on a tray. “As Franklin is indisposed, I’ve come with tea. And since we shall be landing so early, I thought a double splash of brandy might help us come to rest.”

	“Splendid idea,” Ludwig said, already glowing from the cups he’d downed earlier in the night.

	Laird fixed the little China cups and dished them out. Fletcher cleared his throat a few times but made no complaints about the drink. He and Ludwig made one additional move apiece before the captain declared it his bedtime. Oliver hurried away. Laird seemed to want to linger but left not long after.

	“Is it down, then?” Lazarus said.

	The music had ceased as had most of the merriment. One man lay with an arm around a mast post, mumbling to himself, and the man in the crow’s nest was snoring loudly. Cedric the botanist was at the wheel, grinning.

	“Tis done,” Laird said, then walked toward the bow.

	Oliver went to the stern to stand in the cool quiet, his mind busy, his conscience heavy. 

	 

	TWENTY

	Two days of shore leave went almost as scheduled. The only differences being that the Malum’s surgeon had to come back to the ship every handful of hours and the captain remained sick in bed. The man was in a messy, stinking state, and as the hours mounted, he grew sicker. And then, as if being pulled up from the precipice of death, the man got better…only to fall gravely ill again some hours later. It was as if his body couldn’t decide to continue or let loose all the trapped energy that made up Captain Fletcher Whitten.

	Questions mounted, but Laird, Oliver, and Ludwig—particularly Ludwig—agreed that they’d continue as planned, and all stated they were certain the man would make a full recovery. A couple points eased the concern amongst crewmembers about the captain’s sickness: first, the illness wasn’t cholera and second, since neither Oliver—who had discovered Fletcher in bed, green-lipped and wading in vomit—nor the surgeon showed any signs of illness, they decided it wasn’t contagious. 

	Nobody mentioned Ellison Neighbours and only Ludwig seemed to note Franklin Tiki’s absence. They were ready to set off first thing but were forced to wait until authorities arrived on the wharf with three hungover crewmen in tow. They’d been lewd in public and had broken into a church, looking for wine. That they said they were members of the Malum’s crew got them to the wharf, and when it turned out to be true, they were released with a warning. Next time they stopped over in Casablanca, they’d best behave.

	Laird took official control of the ship. Quickly, they slipped into an agreeable wind and made great distance, even as the captain did battle with the arsenic in his system. The man was delirious and calling out to Franklin and his deceased mother and his deceased sister. He barked bits and pieces of Biblical quotes, begging his lord’s forgiveness, offering his lord trades for loyalty and generosity, and finally resorted to scolding his lord, demanding things of him. Then Fletcher would sleep, then awaken begging for a way through the illness.

	The crew heard much of it. 

	On the second night after leaving the Moroccan shore, they encountered their first storm—the expectation was that they’d need to survive more than a few once further into the Atlantic’s expanse. 

	“I knew the weather couldn’t keep,” Oliver said gravely, eyes squinted against the rainy gale pounding the ship. He was next to Laird, who was currently manning the wheel and shouting orders. “But is it to worsen or better?”

	“Could shift in either direct—”

	A giant wave appeared on the western horizon, silencing Laird’s speculation. 

	“All hands!” Laird jerked his head around. “All hands on deck!”

	The entire crew aside from the captain and the botanist were out, and given how useful they were, that was fine.

	“Get that sail rolled!” Laird shouted.

	A moment later, a wave from the east struck with enough force to pitch the ship like a whip’s last. Two men dropped from the fore mast’s top boom. One hit the water and the other hit the deck with enough force to send two bones of his left arm shooting through flesh.

	“Man overboard!” Oliver shouted and broke toward a coiled rope.

	Get that man below!” Laird spun then, hanging onto the wheel as if it was the anchor keeping him from blowing away. “And get that sail rolled!” 

	Lazarus was on the main mast. He and two other men had just concluded rolling the sails.  The two other men broke down the mast post, sliding a few ticks slower than how gravity pulled them. Lazarus slashed a rope free of the boom where he stood and broke into a run out toward the giant wave barreling their way. Once to the end of the boom—sail tied securely below it—he leapt. The rope went taut and swung him in a great loop. He thumped into the fore mast’s center boom with enough force to slam his teeth together in a clack; several heads of the men fighting for their passage turned. The air left his chest in a violent whoosh, but he managed to keep control of himself. In just seconds, Lazarus was up and scaling the mast post to the top boom where the loose sail flapped, already torn in three spots and threatening to come apart at any moment. 

	Straddling the boom, feet and knees pinching him in place while his hands got busy, Lazarus reeled up the sail, battling the wind, all the while keeping one eye on the wave that looked about big enough to flip the ship clean over. 

	“Brace! Brace for impact!” Laird shouted, looking up at Lazarus, as if speaking only to him.

	Lazarus continued working, his hands a blur. The moment he had the sail tied in a bundle, the wave struck them. Instantly, four more crewmembers were washed overboard. The ship leaned, leaned, leaned, the deck rail kissing the surf for moment before springing back.

	Oliver had the first man tied off—there was no way to pull him in until things calmed—and was hurrying to the next man he saw overboard. Orlando Swift reached the coil of rope first and began tying off an end. Oliver picked up the brunt of the coiled rope, aimed, and flung the sum toward the closest man who’d gone over.

	“Do you see the others?” Oliver shouted to Orlando.

	The man lifted his arms in defeat.

	“Man those pumps!” Laird shouted, trying to master not just the ship but nature now. “O’Doyle! Watch those! Watch those!”

	Two casks of drinking water rolled free of their holds and barrelled across the deck like two-hundred-pound bocce balls. The first hit a mast and went spinning, nailing a crewman while two other crewmen attempted to corral it. The second hit nothing until it slammed through the railing at the bow of the ship, taking with it, into the ocean, the ship’s siren figurehead, which dangled and banged against the hull at the whim of the waves. 

	“Get that barrel tied!” Laird was frantic, the crew was frantic, but the ship was calming, slowing its back and forth pitching without sails to catch wind.

	Lazarus dropped from the lowest boom to the slick deck below, the current angle sending him sliding toward the edge. He bumped the railing and, upon seeing the first man who had gone overboard, began reeling in the thick rope. The man appeared to be unconscious but had done the wise thing in tying himself off just below the armpits before fading out. A great growl roiled up Lazarus’ throat as he began to pull the man from the wild Atlantic. His limp body dragged up the side of the hull and was dunked momentarily when a wave caused the ship to tilt drastically. Lazarus kept his shins pinned to the base of the railing, one leg on the inside, the other on the outside to ward off a loss of balance.

	With the man up, he spun to scan the ship for others needing helped. Most were barely clinging on. Lazarus stalked amongst them, following the motion of the Atlantic as if it were choreographed.  

	 

	TWENTY-ONE

	As the queen continues her ascent, the large and the intelligent animals of her kingdom flee, rising as well. Soon, she will touch the surf. Soon she will feed.

	 

	TWENTY-TWO

	They’d lost four men during the storm and a fifth four mornings thereafter. The captain had been delirious for three days and sweated out any liquid they’d managed to force down his gullet. On that fourth morning, the captain awoke with a start, sitting up and talking to mother. 

	Before the noon hour, the man was dead.

	“We’re murderers,” Oliver said.

	He, Laird, and Lazarus were downing a mug of rum each—as were the rest of the ship, though not within earshot—at the bow. The sun had come out and the wind was all but gone, slowing them greatly, though none seemed to mind it. Any day now, another storm might arise and destroy these moments of tranquility, precious periods on a trek of such length and danger.

	“Aye, but is no great cross to bear.” Lazarus sipped from his mug.

	Oliver turned to look the bigger man dead on. “What kind of thing to say is that?”

	“Only the truth,” Lazarus said, side-eying his superior.

	Oliver pressed his chest into Lazarus. “You shall not speak ill of the dead in my presence, sir.”

	“Or what?” Lazarus said, tone tired.

	Laird grabbed Oliver, then pointed to the east. “Look.”

	Both Oliver and Lazarus craned and leaned. Only partly breaching, but clearly visible, was a giant squid, one about half the size of the ship. 

	Lazarus stiffened. “She’s from the deep,” he whispered.

	The squid disappeared into the dark, calm waters by the time he was done speaking.

	“That appeared to be a squid, but it had to be a whale, had it not?” Oliver said, the offence he’d taken at Lazarus’ comments forgotten.

	“I don’t…I cannot say,” Laird said, jaw slack.

	“No whale. That was a squid. I’ve heard tell of such beasts, but never have I seen one.” Lazarus sighed. “I suppose the right whale might still swallow that creature whole.”

	“Did the water magnify it?” Oliver said.

	“Must have,” Laird said.

	Lazarus emptied his mug, cleared his throat, and steadied his gaze. His expression promised a man who could survive just about any situation. The headwind had picked up. He looked to the slack sails, then turned back to face the water, leaning over the railing as he did so.

	“We’re in a Sargasso current,” he said plainly. 

	The Sargasso Sea had five distinct currents that, on a massive scale, formed an ovular pattern. Without wind in their sales, they were, for the most part, moving on the current’s whim. In this case, they were being pulled southwest—not far from right on course. 

	“Look at that!” a crewmember from the stern shouted.

	Oliver and Laird shot a glance at one another before taking off jogging. Lazarus sprinted to the cry. Twenty-three men stood at the railing watching the inky form some thirty or forty feet from the ship. It was fluid, almost languid, passing above and below the surf.

	“Is it the squid?” Oliver said.

	“Nay, she’s the biggest damned octopus ever growed,” a bucktooth man said, his breath stinking of rum and ill-health as he breached his superior’s bubble.

	Oliver leaned away from him.

	“I once cut off an octopus leg and the damned thing picked up a fish and tried to feed the head it weren’t no longer connected to,” Bucktooth said.

	A skinny man with a patch beard and long, gangly arms scrunched his face—named O’Doyle. “No, you didn’t, jolterhead.”

	“You saying I ain’t see it?” Bucktooth turned.

	O’Doyle pointed a long, bony finger. “That’s what I’m saying.”

	While most of the men watched the incredible creature dip back below, Oliver forced his way between the two men who were suddenly at odds.

	“Any idea what’s bringing them up?” another man said.

	Lazarus shook his head. “A predator.” He ran his tongue over his teeth beneath his lips. “Might be…might be…” he trailed off.

	“Might be what?” Cedric Dickens said, ever curious, ever looking to learn.

	Lazarus shook his head again, slowly for two strokes, then quickly for two more. 

	“Did ye see the giant squid come up a while ago, too?” Bucktooth said.

	“Aye,” Laird said.

	The octopus disappeared, but the men weren’t going anywhere, not yet. Something that big was worth waiting to see if it came back.

	“What’re ya doing, ya cunts!” a voice called from about mid-way along the western-facing side of the Malum a moment after a bang. “Hey, Lazarus!”

	Frowning, the big man stepped over to see. Curious, most of the onlookers followed.

	“Ever see something like—get out of here!” the man said again, leaning over the ship’s railing.

	Lazarus reached him and leaned forward. A pod of three fully grown humpbacks were cutting through the surf, charging at the side of the ship. The thumps—once putting eyes to the source, it was obviously not one big thump, but three smaller thumps coming close together—sounded again, this time a great crack joined the chorus.

	“They’ll put a hole in us!” Oliver shouted, expression open with shock.

	“Lazar—” Laird began, but the big man was already retrieving his harpoon from one of the tackle crates fastened to the deck. “Men, follow his lead.”

	Lazarus bolted back in their direction, moving at a full sprint with the spear held by his ear like a javelin thrower. The humpbacks had come back around and were seconds from charging the ship anew. With a great bound, Lazarus leapt up onto the railing. The others who’d gone to retrieve throwable weaponry were still busy retrieving equipment. 

	Steady on just his toes, Lazarus waited until the last possible second before dropping onto the centre humpback, driving his harpoon into the creature’s skull with the sum of his entire weight. The whale made a trilling yelp, then sent out a spray of bloody water from its blowhole. Lazarus, riding the beast quickly sinking into the cold Atlantic, knelt and forced his harpoon through the Humpback’s jaws. The other humpbacks were on route toward the ship as Lazarus rolled with the now-dead creature, his breath held, his hands firmly on his harpoon. Using his feet for leverage, he pulled the harpoon the rest of the way through the rubbery meat of the humpback.

	By the time he figured which way was up, another humpback was right there, its mouth yawning, about to take him in like a helpless seal. Lazarus straightened himself, his body behind the harpoon as he kicked toward the second humpback. He entered the humpback’s spread mouth, teeth scraping along his spine, the harpoon driving deep into the beast’s throat, then guts. Quickly, Lazarus balled himself up as the jaws tried to close around him. Feeling pressure against his shoulders and feet, Lazarus pushed back with a fury that was either unexpected or exacerbated the injury too greatly, forced the whale’s mouth open.

	Free, his harpoon gone for good—not that he hadn’t had many dozens in the years he’d been slaughtering sea life—Lazarus gave the jerking beast an apologetic headshake. He hated causing pain to animals even more than he hated when they went to waste. He swam toward the light though cloudy pink water.

	A moment after breaching the surf and filling his lungs, he swam back under, moving to where the whale guts and blood weren’t. He spotted the third humpback, this one zooming downward, as if chasing its felled brethren to death’s doorstep, several holes along its back bleeding profusely.

	A few seconds after he breached again, Oliver shouted, “There he is!” 

	He waded a moment, considering the useless destruction and swam toward the ship, ignoring a rope that had been thrown in his path. 

	“Get that ladder down!” Oliver shouted.

	Once next to the ship, Lazarus heard Laird’s voice bellowing from the berth, through the hull. “…that tar on there! Use the splints!”

	Lazarus could imagine exactly what was happening inside as the men tried to seal the cracks with tar and splints of wood that would expand and fill gaps. Fixing a submerged crack was never simple when the water continued to flow.

	“One of you jump in! Quick now before the sharks get here!” Lazarus shouted, putting his back to a little more than half the crack, letting the cotton of his shirt slow the push. 

	A man called Lump dropped into the water. He was old and grizzled, his forehead indented from infancy when his mother dropped him down the church steps—only four, but enough to leave an indelible mark.

	Lump took off his shirt, then bunched it against the rest of the crack, his attention darting back and forth from the damage to the open water. “How long we got till they start our way.”

	“Been heading for us since the first drop touched water,” Lazarus said.

	“You’ve got stone bollocks,” Lump said.

	“Aye,” Lazarus said, smirking.

	Lump broke into a brief fit of laughter that was quieted at the first sight of a shark’s fin breaching the surf some fifteen feet from where they waded.

	“Hold steady ‘til we hear McNabb,” Lazarus said.

	All Lump could do was nod, terror written in the lines of his old, old face.

	Within a couple minutes, Laird could be heard saying, “All right, watch it.”

	“Go on then,” Lazarus said to Lump.

	Lump took off, swimming toward the ladder, then racing up. The sharks weren’t far, but they were a long ways from biting distance…then again, biting distance could be reached quickly. Lazarus followed Lump and the crew cheered him on.

	“Captain,” he said to Laird, “might be we’ll want to paddle a ways. Something gone peculiar here and we don’t want the ship a great big eternity box.”

	“Aye,” Laird said, then rang out orders to his crew. 

	 

	TWENTY-THREE

	Following the currents while paddling for speed, the Malum put the oddities of the large creatures and the aggressive humpbacks into the ship’s wake. By early evening, the men, many just finishing their daily rum ration were in an easy mood, joking and whopping up about Lazarus’ effort and how the humpbacks stood no chance against him. Lazarus sat at the stern, smoking cigarettes and watching the water. 

	“That was quite a show. Nearly as interesting as what I saw the night before we docked,” Orlando said, standing directly behind Lazarus, almost close enough to touch him. “Had me so interested I sneaked into the captain’s quarters the night before he died.”

	Lazarus glanced over his shoulder.

	“Some funny staining in a teacup that must’ve fallen under his bed, then come rolling out during the storm.” Orlando clicked his tongue. “That green tea, she stains something funny.”

	Lazarus returned his gaze to the ocean.

	“The only question is if they’ll hang the three of you or will they seek the boys, too.”

	Lazarus sighed. “A man who’d do murder for some cunny is a man hardly worth hearing.”

	Orlando stepped closer, knife in hand. “Aye, and I’ve murdered for less than cunny.”

	“There’s the hero!” Cedric said, stumbling along the deck toward the stern. “Is it true you snatched the brain right out of a whale once?” He dropped down next to Lazarus, then shimmied close enough to offer up his snuff tin. “Pardon me if I’m interrupting.”

	Orlando moved along without another word; his knife sheathed just as quickly as if had come out.

	“So, did you really?”

	“Aye,” Lazarus said.

	Cedric’s jaw slackened and his eyes widened. “They say ye et it?” he said, head tilted in askance.

	Lazarus snorted a monosyllabic laugh as he accepted the tin. “Nay. It went into a cask of oil for the quill drivers and bottle boys at Oxford. Guess they wanted one fresher than what they usually got their mitts on.”

	“Lobcock!” Cedric slapped his knee. “Sometimes my head likes the sound of something when there ain’t a lick of honesty behind it. Sending the brain to the university, now that’s more sensible.”

	Lazarus pulled a pinch of the powdered tobacco and snorted it up his left nostril. He handed the tin back. “Every man wants to believe what’s nice to hear,” he said, wiggling his nose.

	“Aye. No arguing that point, but existence is nothing more than personally skewing our experiences into something palatable. Those who can’t do that…you find them hanging from rafters. Jesus, that’s morbid.”

	Neither man said a word for close to five minutes until a silky black head surfaced not far behind the ship. Cedric pointed.

	“Aye, she’s followed us,” Lazarus said of the massive octopus. “Something’s stirring the system down yonder.”

	“But what, pray tell?” Cedric asked, more of the universe than of Lazarus.

	“Won’t know ‘til it rears its head…or fins.”

	“Yes, very good. Its fins, very good.”

	The quiet between them resumed. Not far from where the octopus had surfaced, a school of fish began to patter the surf, then leap out. A blue hump appeared momentarily before disappearing—several seconds later, a tale appeared where the back had been, but quickly disappeared as well, barely disturbing the surf.

	“Have you seen so many large animals in such a tight area?” Cedric said, the playfulness gone, replaced by thoughtfulness. 

	“Nay.”

	“T’was a blue whale, correct?” Cedric said.

	“Aye.”

	“Does it have predators?”

	Lazarus nodded solemnly. “Two that I know of: orca pods and whalers.” After a few quiet moments of watching the jumping school of fish fade into the past, he added, “Never saw orcas this far southeast.”

	“But a blue whale doesn’t necessarily need to be in danger to rise to the surface?”

	“Nay. Blue whale goes where the eating’s good. Everything does.” Lazarus rubbed his thighs, feeling itchy. Something bigger than big was out there, and it was close.

	“Do you think what’s stirring down there is something to concern ourselves with?” Cedric said, all the drunken joviality gone from his tone now.

	 “Aye.”

	“But what could—?”

	Shouting from the bow of the ship silenced Cedric’s question. 

	 

	TWENTY-FOUR

	The sunset was like a pink kiss before bed, nearly hidden by the curve of the Earth. A slight breeze had come along, and the fish were out and biting. A dozen or so crewmen had been tossing lines and reeling them in, usually with something unexceptional attached; it wasn’t just monsters that had been driven to the surface.

	Big Willem, the cook, had a tuna on the line that would feed the ship supper, twice over. He was sweaty, and looked overwrought, eyes pink from effort. Someone had tied a rope around his middle to keep the bluefin from dragging him overboard. Another man watered Big Willem’s hands so the line didn’t burn him and a third minded that the line didn’t get caught up in his feet.

	Laird and Oliver had come out of the captain’s quarters having only just finished readying the body for burial at sea. It should’ve been done by midday, but they’d had only rare moments to compose themselves since the storm. Neither Laird nor Oliver wanted to think much about Fletcher Whitten now, only wanted to do as close to right by him as they could. 

	Most of the men who’d been fishing themselves had begun bringing in their lines, more interested in the other man’s catch than hoping for a big one of their own. Big Willem had the fat-bodied tuna no more than twenty feet from the Malum now, the fish all but knackered. 

	“Bring her in easy.”

	“Aye, don’t lose her now.”

	“Stuff! I been catching tuna since you all was pissing in your britches,” Big Willem said to the outspoken crewmen.

	“Bet two guineas he loses her!”

	“I’ll take that.”

	Big Willen grumbled under his breath as he pulled the fish, the meat of his hands white where the line bit into him.

	The fish was fifteen feet away, then ten. A crewmen called Crick hitched and tossed a rope ladder over the side near where Big Willem was bringing in the line. Crick then went to one of the trunks fastened to the deck and dug out a club. The birch was no longer white, was now stained from tip to handle by tar, blood, and salt. Crick glanced over the edge to gauge how close the fish had come, and decided it was close enough that he’d best get set. He climbed down the ladder until he sank to mid-thigh beneath the sloshing surf and leaned with the club in the ready position. 

	“Bring her in and I’ll whap her one!” the man shouted, voice gleeful, energized. “Steady now!”

	“Quit your gobbing,” Big Willem said under a harshened breath. He looked ready to fold at the continued effort.

	Lazarus and Cedric followed the shouts and pulled up to stand by Laird and Oliver. Lazarus leaned tight to Laird’s ear and whispered, “That Orlando fellow might be trouble.”

	Laird looked over his shoulder to Orlando, who currently stood at the back of the crowd, one of only three men not watching the action—Ludwig was lazily minding the wheel while sipping thick red wine from a mug, Laird was looking at Orlando, and Orlando was looking at Laird, his grin teeming with menace. 

	“Aye?” Laird said, averting his gaze to give the impression that he was focusing on the tuna.

	“That boy, Ellison Neighbours, he told me the man’s a murderer; said he drowned a woman in a gutter of piss,” Lazarus said.

	“What’s this?” Oliver whispered, leaning in tight.

	Laird ignored him for the moment. “Perhaps he needs to be spoken to.”

	“Aye, but a man like that cannot be trusted as friend nor enemy,” Lazarus said.

	“Who?” Oliver said.

	“That man Orlando Swift,” Laird hissed.

	“Why? Does he know?” Oliver said, fear plain, even in a whisper.

	“Aye,” Laird said.

	“Another foot and I’ll get her!” Crick shouted.

	The rest of the onlookers now leaned over the railing, tilting the ship slightly, as they watched the last of the tuna’s fight slip from her form. The man reared back, ready to put a deadly thwack to the big fish’s head.

	“Ought we wait to see what he does?” Laird said.

	“Just a little bit closer!” Crick said.

	“He’s hot. He might cool off. If not, a gollumpus may tip into the drink on any voyage; enough never come back out,” Lazarus said.

	Laird shook his head. “Lord forgive us.”

	Crick brought the club down with a tremendous smack and crunch. “Got you!” The fish bobbed and he reared back to swing once more. “Oy!” he shouted then when an orange and grey tentacle shot from the cloudy pink water, wrapping around his waist. The tentacle yanked him, but he kept his hold. “Oy! Something’s got me!” He swung, bashing the thick tentacle with little result.

	“Saint Nicolas save him,” Kirk said, he’d been readying his fiddle to play a tune of triumph for the big tuna.

	“Oy! Help!” Crick said, still swinging the club at the ever-tightening grip of the tentacle.

	Two men leaned over the side and attempted to pull him up. In a flash of dark water came the form of a giant squid. As if doing magic, the tuna and the man on the rope ladder disappeared beneath the squid. The men who’d been trying to pull their crewmate onboard were grabbed by tentacles.

	“Nay!” one shouted.

	The other could say nothing with a tentacle blocking his mouth. In a blink, both men were held high above the ship, then yanked down into the Atlantic. The squid itself also disappeared.

	Lazarus leaned over the railing only slightly. He could see nothing in the now inked-black waters. He looked at Laird and said, “Big squid needs to eat big meals.”

	Laird stared blankly for thirty seconds before shouting, “All hands on deck! Men, get what you can to hurt it and spread out! If it’s coming back, it will learn a deadly lesson!” He looked to Oliver. “Fetch the captain’s pistols.”

	Oliver nodded once before jogging into the cabin.

	Quickly, all but the fallen crewmembers, and Ludwig Wheeler, were armed and scanning the waters around the ship. 

	Evening had slipped into night and the effort quickly felt futile. By and by, the anxiety onboard thinned to but a modicum of constant dread. With the wind providing little help and the current being available to the ship as well as any predators below, Laird made an executive decision.

	“Oliver, put men on the ores. Those not rowing will sleep.” He looked up to the crow’s nest, to his surprise, Orlando had taken on the chore. “Oh…you up to stay put for now?”

	“Aye, aye, Captain McNabb,” Orlando said, tone oozing sarcasm.

	Laird exhaled a loud breath from his nose. “Lazarus, you and I will stay above. I will steer and you will keep me from going mad over every splash,” he said.

	Lazarus huffed, yawned, then nodded, all inside about ten seconds. He had a harpoon in his hands, an older tool than the one he’d lost inside the guts of one of the humpbacks.  He began a slow patrol of the deck’s perimeter while Laird took the wheel. Until the rowers put the ores to water, the night became eerily silent.

	Below, Oliver took a quick survey of what shift the men were on—there was always plenty of crossover; most days on a long voyage gave the crew plenty of time for rest. The twelve who’d been awake the least length of time took hold of the six ores, and after opening the shutters, pushed them through the hull and let them tip into the Atlantic.

	Kirk put away his fiddle and took hold of a bongo drum he’d picked up from a sailor years ago; the man had acquired it while on an expedition to the Americas. He started a slow rhythm. Oliver matched it, shouting “Row!” in time with each drum strike. Quickly the ship was moving about three times faster than it had been. Big Willem went around with water and coffee beans for the men—reasonably, they hadn’t been expecting such arduous work.

	Above, Lazarus moved slowly, scanning the surf for movement aside from waves. That squid had been about a third of the length of the ship. Plenty big enough to sink them and feast upon their warm flesh as if they were peanuts in a bag. And still, he couldn’t help but wonder what could possibly push something so large to the surface—alone it might’ve just risen, but alongside the octopus and the enraged humpbacks, as well as the blue whale they’d spotted momentarily, it was all but certain something was going awry below. 

	“Anything?” Laird said as Lazarus came back around, only a handful of feet from the wheel.

	“Nay, but it feels a long ways from us being out of the shite yet,” Lazarus said, continuing his patrol.

	Below, the men rowed and rowed and rowed, each soaked with sweat, exhausted to varying degrees, but exhausted nonetheless. One hour became two. There were no signs of the squid, and the men on ores were all but faded. Oliver, eyes heavy, body sluggish, climbed to the deck, leaving the rhythm to Kirk, who looked ready to drop, himself.

	“Captain, the crew’s flagging fast now,” Oliver said.

	“Aye,” Laird said, then called to Lazarus, “Anything?”

	“Nay,” Lazarus said, stepping toward the new captain and the new master of the ship.

	“All right. Oliver, put the men to bed. I’ll stay up until sunrise. You sleep until then. Lazarus, you might as well go below and rest, too.” Laird put a hand on the man’s big, firm shoulder. 

	“Nay, I think,” he yawned, “I think I’d best,” he yawned again, “best keep a lookout.” He nodded up to the crow’s nest.

	“Don’t worry. Send the botanist up. He likes to feel useful.”

	Lazarus shook his head to this. “He was drunk this evening. He’ll be of no use at all. Would be safer if I posted—”

	Just then, the hatch to the berth below opened and a man named Clarence stepped onto the deck, stretching his back. “I can row awhile, Mr. Davies,” he said to Oliver.

	“Nay, climb on up and relieve the man Orlando,” Laird said. “Oy, Orlando, come down.”

	He didn’t answer.

	“Orlando!”

	Still, the man didn’t answer—it was commonplace for men to fall asleep in the crow’s next, no matter how dangerous or useless.

	“Go up and relive him; send him to bed,” Laird said.

	Clarence gave the same salute he’d given about ten thousand times while battling Napolean’s ships, and started up the mast post to the crow’s nest.

	“Lazarus, get some rest, you too, Oliver.”

	“Aye, aye,” Oliver said.

	Lazarus said nothing, simply turned and headed toward the hatch. 

	 

	TWENTY-FIVE

	The joviality of the day’s preceding was wiped clean from the crew, replacing it was a thick sense of foreboding. The men spoke little. They ate little. They drank no rum. Mostly, the men mooned about the deck, scanning the waters for giants. A few members of the crew had begun conversing on the subject of godlessness amongst their ranks, a possibility that might’ve created an opening for Satan’s whims. Another, albeit smaller, sect were lazing about after having bought the day’s rum rations from their mates the night prior, sleep insurance.

	Ludwig stepped from the captain’s quarters door with an empty mug in one hand and his tobacco pouch in the other. His uniform was looking drab, his shirttails poking out above his waistband. 

	“Another slow day, hmm?” he said.

	“Aye.”

	“Aye.”

	The men spoke to Ludwig when spoken to, but otherwise he had little to do with their daily lives. On other trips the crew would keep a much closer eye on the ship’s finance officer, particularly if he were acting as such on a fishing or whaling vessel.

	Before heading below for a drink, he stepped to the railing and looked west. They were hundreds of miles from even glimpsing the shore with a telescope, but every man looked now and then, as if the ship had covered several weeks’ voyage during a single sleep. 

	“Nothing big out there today?” he said.

	Lump was closest to the man. “Not yet,” he said, working a mop upon the deck’s grimy boards.

	“Suppose that is for the best…but there is nothing like a little excitement to drive away the monotony of these slow days.” Ludwig said all this with a big grin.

	Lump furrowed his brows. “This trek has cost good men their lives.”

	Ludwig waved this away. “Every life ends in death, and when dancing with oceans, man dances on Death’s watch.”

	“Aye,” Lump said solemnly.

	“Smile, for tomorrow you might di—”

	A great splash washed over the deck, bringing with it four twenty-foot tentacles. Ludwig’s eyes widened a heartbeat before a green and purple appendage slammed him against a tackle trunk. A second tentacle swatted just above his shoulders, leaving his neck bent at an almost perfect 90° angle. His eyes were sleepy, vacant, growing redder and redder as the blood pooled into his face. His mouth drooled pink saliva onto his chest and the tentacle. Below, his legs jittered with death throes, the toes of his leather boots going shiny from the motions. 

	Lump, somewhat casually, looked over the side of the boat to the massive octopus that had latched itself to the hull. It hung there, reminding him of a seal evading a pod of orcas, eyes on the surf rather than on the now canting Malum. 

	“By god!” someone shouted.

	“All hands!” Lump shouted then, coming to, instantly taking in the moment like a shot of that repulsive demerara rum they’d get from the islands surrounding the Americas. “Octopus!”

	Men came running, harpoons and machetes and rifles in hands. Laird was asleep, and Lazarus was below eating his breakfast. At the first stabbing strike to one of its tentacles, the octopus forgot what was below and began dragging itself on board.

	Lump stumbled in reverse as the tentacles swished, leaving a slimy, inky sheen over his freshly-mopped deck. “You shite,” he said, scowling over the sticky mess, before registering his nearness and backpedaling further.

	The octopus came fully onto the ship, towering over the men as it swatted its tentacles. Two men were quickly whipped aside as they charged like hunters of yore, harpoons in hands like spears. The men with rifles fired off ineffectual shots, then began loading additional round. Lazarus came up to the deck looking mean as a bald-faced hornet. Oliver bumped up next to him, both men heading toward a tackle box.

	Each took up a seven-foot fishing hook and were about to charge when Orlando swung by them on a rope like a man eager to die. Hooting. Laughing. He held a machete in his right hand and slashed the moment he was close. The blade glimmered in the sun as his second strike found the floppy, bulbous head. 

	“Ye gold is mine!” Orlando shouted, stabbing manically. 

	Ink and blood began to pour free from beneath the massive beast. The tentacles thrashed, taking down the fore mast with a great, rumbling crack that had many men diving for cover.

	“What the hell’s he doing?” Oliver shouted from the deck where he lay.

	“Looking for treasure. Octopus will fill her belly with gold,” Lump said, cowering very near Oliver and Lazarus.

	“Excuse me?” Oliver said.

	“Not gold, only shells,” Lazarus said as he pushed to his feet. 

	The tentacles continued swinging violently, smashing railings and knocking casks and crates around the deck like seedpods in a windstorm. Lazarus moved on the creature with steady, certain motions, leaping over one tentacle, ducking another, and rolling by a slamming third. He reached the abdomen and swung the hook into the creature’s left eye. It squirmed, shaking the entire ship, as it pushed itself backward.

	Orlando was fading quickly, several second between strikes. “I want…ye…goooold.”

	Lazarus tore at the hook, plucking the eyeball from its socket, a trail of slimy rectus stretching, stretching, stretching until SNAP! The eyeball came free. Lazarus flipped the shaft in his hands and stabbed the blunt end into the eye socket, instantly knocking out the octopus and stilling its tentacles, aside from automatic spooling and unspooling at the tips.

	“You trying to finish her or wake her up?” Lazarus said to Orlando as the crew cheered from behind them. 

	Orlando, panting, chest heaving, coated in blood, ink, and a thick, translucent gunk sneered at Lazarus.

	Lazarus paid no mind. “Toss me a blade,” he said, turning back to face the crew. One man kicked a straight knife with ten inches of steel jutting from a bone handle, sending it sliding smoothly over the wet deck. Lazarus stopped it with his foot. After picking it up, he turned to finish the job before the poor beast awoke. Orlando had his machete out, its tip less an inch from Lazarus’ heart.

	“Care to use mine?” Orlando said after a very long half dozen seconds of silence between the men.

	Lazarus used his borrowed blade to parry Orlando’s threat to the side. The octopus began to move again, sluggishly yet. Lazarus again stepped in tight, putting his bare hand on the creature’s brow before slamming the knife into its empty eye socket, smashing through thick bone and reaching the brain. Convulsions began and Lazarus hurried away, moving backward.

	Orlando dropped heavily to the deck. “Nay, nay!” he shouted and resumed stabbing ineffectually against the rubbery meat on the outside of its cranium. The octopus, of course, was already dead anyway. 

	For much of the remainder of the day, the crew hacked the octopus into pieces, leaving it up to Big Willem, the cook, as to how much they’d keep. Orlando had dibs on any treasure and was rewarded with several hundred clam shells, some surprisingly large, but nothing golden, nothing shiny. 

	 

	TWENTY-SIX

	Over a supper of octopus on the deck, Laird said to Lump, “Did you see why it latched onto the hull?”

	“Nay. But scared or something. Weren’t paying no mind to the ship at all. Looked like a seal hiding from a killer whale, t’was my first thought,” Lump said, mouth greasy from flame-broiled tentacle.

	Laird mulled this as he sipped a mug of watered-down rum and looked out toward the southern horizon. 

	“Dear Lord, might we have a good wind. Nay, a gale so strong that it lifts us high above the dangerous Sargasso Sea, then plops us down in the warmer, calmer waters of the Americas. Please and thank you,” he said, lying back, hand covering his eyes.

	“Amen,” Lump said.

	Laird snorted a laugh.

	No more than an hour of daylight remaining. Impending night had the crew anxious. What if a monster octopus struck at night? What about something worse? At night!

	“Sir?” Lump said, no smile in his words.

	Laird shook his head, peeking out from beneath his forearm. “Forgive me. I was trying to imagine how we’d fight off a creature in the dark.”

	Lump crossed himself. “Lord, watch over our arses.”

	Laird popped to his feet, then clapped the man on the shoulder before heading to the wheel where Oliver lazily steered the boat. A gentle breeze smoothed the sails. They had the Malum moving, but moving fast enough?

	“Do you think the men would be up to row some?” Laird said.

	Oliver nodded. “Aye. There’s something in the air; the crew feels it. I feel it. As a boy, every third Sunday, I had to walk a half-day to get to my nan and pap’s, then they’d take me to the train. I often imagined my legs growing long, yards long, and my stepping over the fields.”

	Laird stiffened, then cleared his throat. “Men?” He waited a moment, then repeated, “Men.” The crew turned from their spots, most were sitting with empty hands and haggard, unshaven faces, others stood or paced, moving on nervous energy. “We’re going to have teams of four rowers working through the night. I would like some of you to rest, and I’d like for others among you to volunteer now.”

	Ten men instantly stepped forward, including Lazarus, Lump, Cedric, Orlando, and Big Willem. 

	“Only need three to begin. Big Willem, not you. We’ll need our energy, so I’d like you to man your station. Lazarus, I want you topside; I think we all do. Lump, you rest as well. Cedric, perhaps you’ll do us the favor of spending most the night in the crow’s nest; I want intelligent eyes on the water. You, you, and you.” He pointed at a man named Richards, O’Doyle, and to Orlando Swift. “Ores.”

	“That’s only three,” one man said from the crowd.

	“Aye,” Laird said and began to strip from his officer’s regalia. “I’ve handled an ore before. We’re in this together.”

	A generally pleased rumble played out through the crew. Lazarus gave Laird a curt, but weighty, nod. Laird led the foursome down below into the now cramped berth. Typically, the bulkheads were erected to give the men privacy, but to use the ores, they had to be taken down—as they would be had the ship been equipped with cannons, and a foe susceptible to cannon fire linger nearby.

	Laird took the inside section of handle on the right side of the ship, next to Orlando. The men sat on a bench. Laird looked to the others and raised his eyebrows in askance. The men nodded. He then glanced to Kirk, who had, without being told, taken up his position on the bongo.

	“All right, row,” Laird said, pulling his hands to his hips and smoothly lifting and thrusting his arms forward, then down. “Row!” He repeated the command only when the men flagged. They were going slowly, but it was arduous work, so to keep from depleting them unnecessarily quickly, every ten minutes or so, he shouted, “Rest! Drink!”

	“Not up to dink, Captain?” Orlando said, sneering, topless, mottled by unfallen sweat droplets.

	Laird turned to the man. “Excuse me?”

	Orlando let go of the ore and put his hands up. “Forgive me, my sauce box goes runny on long days.” His eyes did nothing to suggest this apology was honest.

	“The moment we’re straight, you’ll be gagged and lashed,” Laird whispered, leaning in close enough to smell the other man’s pungent aroma over the general stink of the berth.

	“Aye, and when will that be, Captain?”

	Big Willem appeared with a bucket of drinking water and a ladle. He held it out to Laird and Laird had his fill. Big Willem repeated this action for Orlando—he’d already moistened the throats of the men across the aisle—and carried on, back to his kitchen.

	“All right?” Laird readied his hands and straightened his already sore arms. “Row!” 

	 

	TWENTY-SEVEN

	The queen has feasted much, but she knows from experience there are different flavors and different nutrients made available the higher she rises. And she’s been patient and diligent, but now another slight annoyance is keeping her from swimming those final leagues up to the surf: the sun. Where she exists is almost pure dark, is pure dark aside from the bioluminescence of so much of the life down in her realm. 

	Now, the queen must wait until night. She’s forced many large meals to the surf, and she intends to eat her fill; a fill that will permit her another 35,000 days, more or less, as the life source of millions of children.

	 

	TWENTY-EIGHT

	Laird sat on a trunk with a mug of coffee mixed with the dead captain’s stash of fine scotch. The bottle didn’t last; as if to gain favour, Laird offered half shots all around. Oliver decided to follow Laird’s lead and took a turn on an ore. 

	After about the first fifteen minutes of this second shift, Oliver called a halt and demanded water. All were quiet in the berth, just as they were quiet on deck. The only sounds were the lights snores passing through the remaining bulwarks, the gentle swish, swish, swish of the ocean against the hull, and the natural creaking of wood in motion. They were going about the same speed they’d been going through the English Channel, but in the open ocean, it felt much, much slower.

	“Had your fill?” Oliver said to the men. He, like them, was stripped down to his trousers. 

	“Aye.”

	“Aye.”

	The third nodded when Oliver looked at him. Oliver snatched up the smooth-handled ore and assumed the position. “Row!” he said.

	Kirk drummed along, looking tired, but no worse than the men on the ores.

	“Row!”

	Laird nodded, watching. Not long after they’d begun rowing anew, he heard a voice above as it said, “What was that?” and another voice answered, “A whale, perhaps?” He stood and headed topside to find Lazarus.

	The man was leaning against a railing, looking to the northeast, lamplight glinting off the calm waters beneath a dark night sky. Others had gathered close, and two men were pointing to where they’d seen the shiny black back cut the surf before slipping from sight. Whatever it had been, it had been long; perhaps as long as the ship. A few of the crew scoffed, suggesting nothing black was that long—the Malum was forty-six meters in length, forty-five if the broken figurehead was taken into account.

	“What do you say?” Laird said to Lazarus, holding out his juiced coffee to the man.

	Lazarus accepted, sniffed, then took in a mouthful. “I did not see it, but if she’s long as the ship and black as they say, I doubt she’s a whale.”

	“What then, pray tell?” Laird said, accepting his mug. He finished the final mouthfuls in a single, burning gulp.

	Lazarus could only shake his head.

	Aside from the atmosphere of dread shrouding the ship, it was a nice night. The moon was high, the waters calm, and the current moving them along—assisted, of course, by the rowers. It was almost pleasant enough that they might exhale their anxieties and inhale some easiness.

	“If it returns, flag me immediately,” Laird said, then started off to climb up to the crow’s nest to check on Cedric. “Are we doing fine?” he said, forcing a hint of levity into his tone.

	“Aye. I believe I saw what the crewmen saw, but I’m not certain I can trust my eyes. I dare say, I’m a might terrified,” Cedric said. “Would you believe me if I told you nothing like giant sea creatures comes up in the day-to-day of a botanist’s life?”

	Laird, who was only into the crow’s nest as far as his head, said, “Aye. Terrified is fine if it does not hinder one’s ability to act thoughtfully, and yours is a mind I trust.”

	“I shall accept the compliment, no matter whether it’s deserving or not.”

	“We shall make it through this rough stretch of sea; we haven’t any other choice. Then, we’ll find the plants, return, and discover His Majesty was correct.”

	Cedric sighed. “I underplayed my knowledge before. I simply wanted a change in the pace of laboratory existence, drab and quiet as it was. There is absolutely no chance that hot peppers cure cholera. From what I can tell, peppers are not actually hot, and that heat is a mechanism of defense or simply how our bodies react to the stimulation. If you hold the hottest pepper in the world, your hands will not burn.”

	Lazarus puffed out his cheeks, then motor-boated a sigh of his own before he grunted a laugh. “Handle those hot peppers, then scratch your arse; tell me that does not burn.”

	Cedric offered an obviously forced smile. “Again, no burn; simply a burn-like reaction.”

	“I shall return later. Call down, should you need something,” Laird said before beginning his descent from the crow’s nest. 

	In the berth, Oliver once again called for a stop. Laird went below to check on the effort. His mind remained affixed to what the men might have witnessed, his imagination suddenly coloured all the possible shades of awful. He had to shake away the thought of what three white whales would do to a ship if they’d gone aggressive as those humpbacks had.

	“Any news?” Oliver said.

	“Aye…nay…a couple—three men saw something quite large and black in the water, and suggested it was as long as the ship.”

	One of the rowers whistled as he rubbed his forearms. 

	“That’s some…a whale?” Oliver said.

	“Lazarus said that he doubted it was a whale if it was as the others described,” Laird said. “But it’s gone now, I suppose.”

	“Let us pray that it stays gone. All right, men, ready?” Oliver gripped his ore; the man next him did the same, their hands about an inch apart. “Row!”

	Kirk banged his drum. The rowers rowed. Laird sat down. The ores paddling through the surf seemed loud on the quiet night, though nearly as loud as the eerie scream that rang through the wall of the hull. It sounded something like reedy grass in a windstorm, though muffled and distorted. Kirk ceased banging. The rowers ceased rowing. Laird stood up. 

	“What on—”

	The sound came again, this time louder, as if closer. 

	Above, on the deck, one of the men began chanting, “Our father, in Heaven, hallowed, be thy name,” several other members of the crew joined in, taking on the same stuttering rhythm, “you kingdom, come, your, holy spirit—”

	The strange sound rang out again, silencing the men. Bubbles formed on the surf just meters west of the ship. 

	“There’s someth—!” a man began but was silenced by the heavy knock and the tremendous cracking of the ship’s hull.

	Directly to Oliver and his rowing partner’s right, the hull was cracked, splinters reaching into the berth like cat whiskers. For more than a minute, the entire crew remained statue still, muscles pregnant with panic. Water bubbled through the cracks, almost promising a forthcoming gush. The promise was realized when that sound again rang through the ship a heartbeat before the crack in the wall burst inward, a hole the size of a large pumpkin giving passage to the cold, cold Atlantic.

	Oliver leapt over his rowing partner’s lap, filling much of the hole with his outstretched arms. “Get something!” he shouted over his shoulder.

	Laird, momentarily shocked into inutility, broke from his seat and rushed to the trunk where they kept the extra sails. Next to the trunk was a filthy tar bucket.

	“Hurry!” Oliver had his face turned away from the flow, his lips already shading toward blue. The water on the floor was ankle high.

	“Here,” Laird said to one of the men, handing off a thick, heavy chunk of canvas that had been salvaged from a now out of commission sail. “Take this,” he said, handing off the tar pail. He straightened, hammer in one hand, a jar of rusty spikes in the other.

	Oliver had his eyes closed, his form shivering. The man beneath him was fairing no better, despite that he kept his hands and arms inside the ship.

	“Stretch that out! Bring a couple casks to hold the—”

	The sound rang out again, louder now than it had been before, much louder.

	“Ugh!” Oliver groaned, his face and shoulders pulled heavily against the hull’s wall. “Ahh!” he screeched, the sound high and awful.

	Lazarus was halfway down the stairs by the time a shocked Oliver yanked himself back from the wall. Both his arms stopped a few inches blow his armpits, the nubs were jagged, the white of the bone looking blazing hot amid deep reds, pumping squirts of hot, hot blood onto his rowing partner and the men attempting to stretch the canvas over the hole. Within seconds, Oliver was on his back as water rushed in around him, his expression vacant, his pallor ghostly.

	“Davies!” Laird shouted.

	“Captain! We must abandon ship!” Lazarus said as he raced toward the kitchen. “Load the tenders!”

	Laird shook his head in tight, frantic strokes, clearing away terror to make room for rationality. “Men, follow Lazarus’ lead. Get supplies and tools. Something took Oliver from us, and we have no way of knowing if it—”

	Again, that godawful sound bounced around the berth. A silky black shape filled the hole before crashing through. Its head at least a yard and a half, top to bottom and almost as wide, side to side. Its mouth opened and a long, dexterous tongue stretched out. It grabbed onto Oliver’s rowing partner, the tongue coiling around his neck. He screeched but was immediately silenced as he was pulled headfirst down the gullet of the horrible black creature. The thing jerked backward and was gone in a flash.

	The water was suddenly up to their armpits, those who hadn’t yet fled the berth. Lazarus and Big Willem were swimming a cask of lemons and limes toward the hatch. 

	“Everybody out!” Laird said after taking a sunken stride toward the doomed Oliver Davies before recognizing futility and bringing up the caboose of the terrified train of crewmen. By the time he reached the deck, the berth was completely submerged. “Abandon ship!”

	The Malum had three tender boats when it had departed England; Franklin and Ellison had taken one, leaving the crew to squish into the remaining two. One was in the water already, Orlando, Cedric, and Lump stood with harpoons cocked in hands when the other sat, ores in their grips, though not touching the water, eyes scanning the darkness for motion.

	Lazarus and three other men had put the two rainwater casks and the cask of lemons and limes into the second tender boat. Big Willem was at the bow of the ship, rooting through a trunk. 

	“Abandon ship!” Laird said, racing toward the second tender, feet slipping as the deck began to tilt—there’d be no going down with the Malum, not when the crew were all but evacuated. “Come, Willem!”

	“Aye,” Big Willem said, spinning from the trunk with two long-handled fishing hooks in his hand. 

	Laird climbed into the tender and grabbed onto the pulley rope. Each man had his hands full of rope, holding them steady—

	A great glub-glub-glub sounded from the berth’s hatch. The deck was submerged, though only a couple inches. 

	“Hurry!” Laird shouted to Big Willem. 

	Big Willem ran as best he could, boots slipping on the slick deck, his age and physical condition hindering him further. Behind him, cutting through the moonlight like living shadow, the huge face of the creature looked like an anaconda about to strike.

	“Willem!” 

	“Watch out!”

	“Behind you!”

	The shouts rang out but were far too late. Big Willem glanced over his shoulder as the creature—the hugest damned eel that human eyes had ever seen—buried the man whole down its throat. The creature slipped in reverse, whiplashing its head from view, while some sixty feet away, the thing’s tail flipped against the surf, sending out brief splashes.

	“Jesus. Jesus,” Richards said, rocking back and forth where he sat, a machete clutched between his hands, blunt side of the blade against his forehead, eyes closed tight. A few others moaned beneath their breath. Most paused in silent shock.

	Lazarus ran across the steadily sinking deck, which was on the precipice of oblivion. He slid to a stop, his hips slamming against the ship’s railing, eyes scanning the smooth black water. The moon was nearly full and cloud cover momentarily nil, but the Atlantic offered no insights to where the eel had come from or where it had gone.

	“Damn,” he whispered and began swimming toward the second tender, which was now floating, the Malum on its way to becoming a fixture at the bottom of the ocean approximately 2,000 kilometres southwest of Casablanca, and about 1,300 kilometres from the nearest island inhabited by human beings.

	As he climbed into the tender, Laird grabbed him at a stiff arm’s length and said, “Tell me you know what that was!”

	Lazarus looked back in the direction they’d last seen the eel and said, “My destiny.” 

	 

	TWENTY-NINE

	The tenders came together, the men almost in a huddle as if to keep the eel from hearing them. The discussion seemed useless all around. None had any idea of what to do. They knew about eels, yes, but eels hunted in the mud of streams and riverbeds. When eels were in the open water, they had other business to cater to; they weren’t hunters.

	“I say we paddle hard as we can, try to land in Africa,” Orlando said.

	Laird frowned, then sighed. “We might be then bringing further attention to ourselves. There are a good many fish for an eel such as that to—”

	Orlando slammed his palm against his knee. “To Hell with your cowardice. You’re no captain. You poisoned Whitten, then assumed his post. I say we move as quickly as we can, find us a beach, find us some natives with their droppers hanging and the fruit sweet as a basket of clementines.”

	“Ignore this slanderous blunderbuss of a man. He is your murderer. Only boarded the ship to escape the law on land,” Laird said. “Fighting the currents would be useless in these—”

	The eel’s cry rang out distantly.

	“I’m captain of this vessel, and we’re going to Africa,” Orlando said, almost growling the words.

	“You killed the captain?” Lump said, his expression more of surprise than angry accusation.

	“Nay, this man is a murderous lunatic, and—”

	“And nothing!” Orlando said, cutting off Laird once again, this time as he regripped his harpoon. “Hand over half those fruits.”

	Laird, recognizing that his authority had fled at the heavy accusation, turned to Lazarus. “If he cares to receive, I should like to hand my reins to Lazarus.”

	Lazarus nodded slowly. 

	“This fraud assisted in the murder by sending the captain’s slave and the stowaway off in the third tender! Leaving us cramped as we are now!”

	Lazarus scanned the water. They’d moved with the current while they sat, the gentle waves lapping against their pitiful boats. All around them was debris and bric-a-brac from the sunken ship. “Give them lemons and let them die.”

	Cedric, one lens of his eyeglasses cracked, lifted his hand. “I would like to switch boats, if I may.”

	“Me, switch with me,” O’Doyle said. “Ain’t catching me sticking round to be fish food.”

	Three others agreed; Richards was already tossing lemons and limes from the cask into the other boat.

	“Well…guess since we’re switching,” Lump said, rising to climb over the three sets of hands holding the tender boats together. On his way by, Orlando kicked him in the ass, sending him overboard. In a panic, he launched himself out of the water, and over the side of the boat, rocking it violently. “Hang in chains! You goddamned scrub!”

	“You’ll be hanging from a creature’s mouth while we’ll be on a beach,” Orlando said, then looked to his crew. “Let’s row, against the current, men. Come on.”

	“Wait!” Kirk said after a few moments. He dove from Lazarus’ boat and began to swim to Orlando’s boat.

	This made the two vessels even: fourteen men apiece. 

	“Good, rhythm will help us paddle all the quicker,” Orlando said, a maniacal grin upon his face, teeth glinting in the moonlight.

	Lazarus and his crew sat in silence, watching the other boat move away. The ores cut smoothly, but far from silently, far from not disturbing the surf. 

	“What do you—” Cedric began but was shushed silent by Lazarus.

	“They’re sacrificing themselves to our higher learning,” he whispered.

	Distantly, that horrid cry rang out anew. The paddling in the second tender increased speed, the ores no longer cutting smoothly through the surf. The two boats were less than twenty-five yards apart when the ocean erupted in a wave of slimy blackness. The eel’s back was suddenly visible, as was its tail, and despite the sunken portions between, it was obvious then that their little boats stood no chance.

	Orlando’s tender snapped in two at the power of the eel’s jaws, its tongue swinging until grasping a leg. The owner of that leg screamed, the sound gargling almost from the onset, as the man disappeared into the dark water in the time it took to blink.

	The other men began thrashing, grabbing for chunks of wood. Cries for help rang out. Instinctively, the men in the stilled tender boat with ores in their grips readied to paddle.

	“Hold those arms or their death will be for naught,” Lazarus said; the words came out in a dangerous hiss. “Watch carefully. All eyes on the men.”

	“Please!” Kirk shouted. “I don’t swim well!”

	Two men had already begun swimming toward the standing boat, their arms slapping the surf, their feet kicking violently behind them. The animalistic cry rang out and it seemed to come from directly beneath them. The eel appeared again and the Atlantic erupted in a geyser of terror. That nightmare maw engulfed one of the swimmers without breaking its stride, tail slapping at the hull directly beneath Laird a heartbeat later.

	“It’s long. It’s so long,” he said numbly, gaze pinned to the horror before them. 

	Less than a minute after the first swimmer was devoured, the second swimmer disappeared beneath a black wave. The cries for help grew louder, more frantic. The crew begged of gods and Lazarus and Laird and for their mothers. A man with a piece of hull beneath him flipped to his back and started off, moving his legs gently, moving very little in fact. Minutes mounted. The man continued, getting closer and closer to the standing boat. The other men took the hint and began plodding, each finding a chunk of wood to offer a semblance of a floatation device. Orlando did as well, though hung back from the others, letting space separate him from them. 

	Kirk had located a chunk of the Malum big enough that even he could manage to stay upright. He kicked gently, and quickly found himself amid the group—now only fifteen yards from the standing boat. None of them screamed for help, and all obeyed the unspoken rule the lead man had set when he started off on his back.

	“What happens if they all make it?” Lump said. “Ain’t room for them all.”

	“Stay focused, eyes on the men. She’ll be back, and we need to know all we can,” Lazarus said.

	In the water, bobbing only a foot from his floater, Kirk saw his fiddle case. His mother had toiled and scrimped to get him lessons. She’d cried the first time she heard him play in the church. She’d cried again when he gave her the sum of his fee for playing Catherine Hyde’s coming out ball where she’d publicly danced with Charles Douglas the first time—not long before she became Catherine Douglas, Duchess of Queensbury. This wasn’t the same fiddle, but it was a piece to the puzzle of his life. 

	Kirk scooched inch by inch along the chunk of Malum, his left hand not willing to try for it until grabbing the fiddle was an absolute. Once he was certain he’d get it, he reached out, shifting his weight, tipping the wood, and sending him beneath the surf. He came up thrashing and gasping. 

	The sound rang out once more. The careful men began racing to the standing boat—as if it might fare better than their boat had. The nearest man got about ten feet from momentary safety before the eel launched itself at them from behind. Orlando was struck first, though not by the creature’s hungry mouth, and was sent backward into the Atlantic. Most of the men were sent down, beneath the great black abdomen. Its head managed to grab the front two men at once, dragging them from view while sending a tremendous wave at the standing boat. There was little pause this time. The eel swung back, nailing the men who’d risen to the surface, their arms thrashing, their feet kicking. It still had parts of two men in its mouth as it did this.

	“Hmm,” Lazarus said to himself.

	“How can we—I can’t watch,” one man said—several had their gaze affixed to their laps.

	Not all, however, some understood their task and followed it through while the eel feasted, its tongue swinging wildly as it swam back and forth through the blood-pinkened waters. Nearly stilled and wholly silent, Orlando watched as the men in the boat watched. 

	 

	THIRTY

	The Queen discovered the hot meat for the first time that evening. In all the years she’s existed, she’s never tasted something so, so delicious. That it is above the surf causes her little issue. She can sense the heat once she’s close enough, and from great distances she can taste the wonderful blood.

	 

	THIRTY-ONE

	Orlando moved as little as was possible without sinking. When he’d been knocked back, he’d landed close enough to a half-empty cask to risk swimming to it while the mammoth eel swam deadly circles, feasting upon what remained of his short-term crew. If he could figure out a way to empty the damned thing, he could pull himself, barely, out of the water. As it was now, his head dipped below the surf when he draped himself over the cask, meaning he’d never be able to sleep unless he got that cask emptied. 

	That meant he had to get into that other boat, somehow. 

	They floated with the current at about the same speed. Staying below, its back brushing his boots now and then, the eel flowed with the current as well. Orlando was at a total, exhausted loss about what to do, aside from floating and forcing himself to stay awake. 

	He guessed that they’d tie his hands and feet, promise imprisonment for him once they landed—if they did—and hold him hostage until then, but he’d be able to sleep, and right now, sleep felt like the world. 

	 

	THIRTY-TWO

	The men spoke in whispers, when they dared speak at all. The eel hadn’t found Orlando, though it had located each piece of the rest of the men from the downed tender boat. For hours, it swam beneath them, cutting figure eights and ovals, sometimes simply floating along.

	“Those eyes, did they perhaps look too large?” Lazarus said to Cedric.

	He nodded. “Had you not mentioned it, I was about to broach a similar point. It suggests that the eel is from very deep, does it not?”

	“Does. On top of that, it appeared to look with its—”

	Lump, epiphany in his tone, said, “Its tongue. By god, those eyes must be all but blind in this much light!”

	“Hush,” Laird said.

	“That is what it seems to me. Did any of you see something about the eel beyond that?” Lazarus said.

	The men silently pondered the question for several minutes before Laird said, “How do we know it is an eel at all?”

	“Sure looks like an eel,” one man said, to which a few men grumbled in agreement.

	“And we’re in the Sargasso,” another man said, to more grumbled agreement.

	“Aye. And when do eels hunt?” Lazarus said. 

	Laird frowned. “Are you suggesting we might be able to paddle come morning?”

	“Aye,” Lazarus said. “That will likely be the right time for me to kill it, should the chance arise.”

	Laird’s frown deepened. “You’ll not be risking us to chase down this predator for your mental trophy room.”

	Lazarus let out a huff. “Everything I have done so far benefitted the lot of you; do you think that would change now?”

	Laird didn’t respond.

	Lump said, “Don’t think it got the man, Orlando. Must be blind. The eel. Feels with its tongue, maybe hears and tastes, too.”

	“I’d bet its eyes function at night, but no night is dark as the bottom of the ocean; how could it possibly be so?” Cedric said.

	A moment later, the eel’s tail brushed along the bottom of the boat, silencing any rebuttal or addition that might’ve been coming. The men counted down their moments, each time any part of that shiny black eel appeared. The number of those moments seemed to be shrinking.

	“So, what of him?” one of the men said, jerking a dirty thumb in Orlando’s direction.

	All turned their heads to consider the moveless man bobbing along, arms hugging a cask—one of the rum casks, by the look of it.

	“I’d like to know if there’s anything in that barrel.”

	“Looks like the rations cask.”

	“Aye. Could use a ration or two right about now.”

	“Aye.”

	By and by, the men’s voices grew louder until Laird had to shush them, and then, as if to remind them of their predicament, some part of the eel brushed up against the bottom of the boat. For the five hours following, the survivors said very little. Orlando said nothing. 

	 

	THIRTY-THREE

	As the sun rose, the men grew more and more anxious, as if waiting for something to happen. A large chunk of wood floated near enough to the boat for Lazarus to grab.

	“At your ready,” he whispered before tossing it as far from the boat as was possible. 

	The wood landed with a smallish splash as the piece briefly slipped below the surf before popping back topside. They waited. And waited.

	“Mug,” Lazarus said to a man with decades’ old burn scars traversing his cheeks and forehead, and his lips split and weeping endlessly, “take that cloth and toss it far as you can.”

	The man called Mug looked at the blood-stained handkerchief, shrugged, balled it up in a gnarled fist, and flung it some twelve, perhaps fifteen feet from where they drifted. Again, the men waited. And waited. And waited. Eventually, the handkerchief disappeared, but only momentarily, as if being nibbled by something wholly unexceptional. 

	“One final test. Laird, invite Orlando to the boat as prisoner,” Lazarus said.

	Laird nodded. This was cold, but necessary. If the eel was there, lying in wait, it would snatch Orlando from the water as if plucking a ripe strawberry from a bush.

	Laird cleared his throat, then called out, “Orlando Swift. We are willing to take you in as a prisoner.”

	There was nothing for close to a minute.

	“I surrender,” said a voice made craggy and scratchy by exhaustion. “Come get me.”

	“No. You must swim to us,” Laird said.

	Orlando laughed audibly. “And give myself away to this…thing?”

	“Perhaps, but your only chance at survival is by taking that chance,” Laird said, his tone formal, void of emotion. “You have three minutes to consider.”

	The men watched Orlando. Watched him continue his moveless state. Minutes mounted. After about four—Laird had no watch, nor were they going to move until Orlando offered himself up—Orlando planked his body, arms over the cask, head pulled as far back as it could go, and began kicking out behind him. His limbs betrayed him often, crashing into the gentle roil of the surf, tossing up plenty of notice for the eel.

	Eventually, his cramped thrashing fell into a practiced rhythm and he began cutting through the gap between him and his possible salvation. The men on the tender watched with wide, expectant eyes. Any second that eel might appear, and the closer Orlando came, the more likely it was that the eel might find them too.

	When the cask knocked against the hull of the small boat, a crew-wide sigh played out. They’d been correct, that meant they could risk paddling. They’d put up the sail as well, but the Atlantic had never seen two days as calm as those, especially not in a row. 

	Arms reached over the side and dragged Orlando aboard, then grabbed for his cask. Laird nodded to some of the small sail’s excess of rope and said, “Bind his wrists.”

	“She’s rum rations!” Lump said, pulling the cork free to see and smell the inside of the cask. “Must have been the one we were drinking from; she’s got about a quarter left.”

	“Good,” Laird said, then looked to Lazarus. “Trade winds should be pushing us with the current, and they likely will again, but it’s possible we might cut through the current; Africa’s much nearer than the Americas.”

	“We shall need to find a luck that has not touched us yet to outpace that eel, doubly so against the current,” Lazarus said.

	“You think it will come back?” one of the men said.

	Lazarus frowned, scrunching his expression tight. “If it likes the taste of strange meat. Seems daft to test it. Seems smart to put distance between ourselves and this spot.”

	“Water,” Orlando said from the floor, his voice like sandpaper.

	“Wet his beak,” Laird said to Lump before eying the remainder of the crew behind him in the boat. “You four, man the ores. You three, put up the sail; we’re due for good wind. All not busy, attempt sleep.”

	It was close to noon when Laird awoke from a brief nap to find Cedric reeling in a line. On the end was a smallish—small for their location—striper, a breed of bass. It was about a foot and a half in length and felt a little shy of two kilograms. 

	Lump groaned. “Raw fish…I’d rather suck a lemon.”

	Cedric waggled his eyebrows, a move that was mostly hidden by his shaggy, water-tamped hair. “In ancient Greece, Archimedes once fought an entire fleet of attackers without a drop of blood being shed. You see, he set up highly polished shields to bounce sunrays at the oncoming ships, setting their sales alight in just minutes.” He took off his spectacles. “It will be time consuming, but I’ll have this fish boiled in a saltwater soup long before sundown. I just need a small receptacle and some water.”

	At the stern, was a man named Gilbert Moss. He’d suffered a great gash in his arm that, as of yet, refused to cease trickling blood. In his lap was a large brown bowl. “This will do, aye?” he said.

	When he was about to depart on his first expedition, his wife gave him a large clay bowl. Carved in the bottom was her thumbprint, as well as the thumbprints of their first four children—they’d made four more since. The bowl had joined him on every sea voyage he’d partaken in, and when the Malum was going down, he made sure to grab it. Now, he reached over the edge and filled the bowl and handed it forward. 

	“You break that, and I break your skull,” he said.

	Cedric smiled, nodding. The smile slipped away once it was clear that this was no joke.

	“Should we catch another?” one man said.

	“Going to take a while, where we going to put it?” another said.

	“Yeah, then we have it out all night and that damned eel smells it and…” this came from a third man who simply appeared unwilling to finish the thought.

	“One fish will do for today,” Laird said from where he lay, surrounded by feet. When he sat up, his guts grumbled for sustenance. “We’ll be hungry every day until we get out of this tender for good. We can only assume to know the limitations of this creature.”

	“Jesus, what if there’s more than one,” one of the rowers said.

	“Bite that tongue,” Lump said. 

	A few hours after midday, the wind picked up. The waves grew choppier. Rowing became difficult. But they were moving. Riding the motion of the ocean in a way that had the brunt of them a touch queasy, though none vomited.

	Long before the sun fully set, Laird called in the ores. Shortly after this, Cedric announced the water boiled, recommending that they each squeeze a little lime on their fish chunk once ready to eat. Every man was more than ready. Lump handed out a lemon wedge to each man while Cedric tried to figure out equal offerings to the fifteen men—including Orlando—onboard their luckless little boat.

	The men argued briefly about who had the biggest piece but gave it up when the hot saltwater broth was passed around in the large clay bowl. Once it was empty, the bowl was used to pass around freshwater rations from one of the casks they’d managed to rescue. None took more than they ought, as every man—aside from Cedric, perhaps—had spent more hours than could every be welcome, imagining themselves shipwrecking and dying without food or water on the open ocean. 

	As the sun fell into the pink horizon, the men ceased their conversations. There’d been no sign of the eel all day, and they’d covered a respectable distance, but none felt safe, given that it might locate them—though most of the men harbored hopes that the eel would forget their flesh and dine on the natural North Atlantic menu.

	Before full dark set in, Lump reached over the side of the tender with the brass cap from the end of the tiller handle. It was greasy, so he cleaned it with an index finger in the water, his heart thumping rapidly at the thought that at any moment the eel would surge from the surf and engulf them all. Clean enough, he, Lazarus, and a man called Adam Speckle tipped the rum cask ever so gently to fill the makeshift shot glass, which looked to hold about an imperial cup. The men sat in silence, eyes greedily watching each man who took his shot before them. 

	 

	THIRTY-FOUR

	Along with a steady spittle from the heavy clouds above, a chill blew over their bobbing space on the Sargasso Sea. It came from the northeast, just as they had, in somehow in that desolate situation, it felt a bit like London. 

	The men huddled into themselves, collars—those who had them—were pulled high. Other men held one another like statues of lovers—statues aside from the shivering. Lazarus seemed impervious to the weather, scanning the waters around them for trouble. Laird took his example, though hugged himself, arms pulled inside the sleeves of his shirt. On the floor, Orlando lapped like a sick dog from the puddles surrounding him; he was free of the wind, but far and away the wettest man on the tender.

	It wasn’t long after sundown that they heard the eel’s horrid cry, less horrid by how far to the north it seemed. Without obstacles to rebound the sound, pinpointing a direction was typically simple.

	Lazarus watched northward and leaned close to Lazarus, “She’s far, but if she uses smell, she’ll find us.”

	Laird growled, “It is but an eel. There is no need to excite the men further while playing doom-sayer.”

	Lazarus only glanced at Laird before sighing and taking up the well-chewed bit of lemon he’d eaten with his fish chunk and popping it whole into his mouth, working it around like a cow with her cud.

	Hours passed like molasses through a straw. Every thirty or forty minutes, the eel cried out, drawing closer, though sometimes to the northeast, northwest, and finally directly east of their precarious spot in the ocean.

	“I cannot. I cannot,” one man said, hands over his ears as he rocked in his seat.

	“Quiet!” Laird stage whispered.

	“We cannot sit here, we must move!” The man stood, rocking the boat. “We cannot sit and wait! We must move!”

	The eel cried out, closer now. 

	The man grabbed a paddle and slashed it into the water. “Move!” he screamed, voice playing high and crackly.

	“Sit down and shut your gob, jolterhead,” Lazarus said, unsheathing his knife and rising.

	Cedric, who sat at the mast post, turned on his seat and pushed the panicked man, forcing the backs of his knees to connect with his bench, sitting him down. The others within reach leapt to restrain him, and the man called Speckle began to beat down upon his face and temple. The man thrashed, flinging his paddle overboard.

	“Aye! Speckle shouted, instantly forgetting the beating and flinging his upper body toward the pale bit of wood floating on the black waters where it bobbed only three feet from the tender. 

	Lump grabbed Speckle around the waist. The man leaned further, stretching, stretching, stretching. His fingers danced over the handle until finally taking their grip. Once he had it, he straightened and held it above his head like a prize. The crew smiled or nodded or gave a small fist pump. 

	The eel screeched again, closer now than it had been since the night prior. All watched the water—aside from Orlando. Speckle sat, paddle cradled in his arms. Aside from breathing, nobody dared move. 

	Then the eel came, lifting the boat a hair as it swam beneath. A few monosyllabic cries burst from mouths, but mostly the crew remained firmly in control of themselves. The eel cried out from only feet from the tender, the sound massive and all encompassing. It was almost as if they were in her throat with the world’s closest front row seats to monstrosity. 

	The sound also awoke the briefly unconscious man. “We must move!” he shouted, launching to his feet.

	Speckle growled, throwing a crossing right hook, square in the man’s chest, sending him overboard. The panicked man thrashed, reaching for the tender. The man who’d rescued the paddle swung that paddle now to keep the man away—there was no room on the vessel for mental breakdowns.

	“Please! Plea—ahh!” the panicked man screamed, the tail of his lost syllables bubbling up as he was dragged down.

	The man with the ore and the man who done the punching both looked to Laird. Laird mimed a motion with his hand, telling them to sit, telling them what they’d done was necessary. The eel brushed against them twice more before setting away. As the night progressed, they heard the eel’s cries—as well as one whale cry—sometimes from the south, then southwest, then west, then north, and finally from the east, almost directly behind them. It hadn’t connected the weight against its back with the men, not yet. 

	 

	THIRTY-FIVE

	The queen had never tasted something as incredible and sweet and hot as human blood. Up until now, her feedings, while enjoyable, were mostly perfunctory. But this, these beings…they have her in a state of single-minded hunger. She’s ravenous at the thought of more—a feeling she knows, though not to this extreme. 

	If it weren’t for the sun, she could’ve taken them already. 

	Thankfully, these delicious treats leave their marks wherever they go. She tasted them, smelled them, and heard them—in that order. There was more of that blood, she’d tasted hints of it while trailing her quarry, and once she found a man, it has let her know there are more to ingest.

	She will find them, and she will devour them.

	 

	THIRTY-SIX

	As the sun began to lift the shroud of darkness from the Sargasso Sea, the crew inwardly sighed their relief. The water had become rocky, launching them sometimes six or seven metres before letting them ride into dips nearly as deep. All were soaked, but with the necessity of movement, only Orlando sat uselessly. Two men casted lines in the water, six men rowed the ores, the rest waited for their turn to row the ores, shanties flowing from their lips to keep the rowers on time. They had but a vague sense of direction, though the only direction that mattered was away.

	An hour or so prior to midday, the skies opened and let through a powerful sun. The lines had caught five fish. They lay on the floor of the boat while Cedric began to boil water in the bowl; this time the idea was to boil the water, then cook the fish one at a time, pulling them out by the tails. Three bass and a baby tuna, the men would eat a little better tonight.

	“Do you think she’ll find us again?” Lump said to Lazarus. They were sharing a bench and an ore handle.

	“Not for a second do I doubt it. I also doubt very much that she will settle without feeding for long. No animal gets that big by existing stupidly.”

	“Guess if we have to, we can toss the murderer, Orlando to her,” Lump said, grinning a mouth with only half the sockets of his gums filled by teeth.

	Lazarus said nothing in reply.

	On the floor, Orlando lay, his eyes were alert whenever he was certain none looked at him, milking his position as a half-dead prisoner, biding his time as he sipped the boot-flavored water at the bottom of the tender. Moving slowly enough to avoid notice, he touched his ankle sheath and the handle of a small dagger he’d purchased in Casablanca.

	The sun remained a powerful force until early evening. The men had dried, and the fish were cooked, more or less. Lemons were eaten. Rum rations drank. The outlook should’ve been brighter than the evening prior, but dread of the eel’s returned had redoubled, many of the crew jerking at shapes seen from the corners of eyes. Hardly a word was spoken during the hour when the sun began its all too quick parade over the western horizon.

	Sail down, ores pulled into the tender, half the crew sat with their arms over their knees, foreheads against forearms; men being rocked to sleep like babies with hopes of skipping a night’s worth of terror. The others watched the moderate waves as they rode and bobbed, treasure for an eel’s hunt.

	It was dark only minutes when they heard the initial cry from the eel. Unlike the night prior, it was close. Very close. Several crewmen covered their ears, others whispered prayers to their gods, and some, like Lazarus, scanned the waters with undivided attention.

	From the floor, Orlando peeked around. The only way they’d survive was to feed the thing. And just who would they feed it? The answer was obvious. He slipped his hand down to his boot and withdrew the little knife with its heavy alabaster handle. The eel cried out, sounding almost as if it was in the tender with them, and Orlando took his chance. He leapt to his feet stabbing the knife downward at an unsuspecting Lazarus.

	Laird happened to glance at Orlando a moment before he popped up, seeing the knife and sensing the man’s goal, he launched himself sideways. The knife blade never reached Lazarus. It instead slammed into Laird’s left eye socket with a horrid, gooey squelch that burned the flesh and rattled him deep in the brain. He lay stunned, on top of Lazarus, the tender rocking. 

	After yanking the knife free, Orlando lunged once more at Lazarus. The blade entered Lazarus’ left palm. He gripped his fingers and thumb around it, latching onto Orlando’s throat with his other hand. Together, in deadly embrace, the men pitched over the side of the tender.

	Orlando let go of the blade to punch Lazarus about the face and chest. The eel cried out once more and Lazarus squeezed tighter, his eyes like glowing orbs as they sunk lower, and lower, and lower in their struggle. Orlando screamed, letting loose all the oxygen he’d held as a massive liquid shadow raced through the dark water toward them. Arms and legs flailing, Orlando remained caught in Lazarus’ grip.

	The eel opened her mouth wide; Lazarus forced Orlando into that gaping maw, then used the oncoming force to springboard off the man’s back, flipping over the mouth of the eel before bouncing along her spine as she rushed past. Awed, Lazarus felt that slimy flesh, scales coming away on his palms, until the creature disappeared deep.

	Movements at a minimum, Lazarus rose to the surf, finding himself maybe eight feet from the tender. The current was bringing the boat to him, so he waded, toes and hands fluttering to keep him from sinking.

	“There he is!” one man shouted.

	Two men—one being Gilbert Moss, owner of the bowl, and the other a man named Eggs—took up ores and reached out over the stern and began slapping the water, as if to entice the eel away from Lazarus.

	“No,” Lazarus whispered. 

	They were making too much noise, far too close to the tender. The eel erupted from the surf, engulfing the ores, yanking the two men overboard in the process. Instantly, the men raced back to the tender and pitched themselves up, trying to climb back in. The eel swam by, collecting both sets of kicking legs in her incredible mouth. They disappeared, leaving the tender boat rocking violently in their wake. 

	Lazarus had a few moments, he knew, and swam, cutting through the current like he was bred for the ocean before launching himself up, armpits catching the gunwale, then backflipping heavily inside, landing on the still stunned Laird.

	Within seconds, the eel reappeared, cracking her head against the hull of the tender, sending them several feet into the air, knocking off all but Lazarus, Laird, Cedric, and Speckle. The eel screeched as the men thrashed; as she had on the first night, she killed everything moving before bothering to feast. Lump pushed at a young man’s backside, helping him aboard before he began climbing himself. He was all but in when the eel whiplashed him backward like he was a chunk of licorice root. The splash was big and it was telling.

	Lump was gone. Most of what remained of the crew was gone. Laird was all but useless. The eel swam circles, devouring her many kills, simply working through one of the few stages she had to observe in a long, long life. 

	 

	THIRTY-SEVEN

	Three of the five remaining members of the seemingly cursed Malum got busy. Cedric steered at first while Lazarus and the man Lump had helped aboard, Alan Hough, rowed. Laird and Speckle were asleep on the floor, stretched out now amid all that space. Each man had eaten an entire lime to himself—rationing mattered little now—and each had partaken in a rum ration like it was morning tea. 

	Laird had been in and out through the remainder of the night. The knife had gone down after puncturing the eyeball, putting a straight hole from socket to mouth. Cedric had poured rum in the wound while Lazarus held him down. The blood had ceased oozing from his eye and mouth at about dawn. Once he could sit up well enough to take it, they fed him enough rum to kill the pain and keep him still. Now, the man lay on the floor with a shirt tied around his face, useless to their survival. 

	The men took turns, breaking from furious rowing to sip water or suck the rind of their morning lemon. After his first turn on the ores, Cedric used a chunk of fish from their supper the night before to bait a hook. He hooked a fish and immediately sighed. It was simply too big for the bowl, and his jellied arms didn’t have the strength to reel it in. He tied the line to the mast post and baited their second line. After only a few minutes, he had a bass in a bowl of saltwater in his lap, the lens of his glasses tilted above to magnify the rays.

	Nobody said a word about his missing his next turn at the ore, and when he offered, Lazarus waved him off. None would sleep, and Lazarus could manage three consecutive turns at rowing while Hubie and Speckle swapped in and out to rest their weary muscles.

	At around three in the afternoon—given where the sun had gotten to—Cedric announced the fish cooked. Without conversing upon the subject, the ores came inside the boat and all onboard took a break. They ate in silence, slowly working the lemon-flavored fish around their mouths to make it seem like more than it was. After, they drank back the salty broth. A cup of water to each man followed. 

	Though daylight remained, Hubie and Speckle lay back on the floor. Lazarus said nothing, nor did Cedric. They’d be up most of the night, if not all night; a cat nap might be the reason they survive to see another morning.

	“What have you got on there,” Lazarus said, nodding at the taut line, a frown darkening his brow. “Appears to be dragging us.”

	Cedric looked at the line, his eyes purple and baggy with exhaustion. “I do not know; t’was too big for me to pull up.”

	Lazarus gave the rope a tug. There was no give, so he tugged harder. He leaned over to peer into the ocean. There, some twenty feet down and another five or six feet to their direct west, was a leatherback turtle. It had to be close to two meters from beak to tail.

	Huffing through his nose, Lazarus fell back onto the bench at the bow of the tender. “It is the biggest turtle I’ve ever seen.”

	Cedric smiled with only the right side of his mouth, as if the left were too tired. “The turtle is a good luck charm in many cultures.”

	“Aye,” Lazarus said. “Luck is what well need.”

	“How big?” Cedric said.

	Lazarus did not answer, the inside of his elbow pressed to his face, his breathing already finding the telltale pace of a man asleep. Cedric took the hint and lay back himself.

	It was full dark when Lazarus sat up, the echo of the eel’s cry still on the air. Laird attempted to rise, but Lazarus put a hand on his chest and whispered, “Be still.”

	Cedric remained asleep, but Hubie and Speckle each had taken harpoons into their grip. Lazarus surveyed the seemingly useless weaponry they’d brought from the Malum and pulled a long-handled fishing hook from beneath the bench seating. Nailing the eel with something so small would likely be akin to poking an enemy with a toothpick and hoping for homicide.

	The fishing line slacked suddenly, and the turtle zoomed to the surface of the water. It was massive, not quite as big as Lazarus had originally thought, but still the biggest leatherback he’d ever seen. The eel sounded from directly below them. Thinking of luck, Lazarus reached beneath the turtle with his long-handled hook and began prying the creature upward.

	“Help,” he hissed.

	Cedric awoke looking at the hideous face and scrambled backward far enough that he nearly tipped over the side of the tender. Laird remained useless on the floor and the others stood in dumb shock.

	“We need this turtle,” Lazarus said through clenched teeth as he levered the creature about halfway high enough to get it into the boat. “Come—” 

	The shaft of the hook snapped in his hands and the turtle clunked out of sight a moment before rising anew, panic written in the splotchy pattern upon its face. Lazarus grabbed an ore and tried again, leaning back, his shoulders out over the water. 

	“We need this—”

	It was not a snapped shaft that silenced him this time. The eel appeared at the stern, rocking them like nuts in a tin can. Every man was sent from the boat, the boat itself parting down the middle with a furious craaack! Lazarus fought all impulses to rise and peered into the dark, dark water, watching for movement. He saw plenty of it; the men kicking and splashing. Then he saw the eel as it powered by his right shoulder, its abdomen slamming him sideways as it made for the others. He saw the turtle then, trying to descend, but unable to bring the largest chunk of the tender down with it. He also saw the outline of a harpoon sinking not five feet from where he floated.

	Lazarus understood that he was dead already, but that did not mean he couldn’t take this horrid creature with him. There were no free meals where Herman Lazarus Bligh was concerned. He swam for the harpoon, immediately sensing the eel. Instead of racing, he stopped dead, then used the rope attached to the turtle to pull himself down, deeper, his motions held to a minimum. 

	The eel rushed past him, and once Lazarus saw the tail, he launched himself toward the falling harpoon. It was in his hands, and he jerked back toward the rope, deciding it would be the closest thing he’d get to ground to work from. 

	Line in hand, he pulled himself up slowly. The eel was cutting through the destroyed men, taking in their entrails like noodles in soup. It was moving much more slowly than before. With what remained of Cedric in her mouth, the eel ceased chewing, then spat him out. The eel then shivered violently, the inky black of its body shimmering a rainbow of colors. For several seconds, she remained there, body a kaleidoscope of bright shapes playing upon its flesh.

	She turned to face Lazarus and barked a single, long cry, which was loud enough to force his eyes closed. The eel then darted toward him, and down. Lazarus saw his chance, using the turtle’s line to force him down after her. He plunged the harpoon deep into the eel’s head. Instantly, electricity played through his body, rocketing his instantly unconscious form up, through the water and more than fifteen feet into the air. 

	He came down with a tremendous splash. He floated, face in the Atlantic. 

	 

	THIRTY-EIGHT

	Existence is fluid, and the moment the queen gets her fill, her organs begin a metamorphosis. Her feeding is done for another ninety-six or so years. As she heads down, she feels the sting of the harpoon. Her body revolts against the assault, and though she is damaged, no real harm is done. One did not live for 150 million years without learning to heal…which, strangely, borrowed from the same internal well as her self-defence mechanism.

	 

	THIRTY-NINE

	Lazarus came to in elongated blinks, each sending razoring stabs into his brain. By and by, the pain eased enough that he could look around. He lifted his head and considered what remained of the second tender boat, a rope leading back to it taught as harp strings. He was moving, slowly. He looked beneath him and recognized a turtle shell.

	“Incredible,” he whispered.

	It was daytime and he was riding a massive turtle across the Atlantic. He put his hands down to rise, and immediately yanked them away as pain flared through him, as if he’d put his hands in a woodstove. He looked at his arms and palms. They were blackened in spots, great gullies of pink centered puffy flesh that had been cooked. He tried to roll over, but the effort sapped the last bit of strength from him.

	Lazarus awoke beneath a moon. He was still on the turtle’s back, but the line to the tender was no longer taut and they were no longer moving. He looked at his hands again and couldn’t see if they were better or worse. Testing himself, he put his right hand down and pushed himself upright. It hurt, but nothing like before. Slowly, clumsily, he got his body turned around. The turtle appeared to be asleep, its mouth cocked open on one side thanks to the thick fishing line.

	“Least I can do,” Lazarus said, working his sore right arm into the turtle’s mouth. The turtle’s eyes opened and it began to thrash. Lazarus held on with his toes and left hand as he went armpit deep into the throat. He located the hook just as the turtle tried to dart down below the surf. The saltwater made Lazarus sting all over. Still, he focused.

	The hook came free, and Lazarus swam to the surf and the chunk of tender boat. None of the casks remained; strangely, he wasn’t hungry or thirsty. He began to consider if it would be better to cut his throat or drown when the turtle reappeared before him.

	“Say, mate, you heading to land, hmm?” Lazarus said.

	The turtle remained in spot, watching him.

	“You are lucky…” Lazarus trailed, exhaustion again clubbing him over the head.

	The sun was high when Lazarus awoke. He was again on his abdomen, riding the turtle as it cut through the smallish waves of the reasonably calm Atlantic. His arms and palms had scabbed over, and, strangely, looked about ready to peel away. He was not hungry or thirsty, and the pain was but a dull throb no worse than a toothache, though the exhaustion remained. 

	He spun around to face the direction he and the turtle were heading. Directly before him, perhaps ten feet away, was a patch of seaweed, disconnected from anything below and clumped together as if presenting itself like a holiday feast. The turtle slowed up, considered the offering, then began to munch. 

	Lazarus leaned down. “Jolterheads already disbelieve my history; how will I explain you?” He paused. “Or the eel?”

	The turtle ate several pounds of seaweed before they got moving again. Morning became afternoon and afternoon became evening. The scabs on Lazarus’ began to peel off in chunks, leaving behind fresh pink skin, many of his tattoos erased from the canvas of flesh. Come morning, he awoke to find almost no sign of injury. He’d healed impossibly fast, and for some reason, he was not hungry, nor was he thirsty. He had no way of knowing how long it had been since surviving the eel’s final massacre, at minimum, it had been two full days; he should be parched, even delusional without anything to drink, especially given the state he’d been in and the hellish sun overhead during afternoons.

	He thought then of the shock he’d taken from the eel, an eel that had to be decades, if not hundreds of years old…perhaps more. Animals did not get that big overnight. For hours he pondered this. Night fell and the turtle slowed, then stopped. Head underwater, the turtle slept, and Lazarus watched the Atlantic Ocean from an angle he’d never considered. All around him were fish and other creatures, nothing even remotely large enough to trouble the turtle. He imagined a dog sleigh-like scenario featuring a half-dozen leatherback turtles and a sailing vessel. It brought a smile to his lips.

	He fell asleep just after sunrise and awoke sometime in the afternoon. He nearly fell off the turtle as he gasped in surprise. Not one, but two seagulls were floating on the surf, suggesting he might be as close as ten kilometres from shore…or as far away as three hundred. Still.

	He’d forced himself to keep his mind off a future, as it seemed so utterly impossible, but now, now it almost felt like he couldn’t be stopped. 

	It was the Sargasso Sea currents, he supposed. If the turtle was following it, he might end up in the Americas. A laugh bubbled up, hearty and warm.

	“Do you have a name, dear Turtle?” he said.

	The day drifted to night and night to morning. Lazarus slept much. By mid-afternoon he felt the first twist of hunger and his lips had cracked. By nightfall, he saw what was apt to happen if he wasn’t returned to land inside another day or two. He played his fingers around the grooves of the turtle’s shell. Some were natural, other came from sharks, teeth divots. It was even possible some of the scratches were from ships. 

	“I suppose you have been ‘round the world, or at the very least, this Atlantic.” He reached down to rub the turtle’s head. It let him. “I’d be in your debt if you could locate for us some land.”

	Morning came, the first rays of sun banking off what appeared to be a ship’s sail. Lazarus sat up, hardly believing his eyes. Men, many men, were busy on a pier. Beyond the pier were buildings and trees. It wasn’t the Americas, not quite. 

	“Bermuda,” Lazarus whispered.

	They drew closer and closer, Lazarus’ guts tumbling with glee. He waved to sailors and fishermen, giddy as a child on Christmas as the turtle took him no more than fifty metres from the pier. He leaned forward and kissed the shell.

	“You saved me, you wonderous creature!”

	The turtle powered on until finding sand. Almost as if the turtle sensed what Lazarus needed, it had taken him to a freshwater stream running along the beach, and not ten paces away was a banana tree; a massive bunch of close to one hundred bananas hung just above his eye-level. 

	Lazarus ran along the beach until he reached the stream. He cupped water to his mouth. It was so, so cold and so, so refreshing. Once his belly sloshed like a half-empty rum cask, he rose to retrieve slightly greenish bananas. He peeled the skin and took a third of the pale-yellow banana into his mouth. Despite being not quite ripe, it was as if a pleasure bomb had exploded within him. 

	He tossed the skin and cracked another. The turtle had come the rest of the way up the beach, taking the skin as a reward.

	“My savior deserves better than skin,” Lazarus said before snatching a partial bunch of seven bananas and dropping them into the sand. “Here, feast, my friend.”

	A group of men were heading along the beach. Lazarus peeled another banana for himself and smiled. He thought he might never quit smiling.

	“And who, pray tell, might you be,” the man leading the group said, his accent thick, British, wholly familiar. 

	Lazarus put his hand to his brow to block the sun as he looked at the man. He was short and somewhat chunky, dressed so that none might forget he was part of His Majesty’s military.

	“Lazarus Bligh?” the man said, stopping.

	Lazarus squinted, the cogs of his brain fitting pieces together. “Mitchel Fogel?”

	“Aye! Aye! Boy, am I glad to see you. Only this morn’ was I wishing for a man of your caliber.”

	“Oh?”

	Mitchell Fogel turned grave. “Aye,” he said, then leaned in to hiss, “we are plagued by beasts!”

	Lazarus fed another banana to the turtle, his head canted with interest. “What sort of beasts?”
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