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Crimson.

The name was spoken in English, German, Italian, Spanish and the mixed musical tongues of the slaves brought from Africa. The French, as was their way, added a touch of romantic milieu to the killer and called her La Belle Dame a Sanglant
Cheveaux—the beautiful woman of bloody hair. It made for some middling poetry and the occasional three-verse song.

She inspired a variety of feelings in rogues of all sorts—at least during the course of the tales told on a heavy night of drinking, or while crouched beside a dying campfire... fascination, respect, fear, skepticism, and an angry, bitter lust.

A tiny creature she was, from what they said, but one with a strange hold on most men of the Caribbean Basin, both white and black alike. There was even some talk of a deposed marquis who dueled for her honor although he'd never so much as laid eyes on the lady of sanguine hair. As he thrashed in agony for over an hour, dying from a sword thrust through both lungs, he whispered her name with a beatific smile.

Perhaps it was true.

But one had to be wily—as crafty as she was—for she could be enlisted by anybody who matched her price, and you could never be certain whose employ she was in at any given time. In London, Barcelona, Berlin, and Paris there were such hirelings as this, and they were called confidential agents. Mercenary investigators who would, if paid well enough, help take care of obstacles and quandaries. Perhaps retrieving a jewel stolen from your mistress...or finding useful secrets about your enemies...or tracking down a lost son or corrupt business partner...or carrying cargo past the navies of foreign governments.

Rumor, gossip, fact and exaggeration all lent to a slowly-evolving myth.

This was Crimson, a dark-eyed corsair. La Belle Dame a Sanglant
Cheveaux grinning across a floor of broken men, with the molten sun draping over her shoulders...and there were always writhing shadows in the depths of the dark waters she sailed.

He needed air. Maycomb had barely closed the door to his cabin when he heard his wife begin to sob once again within. The plaintive sounds made him champ his teeth and, for a moment, the black rage filled his chest and his vision grew bright at the edges. He had to prop himself against the cold timbers of the inner hull before his eyes cleared. The Virginian felt a relentless sense of guilt burning in him about leaving Eileen behind, but he'd spent the entire night trying to comfort her in their narrow berth and he'd failed for all his efforts. Today was their daughter Daphna's nineteenth birthday and Eileen was inconsolable.

Trevor Maycomb wanted a taste of the Caribbean sea breeze—to fill him with renewed vigor after five days and nights of lying in the small and poorly ventilated cabin, with the loud and drunken carousing of the sailors on board keeping him from any rest at all. As if the lice and rats and stench of bilge water weren't already bad enough on this damnable voyage. By now he was desperate enough for relief that he'd even put up with facing the scamps and pirates who navigated this creaking, leaking vessel.

"This pounding sea is cleaving my skull in two," he muttered before he went up. He wanted his pipe but there was no point in retrieving it. One of the men was a pickpocket who'd cut the strings on Maycomb's tobacco pouch minutes after he'd boarded. The irony was not lost on him that a tobacco farmer couldn't even have a decent smoke on this dreadful voyage.

"Rotters."

He'd come to America from England to raise his crops almost seven years ago. He'd brought Eileen with him though he feared the distance between them and Daphna might prove to be too great a burden. The girl had remained behind in a private school considered to offer the best in education, surrounded by relatives and given a greater sense of freedom than most girls her age. Though the Maycombs stayed in contact with their daughter via correspondence and made an annual trek back to Britain, the separation took its toll on all of them.

But the colonies were no place for Daphna. Virginia was a more primitive land than he'd expected, and the townships were often fierce and uncivilized places. There was little law and he'd been forced to become a much different man than he'd once been. He was accustomed to a life of elegance, and though the profits in Virginia had been worth the pains, life remained filled with fearful uncertainties.

And they became even worse in the Basin.

"I know the scent of my own tobacco, you miscreants." He checked his flintlock, making certain the gunpowder had not gotten too wet in this damp air. Six years ago he'd never even fired a pistol, and now he could reload his shot in fifteen seconds. "If I catch the smell on any of you, you'll be hefted over the side."

With the original buccaneers driven out by the local ruling powers and routed by the Crown, the Caribbean had become a region of chaos. The first freebooters, for all their faults, had brought a certain semblance of order to the area. New Providence, Madagascar, and Johanna Isle all flourished under rule of the pirates. Their decrees had been domineering but fair, especially for the Americas, and their codes of protection had been strictly enforced.

Now, however, there were only armed vessels run by independent smugglers available to take you to sea ports in the West Indies or beyond. Roving bands of corsairs flying under black flags owned the water lanes from Grand Bahama to Bocas Del Toro in Panama. And the stories of these sea wolves robbing and killing their own passengers were legion. Maycomb knew that despite all his precautions he and Eileen would be lucky to survive this venture.

He was about to go up on deck to the foc's'le, which also served as the galley, when he saw two urchins standing at the top of the stairwell. Not even the warm, sun-filled morning improved their ragged and sinister appearance. Indeed, daylight only showed them to look more like the dregs of the London slums than ever: striped short-sleeve shirts, wide leather belts, filthy pants, and their cudgels sloppily concealed. Ugly, faded tattoos adorned their arms and necks, and scar tissue festooned the boys like jewelry.

Neither could have been more than sixteen years old but their faces bore the disfigurement of many battles, fought in the back alleys of the East End as well as upon the turbulent ocean.

"Guvner, suh."

"Lads," Maycomb said.

"Have a bit'a rum here if you'd like to 'ave a sip. Probably not as fine a liquor as you be used to, but it hits the proper spot."

"Thank you, no," Maycomb said softly, knowing where this would soon lead. He primed himself for it, prepared to draw his pistol if necessary.

"Reckon you might extend the invitation to the lady, suh. Ain't seen much'a her above deck since we left port. The shadows aren't good for a woman's complexion, ye know. She could probably do with a bit'a nice weather on her cheeks. You might bid her up."

"No, I think not."

"And here we was thinkin' that the aristocratic folks was an overly genial bunch too."

All the freebooters on this vessel had scrutinized Eileen with open desire, and it was only through his own forceful presence and show of arms—his flintlock and sword—that no one had yet forced himself upon her. Maycomb again cursed himself for being a fool and bringing her on this voyage, and yet he was a fool with little choice in these matters.

"Ah now, suh, no need to be pullin' such a face. We only come seekin' our fortunes to this land, same as you, no different than yeself. We do a respectable service bringin' honorable and decent families across the waters. Why, if we only had us fine wives as you tucked into our berths instead, there'd—"

A stinging salty breeze flowed down to him and he could sense a summer storm in the air. He wreathed his hand around the chain of silver he wore around his neck, grasping hold of both the silver cross and the stone medallion bearing the face of the Celtic deity Anu, mother of the gods. For a moment he almost let himself be swept up in the urge to mount the stairs and beat back the two boys, but it would only serve to cause greater enmity with the others on board. He dreaded there would already be enough blood awaiting him.

"Die and be damned, you scurvy curs."

The guttersnipes sniggered and gestured for him to come up and the sword at his hip was a reassuring pressure, yet with a grunt of shame he turned and returned at once to his cabin.

But far worse than murderers, he feared that even the dead were at his heels.

Three ships had anchored in nine-fathom waters within the past twenty-four hours outside Port of St. Christopher's, making the small harbor a battleground of drunken pirates ramming each other's skiffs as they landed. Every sailor tried to impress and outspend all the others with the plunder he'd accumulated on various recent raids. A crowd of masts cluttered the harbor. Press-gangs, hell-carts, and coaches raised a racket along the streets. The fish-wives went about the wharves and marketplace selling their wares, and the whores did the same.

Neither Neptune nor the lord Jesus of Nazareth held any sway here. Most of the brigands and marauders stuck to the usual ways of losing their money: crooked card games; harlots who'd fill a man with wine and sweet words before lifting a coin purse; dealing with former freebooters who worked all the havens of the Caribbean, rolling the men who'd once been their mates. The dead piled up along the piers while the swindled sought reparation by looting drunkards and the elderly. The cycle had no beginning or ending, it simply continued from day to day and ship to ship. The same gold piece could pass through twenty hands a night.

A few of the larger ports in the Bahamas had some law enforcement, but such courts held no interest in poor men—pirates or not—and could be bought for a few pieces-of-eight.

Certainly none of the officials were going to stop the fight now underway in the Hog's Head Inn.

It was an odd scene to witness, even in a tavern where the bartender frequently used a machete to lop off the hands of thieves reaching for the till. The throng clattered their bowls and tankards of grog. They knocked furniture back as they eased away from the center of the room where the fray progressed and grew ever more waspish. Cheers and hails went up. Two brawlers laughing in each other's faces as they circled and slashed.

"Have at 'em, lass, but you'll likely lose your blade if you peg his overstuffed belly!"

Jessup, a stocky pirate with a graying beard hanging to his huge gut, stabbed with his sword and continued on after the slight woman causing him so much trouble. She pranced around him while he flailed and thrust. He was the new first mate of the Baranaro, now that he'd broken the former mate's skull and dumped the body out beyond the reef in full view of the other men.

He tried like hell to pin the girl but she evaded him easily with a mocking flourish. She wore a simple white blouse and calico trousers with bone buttons down the front, her bountiful figure stirring the men around the Hog's Head even as she dodged and attacked. She had a flintlock pistol stuffed in the wide red sash around her waist, but she refused to draw it.

That in itself was another way to scorn Jessup, and it infuriated him until he barked out snarling chortles. She swatted him twice in the ass with the flat of her blade and the crowd around him roared.

Looping curls of her lank red hair coiled across her eyes as she parried with her cutlass. All she knew of this Jessup was that, besides blatantly murdering officers, he'd robbed one of his own mates a while back in Montserrat, a navigator named Owlstead. Pirates usually didn't keep grudges for long because it was a loser's game, holding on to such pettiness when there was so much new ill will stacking up each day.

But Owlstead was an exception who had nurtured his malice for six months. He didn't care so much for the missing money, there was always more to be plundered and squandered, but Jessup had taken a ruby earring that Owlstead had worn for over forty years, since he'd first stepped off land and become a seaman. For that he wanted vengeance. Jessup had to be humiliated, but Owlstead was much too old and discreet to beset the man head-on.

Fights of this sort were so common in the Hog's Head that usually it only took a few minutes before many of the patrons turned their attention back to their card games, listening to the naughty ditties played by the blind squeezebox man. But tonight almost all the men remained enraptured by the fluid moves of this lively girl as she hacked and evaded, her laughter urging them to gather around a bit closer. The air had turned quite festive and they elbowed each other in the ribs, buying one another rounds. She was a handsome woman if not a true beauty, and yet there was something else that drew the sailors to her. They realized she was one of their own, and it gave each man a moment of wild resolve to make a claim on her.

Sparks flew as the swords clashed and splintered the stools. Some men took note of her style, intent on remembering certain moves and maneuvers. Crimson lunged and parried almost as if dancing, enjoying herself even more as Jessup began to tire. His paunch jostled and wobbled as he sidestepped and ducked her blade, his beard slick with sweat. He huffed and eyed the doorway.

She taunted him now and played to her audience. "So, you men say I shouldn't poke him in that bulging belly at all?"

"Let us get a whaling crew here first, is all, you'll let loose sixty gallons of blubber oil, I'd bet!"

"We'll all drown for sure!"

Crimson nodded at Jessup's stomach while he drew away, panting. "More air in there than oil, I'd wager! If I let it out we'll all have a strong wind to fill our sails on the morrow."

"Do it now, Lady, I says! And make our journey that much quicker from this island!"

With more of a grunt than a bellow, Jessup reared and flung himself forward. It was the kind of stupid and desperate ploy Crimson had been expecting for the last several minutes. He had no land legs and couldn't keep himself balanced on ground. With his heels clopping, Jessup spun to his left and chopped high as he whirled, hoping to catch the edge of his sword against her neck as he passed.

Crimson waited as the fat bastard twirled about on his toes so slowly that she could have hacked his ears off at any time. How braggarts like him so often tempted her. She drew three breaths and he still hadn't completed his turn. She poised her cutlass up towards his forehead so that when he came about he saw nothing but the tip of her steel aimed between his eyes.

It was a well-articulated move that brought shouts from the other buccaneers who could appreciate such skill and timing—even if she was only battling against an overstuffed ambusher like Jessup.

"I'd guess you win this contest," he said, grinning, still trying to hold on to some dignity.

"If you must still make a guess at it, louse, then this is the time for you to lay down your weapon."

"It's only been a game so far, girl."

"One that'll end much worse for you if you don't do as I say."

Jessup tossed his sword at her feet, hoping to appear contemptuous. "You've taken all the gold I had," he said, hoping to keep himself composed. She could clearly read the fear in his face, beneath the false grin. Lamp light flickered off her blade as she moved her wrist, flitting the point around his heart. "Sixty-six pieces."

"There were only forty-four."

"Forty-four then! I want them all returned."

She'd been paid over twice that already just to satisfy this debt. Owlstead, at the back of the tavern, licked his brittle lips, watching her and enjoying this show. "We all face our share of disappointments, you fleshy dullard."

"Here now, wench!"

"Count yourself lucky. You've repaid some of a long-standing arrears, though I suppose you've a good deal more to pay out. From what I know, the former first mate of the Baranaro was a well-liked chap and competent at his post. You, I reckon, won't last to see Rum Cay."

"You think not?"

"As I say."

Rubbing at his unshapely belly as though he were ready for a good meal, he asked, "So which one of these putrid sons of strumpets put you on to me, eh? I'll have that out of ya before I go on."

Crimson tried hard not to sigh but failed. She let out a stream of breath that tousled hair from the corner of her mouth, shaking her head slowly side to side. She often wondered why it was so often forced to come to this—the men unable to admit defeat even when so close to getting their throats cut. What compulsion drove them to such stupidity?

"Answer me now, girl."

"Here, have it." Crimson gave the cur a sizable gash on the side of his neck to remind him of who was in control here. Jessup cringed and squawked like a chicken, finally dropping his arrogant demeanor.

"Blood!"

"You'll get nothing but your heart plucked out if you don't leave now while I'm still in a good mood."

"She bleeds me!"

"The whiskey in this place is thin as pond water so I doubt I'll be quite so benevolent in a short while. You can run back to your ship and face your mates or you can catch board upon some passing vessel. I suggest the latter choice, if you want to live out the week."

"You hussy witch—"

"None of that." She cut him again in the same spot, deepening the wound. Jessup cried out and hit a nice high squalling note that even the squeeze-box musician couldn't reach on his instrument.

It had been a fine spectacle. Almost everyone in the shadowy, lantern-lit tavern applauded and kicked up a ruckus. Especially loud were the other women freebooters, a few of the fishwives and whores. Though they dressed, swore, and even fought like men, it was still easy to see—with a few notable exceptions—that they too were ladies who needed their liberties. No man should be allowed to speak to a woman thusly in these parts. They raised tankards and cups in salute as Jessup stumbled out of the Hog's Head Inn, whimpering and holding his collar tightly closed as the blood pulsed between his fingers.

Owlstead gave her one brief nod and was gone, possibly to finish off the job, now that Jessup was beaten down and scurrying for cover.

When Crimson was done with the chubby sod, she sheathed her sword and returned to her table to sit over her cold supper. An old bearded man with a wild shock of white hair and a black leather eye patch sat beside her sipping whiskey.

"I thought ye'd have a harder time with him," he said.

"He was just an overconfident ass, like most of them."

"True, but he's still a butcher, truth be known. Some time ago I saw him cut the sex off a merchant in Mayaguana and stuff it in the dying man's mouth."

"Ah, well, and here I was hoping he'd marry me. Pity my naïve dreams. I need more grog." 

Welsh—he'd never used another name in front of her—grinned with rotted stumps of teeth. His tangled beard smelled of gunpowder. Like Edward Teach, the notorious Blackbeard, Welsh often intimidated foes in battle by wrapping slow-burning lighted coils in his long hair. It was a good trick and kept their minds focused elsewhere. He had trembling hands but they were thick and powerful. "You've a poisonous tongue on ye, ye do."

"I inherited it from my father."

Ten years ago, while Crimson's mother lay dying of consumption, she had claimed that Crimson had come from the loins of Welsh. It was a blow she'd never quite fully recovered from, whether it was truth or not. Nobody wanted to hear that they'd been born to that pirate. Welsh denied being Crimson's father, but once you got past the scruffy white beard, the seamed skin and broken nose, you could see a definite resemblance. At least she could.

"Now don't go spoutin' that nonsense again, child. Order a second bowl of stew and get on with yer meal."

"I've lost my hunger. Another round of ale instead. Where's that damned barkeep?"

"And don't go sulking either, girl."

He could talk fatherly enough when he liked. "I do what I please, you goat, and don't be getting on me about it."

"Then keep yer jibes to yerself or stick 'em elsewhere."

"I put them where I like, and you be glad I don't use something sharper to stick into your sagging flank."

She was never sure why she pushed this matter, even after all these years. Considering how many families she'd seen ruined by betrayal, deception, and greedy appetites, she'd have thought she'd never want to meet up with any of her own relations, wherever they might be.

And yet there was a certain haunting weakness within her, a hollowness that made itself known from time to time. The need to discover her father. As a child, she'd had idle dreams that she was the daughter of the duke of some distant northern country, where her bedroom resided in a tower glazed with rime year 'round. It gave her something to think about under the burning sun.

Regardless, she enjoyed irritating the old bastard too. No matter how she prodded him or how similar their features were, she knew her mother was out of her head with fever on her deathbed. The woman spoke to the long-deceased and saw leering faces in the draperies.

Welsh tightened his leather wristbands in an effort to help control some of the quivering. His blunt knuckles had been broken so many times that they'd turned black. He could still wield a sword with tremendous might and dexterity, but in the little day-to-day things like rigging a sail or carrying boxes of cargo, his trembling would sometimes get so bad he couldn't hold on to what he was carting. He was always on the lookout to make sure enemies didn't spot his weakness.

He caught her eye and smiled, ignoring her unspoken comments. "Yer gettin' a notable reputation, lass. Word's been crossing the compass. There was a eighty-footer in yesterday called the Yardarm. One o' the riggers met up with a sloop called the Hopewell two days back and said a rich man named Maycomb and his wife're
comin' to see ya about business. They've heard how good y'are at settling scores and locating what's been lost."

"Maycomb. English?"

"Originally, I'd guess. Scottish, maybe. Now he's in the Colonies. Virginia, the rigger said. Tobacco farmer."

"So he's money to spend."

"We can hope and pray. Trouble is, I'm thinkin', the Hopewell is run by Dobbins now."

"Christ spread on his cross," she said. "With Dobbins as captain they won't be alive when the ship comes in to anchor. He'll rape the woman and steal their coin if his crew hasn't already."

"He's been goin' easy on that sort of activity lately," Welsh said. "From what I hear. Cleaned his ship up some. Runs smaller smuggling operations. Keeps his men in hand."

"Does he now?"

Welsh grimaced and pursed his lips, thinking about it. "Well, most of 'em, leastways. Bad fer business when half the passengers who ship out wit ye turn up dead or not at all."

Crimson leaned back in her seat. "If this Maycomb is murdered before I get a chance to speak to him, don't let me forget to kill Dobbins."

"Be me pleasure to remind ye."
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In the deep night, halfway to dawn, as she lays upon the sheets of her snow-covered tower, she whispers for her husband of only six months. He's dead, she knows, but that cannot stop him from keeping his promises. She feels him here, now, slipping between the shadows and easing himself from corner to corner. The curtains rustle though the shutters are closed and locked.

Mother was right, there are faces in the drapes, and they've always been there, watching and tittering.

She reaches out blindly, first in one direction and then another, hoping to grab hold of him. The door is bolted and the hinges are of iron, but a thin sheaf of light eases from beneath and looms against the stone floor, rolling like the water at high tide. The room brightens a bit. He touches her lightly in odd places. Behind the ear, in back of the knee. She spins and brushes his chest, his neck perhaps, as he settles beside her among the thick covers. "Tyree?" she asks.

He presses himself against her and finds her backed up against her velvet pillows. Darkness twines as her misted breath rises to his face like smoke and breaks against his strong chin. His breath isn't frosted in the cold room. She cocks her head, staring at the hard cords and muscles of his throat. The veins there are black and unmoving as marble. He doesn't breathe at all.

"Tyree?" she asks again, and the name, though familiar, is almost difficult to form and say aloud.

He makes a plaintive sound. A sob perhaps, or a moan cracking distantly inside him.

"It's me," he says, and his voice, like the rest of him, doesn't seem to be entirely with her in this world anymore. "Don't be frightened, love. Here, take my hand. It's always me."

"Yes, I know that now."

She reaches but cannot find his hand. She remembers something else that she's been pushing away into the center of her mind. What's hidden beneath the bed, under the pillows. The well-sharpened sickle. Nine hoops of wrought iron. A pike also made of iron and twice blessed by two different bishops on the far sides of Europe, or so it's been told.

And also there, what she's carved from good solid mountain ash wood and rowan trees. Six stakes, a seventh only half-completed. Wood chips and splinters dapple the floor.

Far below at the base of the tower, the ocean rumbles an underscore to her heartbreak.

He had been taken by a raiding ship less than a week after their marriage. They said the ship was damned, and that those aboard didn't care about money or loot of any kind, only flesh. Men always cared about flesh: to love and hurt, to cook and eat. To drink. The stories were old and gathered power as they moved, on their own sails, from island to island, continent to continent. Those who were wise didn't dismiss such tales easily, if at all. On the sea, every superstition proved true. Each god eventually showed its face in the storm.

She can see his lips but not his eyes, as he shoves her back and begins to remove his clothing. His shirt snaps wickedly as if caught in a wind. She'd torn the buttons off many times before and re-sewed them back on. The broad muscles of his chest are comforting, smooth and intimate, although his touch is freezing. She doesn't need to feel his heart.

He speaks her name without affection or desire. It leaks listlessly from his mouth like slow-moving liquid. Her true name that only he and Welsh know anymore. "Cassandra."

Tyree repeats it, making the word more lyrical, drawing it out with his tongue as if he is lapping at it. "Cassssssandraaa."

A groan escapes her as she tries to draw aside and reach beneath the bed, knowing the time has come to do what she must do. She has to be fast. He can't help but hiss. It's because of all those new teeth that have suddenly grown in—too many of them to fit properly inside his mouth. They range all the way back into his jaw and deep down inside his throat, his gum line packed and overfilled, chewing anything that comes near.

"Cassssssssssssssaaaaandraaaaaa..."

"No, no, don't..."

"It's me, it's always me, love, and now it'ssssss
yooou..."

As her hand tightens on a stake of ash, she squirms and knows she is too late, he's beguiled her and used her own love against her. She wants to scream but cannot, whispering, "Stay back."

Now he climbs upon her back creeping like a beast and shoves her deeper into the mattress, all those many curved teeth nibbling at her shoulder at first and then, sluggishly—so leisurely—moving along to rip out her throat and plunge his snout into the spouting blood.

~ * ~

Crimson awoke in her room upstairs in the Hog's Head, holding onto the sharpened pieces of ash wood. The wrought iron hoops lay directly beside her on a night table.

Her face was wet with his kisses and she dabbed at them, wondering if she was insane or merely crying. Drops ran across her jaw.

At first she thought these were only tears on her chin, but as she drew the back of her hand against her mouth, it came away bloody. A scream worked halfway up her throat before she realized she'd only bitten her lip.

He hadn't come to her last night and drawn her into his hell.

Not yet.

~ * ~

Crimson spent the morning of the Hopewell's arrival near the docks, watching galleons and other vessels anchor out beyond the reefs. Several skiffs were still making their way across the harbor, brushed back by the rising waves as the men rowing strained at their oars. She watched the many sailors landing, waiting for this Maycomb to make his appearance. If he was already dead, she'd be compensated by Dobbins one way or another.

Many of the men who were pirates now originally served the British Empire gallantly in Queen Anne's war. English naval forces were often assisted by private ship owners, and their crewmen who were paid to plunder rival merchant vessels. After the war ended several years back, many privateers turned to piracy. They sailed the Caribbean and the Atlantic along coastal waters of American colonies, stealing freight and payloads when they could.

Piracy had grown prevalent in Virginia and North Carolina, she knew, since most of the Colonial Governors could be bribed to ignore criminal activities. The trouble with newfound countries is that loyalties were so often divided under floundering governments.

With commercial ships using the major inlets to access inland ports, pirates found the coastal waterways ripe for plundering. Though pirates anchored in the deep inlet channels and came ashore occasionally, they rarely had any treasure at all, and what they did have they didn't bury, despite the rumors.

If the Maycombs didn't offer her good money to help them in their cause, whatever it was, she'd ship out on the Alexandria's Revenge under Captain Nordwick, a former Naval commander. She chose her ships and captains carefully, making certain that the flags she sailed under weren't drenched in blood. Most buccaneers sought only plunder, not innocent lives.

The dock markets were crowded with mariners and cooks seeking provisions. Oil, clothing, timber, liquor, fresh meat and water were prominent needs that kept the merchants shouting and scampering.

On the hill, at the edge of the dunes, two hanged men swayed in the breeze, executed for rape, of all things. Usually such crimes against women never made it to any court, but the victim in this case had been a nobleman's daughter. The execution had been well-attended, it seemed, with an excited crowd still gathered and watching the corpses twist. Crows sought perch on the dead men's shoulders and were shooed away by children holding sticks. She'd seen her share of hangings by the age of ten, but this was the first for rape, and she took some satisfaction from it.

Ten Negroes—seven men and three women of various ages—were being paraded up on the block past British and American slave traders looking to stock up their plantations. Slaves were becoming a staple product in the Caribbean, and though Crimson abhorred the men who sold human beings like cattle, she still sought a way to make a profit off the conditions. Some of those African kings might pay well to have their people returned. Some of them had empires that rivaled Persia, although their ways were too foreign for the likes of most.

Washed by the morning foam-capped tide, the sun-scorched beach lay choked with driftwood, seaweed and the usual spattering of bodies. Sailors slept off last night's drunk in the sands, and a few of the harlots had made their love-nests near the dunes. The scavengers would be along soon hoping to find booty that had been lost over the side of ships in weeks past, brought up by the current and the storms. They'd also rob whatever dead they found.

At the far end of this stretch of beach, Crimson spotted two bloated corpses that had been dragged up past the reef and torn to tatters by the rocks. One dead man looked as if his legs had been devoured. Sharks most likely, but there was always talk of islanders who still practiced cannibalism. Dismembered bodies like that one only served to fuel such gossip and rumors. The islanders had many tales of ghouls and evil spirits. She had a few of her own, as well.

At last, she watched an attractive couple disembark from the Hopewell's skiff. Both were middle-aged and dressed in the somewhat foppish finery of the British royal class. They must not have been in Virginia for very many years, Crimson thought. Maycomb wore a blue silk coat, extra leggings, and a three-cornered hat tipped far back; the wife with an organdy dress of cerulean and a roseate scarf flapping in the morning breeze. Being aboard a pirate ship surely hadn't taught them much about being inconspicuous. But Maycomb did carry a sword and a firearm out in the open, and she had to admit that he carried himself with a refined demeanor that demanded a certain amount of respect.

She met up with them at the end of the pier, careful to keep watch on who else might be observing her business. You never knew who wanted such information or who might be trying to sell it. Maycomb must've gotten a description of her from that rigger on the Yardarm, for he appeared to know her on sight. He removed his hat and gave a bit of a bow, a gentleman even in these parts. "Lady Crimson?"

"Mr. and Mrs. Maycomb."

"I'm so glad you were still in port," he said. "It would have been a dreadful shame to come all this way for naught."

"It might possibly still be so," she said.

Lady Maycomb let out a mournful cry, more like a bird than a woman. "Oh please, dear, don't say that. We've traveled so far to meet with you and gone through such travails. Those abominable men and that detestable boat. And our situation is grave. This concerns our—" She would have continued but her husband hushed her with a gesture.

"I'll listen to what you have to say," Crimson told them, "and if I think I can help and it's worth my while, I'll tell you how much it will cost you. I don't haggle and I won't argue my points. That's the fashion in which I do business. You either agree or find yourselves someone else."

"Excellent," Maycomb said. "Then let us repair to a hotel and have some dinner and libation. That damnable ship has worn us to the very bone. I need whiskey. A cask of it."

~ * ~

There were three opulent hotels in Port of St. Christopher's, and they were more refined and secure than one would expect in a cove of pirates. The reason, Crimson knew, was that most major countries had dispatched sub rosa agents to work with the privateers. There was loot each nation wanted stolen and it fell to these representatives to procure vessel and buccaneers, and to give them a list of exactly what was to be stolen from any particular ship. It fell to port officials to keep these delegates, operatives, and other important subjects safe lest they create a political tinderbox. Sometimes one could find sanctuary in the most unlikely of places.

The principal hotels had an air of European luxury and were designed to handle a dozen different languages and tastes, from the Slavic to the Mediterranean. Crimson took the Maycombs to the most lavish and expensive one, L'Hotel
D'Avignon, in hopes of seeing just how freely the couple parted with their money. Maycomb was already known by the managers, who always kept an ear out for the names of the wealthy who might be traveling this quarter of the world.

They sat in an elegantly appointed room filled with exquisitely appareled travelers. The pirates kept away from places such as these; few had the gumption to cross boundaries that might bring down the wrath of more than one nation at a time. Assassins stalked these halls and kept watch on the envoys of enemy republics. She listened to four languages she recognized and two she'd never heard before.

Instead of whiskey they ordered wine and several dishes of small game and puddings, then sat in a dining area so extravagant that Crimson actually found herself growing a tad embarrassed. It was something she hadn't felt since she was a child, and its unfamiliarity made her almost heady. She sipped the Superior Claret and waited for them to begin their story.

Elaine Maycomb, wrapped in her gaudy pink scarf and with eyes puffy from exhaustion, tried hard to remain composed. There was a stoic tilt to her chin but she was having difficulty maintaining it, on the verge of going into a swoon. Maycomb, with a skull full of vipers, took no notice of his wife's fatigue. He'd already had enough wine to flatten three men but wasn't affected. She knew the type of troubles it took to keep a man sober after so much liquor. He hadn't even begun slurring his words yet, which proved he had great command over himself, at least in this. They'd been on ship for days with a ruffian crew, and Crimson wondered why Lady Maycomb didn't retire to a comfortable bed and let her husband carry on in these matters alone.

Crimson set down her glass and pushed her plate away. "It's not often easy for those who seek to engage my services to relate their histories and predicaments," she said. "But that's the only way we can do business. I won't go leaping into deep waters without knowing why or what might lie in wait for me. And if you lie about these circumstances and I find out about it—and I will—you'll be sorry you ever ventured off your tobacco farm."

"You've quite austere conditions, considering you're a pirate," Maycomb said with a haughty tone.

"You're right, but that's my way."

"So I've been told."

Elaine Maycomb sensed the possible conflict here and interjected. "It's about our daughter. She's only nineteen and unversed with the world and its complexities. Her name is Daphna."

"What about her?"

"She—well, she, you see—"

"Yes?"

A silence overtook the table and lengthened until Crimson nearly slid the silverware onto the floor just to hear the clatter. Maycomb steeled himself and said, "She attended finishing school outside of London. Late last autumn she met a man named Villaine."

"I've heard of him. A privateer who sails mostly along the merchant lanes outside of Cuba."

"That is so, as we understand it. Apparently he often returns to Westminster where he keeps up some of the veneer of his previous society life. Like so many of these freebooters, he once held a position of office among the Queen's Navy before he turned his energies to marauding."

"Piracy is a near noble calling compared to tenure in the British Navy." Crimson should've held her tongue and not interrupted the man as he related his story, but the subject caused her grief whenever it was brought up. "That war cost the Empire a lot of good men, however you look at it. Between those that've died and those who've run off, I'd hope old Queen Anne is vigilant enough to stay her hand from other foolish skirmishes."

"It's my hope too."

"Pardon my outburst. Continue."

Maycomb crossed his knife and, fork in his empty plate and glanced over at the other men in the hall smoking after-dinner cigars and pipes. He licked his lips for the taste of it, and Crimson was surprised he didn't have a tobacco pouch. Someone must've stolen it aboard the Hopewell. The smoke drifted and twined across the crystal chandelier, and she thought of her nightmare again, the vapored breath breaking against Tyree's chin.

Keeping his voice firm but hushed, Maycomb said, "We did not know of the affair until after he and Daphna set sail for the Yucatan. I admit that my somewhat stolid ways, as well as the great distance between us, allowed for such an impressionable girl to fall for so worldly a figure. I should have kept closer watch on her. I've really only myself to blame."

"No more reproach falls to you than to myself, Trevor," Elaine Maycomb said, and placed her hand atop of his.

"How did you learn of all this?" Crimson asked.

"We hired a Fleet Street investigative agent named Widdins to set upon the case. Villaine wasn't so difficult to trace, though he and Daphna had been rather discreet, considering. Still, a girl has need of sharing her excitement, and she confided in various friends of hers at school. Widdins fell to tracking them and kept in contact with us via other agents. He mentioned that Villaine and Daphna might have taken refuge on the island of Benbow."

Crimson drew breath between her teeth. She tried not to react but her fingers spasmed against her glass and sent a harsh note ringing all across the room. Welsh had to be her father—in times of pressure, her hands often shook. She looked up from beneath the heavy curls of her hair. She tongued the spot where she'd bitten through her lip last night.

"Little more than two hundred miles south of us," she said.

"Have you been there?"

"No, but I know of it. Almost everyone in the Bahamas does. Did your agent land on Benbow?"

"He was supposed to do so, but we never heard word again. We don't know if he was killed by Villaine or other pirates, fell to disease or, in truth, what may have happened. Now that we've come so far and come this close to our daughter we refuse to abandon our obligation."

"She's just a child caught up in these worldly ventures," Lady Maycomb said. "Please aid us if you can. I must see my Daphna again, if only to hold her one last time and say goodbye."

Crimson rested her hands in her lap and shook her head. "This isn't my sort of affair."

"Pardon?"

"She's of age. If she wishes to be with Villaine then that's their decision. I see no reason for you to interfere or for me to intercede."

Maycomb finished his wine and ordered another bottle. His wife stared glassily at him but he ignored her and continued drinking. "I understand your reservations, and under normal circumstances I wouldn't dare ask you or anyone to aid me in this matter. However, we've received other disturbing news from friends and colleagues in these waters.”

“About Villaine?"

"That and...other concerns."

Crimson said, "Name them."

"You know of Benbow's notoriety."

"Yes," she said, "as I said, everyone does in these waters. They say it's a cursed island. Particularly among the slaves and South Americans you'll find such prevailing stories. Benbow has a malevolent reputation. The myths go back hundreds of years, I'd guess, but saw a new resurgence a decade or so ago. A ship full of Africans coming in from Ghana was burned there by a trader angry with his competitors. Some sixty captives were burned alive and a few, supposedly, didn't die. They were taken to the depths by the devil. In hurricane season they're stirred to the surface where they set about and feast on men."

Maycomb had obviously heard the tale. He may have been a proper Brit but she realized he had a superstitious streak beneath his lordly exterior. "And what do you think? Is it only a grand legend?"

"Not so grand. I'd say Villaine might have chosen a better place to put in. Quite possibly he settled there to take advantage of its unfavorable repute. It would help keep strangers away. Whether government officials or other buccaneers who might attempt to sack him."

"In the West Indies, there are those who believe in beasts known as the Loogaroo."

Crimson willed her fingers to stop trembling and poured herself another glass of wine. She tried not to swig it and hoped to appear calm. She had perfected a stony countenance long ago, but now she could feel the facade about to crack and slip. "Go on."

"The creatures are also said to have once been human, men and women who've made a pact with Satan or some old world god, receiving profane powers in exchange for offerings of blood. The Loogaroo is a shapeshifter that's presumably entered the Caribbean from Guinea and the African Congo. On the ivory coast they call it Asanbosam."

"So they say."

"I spent a great deal of time in Scotland as a child. There, this beast, if it exists, is known as the Boabhan
Sith, a parasite that disguises itself and lures travelers to their deaths. The Germans have another name for it, the Blutsauger. In Ireland, the Dearg-Due."

She did not need a history lesson in this area. She'd met people from all across the face of the earth and heard the epic fables and mythologies. The Chinese named it His-Hsue-Kuei, the "suck-blood demon." Brazilians knew the Jaracacas, which appeared in the shape of a snake feeding from the breast of a nursing mother, which pushed the infant out of the way and kept it quiet by shoving its tail into the baby's mouth. Until the beast grew tired of milk and began feasting on blood. She knew of at least a dozen more such tales.

"You've quite an imagination, Mr. Maycomb."

"I pride myself on my reason and common sense."

"Perhaps most men of wild fancies do, sir."

Elaine Maycomb, who had offered nothing to this thread of the conversation, turned pale and managed to cough a single word loose from deep in her chest. "Daemonia
Wampyros."

"There's no such critter," Crimson replied, as she always would.

Maycomb eyed her for a moment. "Have you ever been in love, Lady Sanglant
Cheveaux?"

"The hell kind of question is that, you pompous bastard?"

"We've heard that you know something of these matters. That you yourself have lost one dear to you."

"You've been told lies."

"You needed to know my circumstances and now you do. I'll pay whatever price you ask. I want to hire a private vessel and have you lead us to Villaine's refuge. Once there, you can leave immediately if you so wish."

"You can both sink to the bottoms." Crimson toppled her chair as she stormed out, hoping none of her enemies approached just now. She wouldn't be able to draw her cutlass with these damn hands. Her lip was bleeding again and she sucked at it, tasting the blood as it filled her mouth.

She spat it out on the lobby floor.
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In the deep night, she gazes down from her snow-covered tower staring at the ice-choked sea and the splintered hulls of shipwrecks crushed against the rocks. Masts lay shattered and askew, lines flail in search of victims. Torn sails flap and hang loose as the shredded clothes of murdered men.

She glances at the cliffs and wonders if she'll ever have the strength to leap to a complacent, satisfying death. So peaceful and extraordinary. There are dead sailors there, she thinks, drifting in the waves and crawling about on the reef. They wait with soulless gazes, gesturing to her, beckoning, always and forever watching. Some of them are her former crew members, some family.

Her mother is immersed in the rushing waters, with her nightgown floating up around her shoulders. Mama with her eyes glowing yellow and peering up at her, arms raised.

She brushes the curtains and those faces in the drapes glower and glare. No wonder Mama gave up so early, so young. No one could live for long with the weight of so much evil bearing down all the time.

The snow falls.

Turning, she hears the rustling of her husband's entrance.

He slips inside through the bolted door and whispers for her. "Cassandra." This has happened many times before, and yet she can remember no particulars—only the constant burden of failed responsibility. The unrelenting blackness grows thicker each night because of this.

Now she feels him here, gliding across the room towards her as his features take shape in the dark. Mama is singing so far below, one of the Irish songs about open fields of battle and dying beloved horses. The Irish whimpered over every ache but they knew how to sing of glory and tragedy. It could make you fall to your knees weeping when nothing else would. Mama goes on.

Clouds slither across the sky. Curtains snap against his collar and his long black hair is silhouetted by the moon, framing each angle of the face she knows so well. His arm reaches past and slowly closes the shutters, as though he's aware of her thoughts. There was a time when she enjoyed that, feeling him warmly nestled inside her mind. His cloak sweeps against her thigh and she recalls dancing with him across marble verandas in Jamaica.

As the shutters squeak and ease together the light dwindles to almost nothing, until she is alone with him and the complete gloom of their attachment. Devotion is damnation. The cold intensifies until she's shuddering violently, teeth chattering, knowing her love has found her again. She reaches out hoping to grab hold of him, if he's there. He's always there.

"Cassandra."

"Leave me, Tyree."

"No."

"You must, for your own endless rest.”

“Never, love."

"Be at peace."

"Only with you."

His voice is very much the same, most of the time, and it lifts her heart too far when she hears it. This is truly what hell is, she thinks: the living hope for the love of a dead man.

What more can God do to her?

Nothing, she decides, and with that belief comes resolution, even relief. It's exactly what she's been waiting for, here in her tower. She backs up to the bed and lays back against the thick covers once more. She's as ready as she can be, and prays it is enough.

"Then come back to me."

"I cannot," he tells her. "I try but it is so...difficult...even this... touching you in this way..."

"What...?"

There are lives beyond the daylight, plateaus one can only reach in nightmare. Mama taught her that, back when the fever gripped her and she went off to strange and foreign places. He travels the same byways.

It has always been like this, since she lost him. The struggling about in murkiness, the driving fear, and the oppressive ballast of their passion. Desire that no longer exists in the living world.

Perhaps she's only gone utterly insane. That, if nothing else, would be a great comfort.

Her frosted breath rises and again bursts against the jutting stone angles of his hard face. It is an image that draws her back into herself. She can taste the wine she was drinking with Maycomb and his wife. Benbow. They want her to go to the island of Benbow.

It's a refrain of the mind that conjures dread. Haunted waters swell and surge, and the bottoms are heavy with drowned men buried in mud. Those who wait for the storms to come.

"Tyree?" she asks. "Are you there on Benbow? Am I supposed to find you there. Tell me so I'll know what to do."

"Let's not talk of that now, Cassandra."

Sometimes he can almost sound exactly like the man he'd once been, filled with the same charm and an eagerness towards laughter. There's a slight chuckle beneath his words, the kind that always made her smile. An appealing brazenness originally drew her to him, but it was the times of quiet playfulness that kept her. She cannot help wondering how much of him is left and if, somewhere inside himself, he is screaming for her to do what must be done.

She ought to find a virgin boy, place him on a horse of solid white and lead them across the island's graveyards. Moving from east to west, following the sun's course. That's what she should do. When the horse is unable to pass over a grave she'll know what lies within. She'll be ready to use the hoops of iron to break his limbs and, when he arises, she'll stake the body with ash wood and hack his head off with the sickle or her cutlass. Thorns will be placed under the tongue so he'll never drink such a sanguine brew again.

After she's done weeping and can gather her strength once more, she'll pull herself from the mud and finish what she's started. This is how it must be. She'll bury the head face down so that, if it still lives, it can do nothing but burrow into the dirt with all those teeth.

"What's that noise?" he asks.

"Mama."

"Your mother?"

"In the water. Trying to protect me."

Again there's that slight laughter just under the surface, waiting to be expressed. "She's strong."

He's talking about her spirit, she understands, and how hard it is for any of them to battle through the veils of the afterlife.

"Yes, she always was, even on her deathbed before she finally relented. What is it you want, Tyree?"

"You know already."

It's true, she does.

His lips crush against hers but she moves aside, thinking like a fighter now as she shoves against his chilled flesh. There's only a moment of resistance and then it's as though he's not even there anymore, only a puff of freezing air. Instantly he's behind her and blocking her path. She needs to get to the pillows and the ash wood and pike hidden beneath them.

There are things that need killing here. That's the fire that stays with her. Mama's lament continues to carry and that gives her the will to keep going. Her hands flex and then squeeze into fists. The quaint pain of fingernails digging into her palms holds her determination in place.

He says her name again and now they're each moving a little faster because their time is nearly over for the night. The dream is leading them towards dawn and a waking life where the sun burns away such phantoms, for a time. "Cassandra." Tyree repeats it once more, making the word lyrical. A lullaby that shall rock her into complacency. This is what he does, drawing it out with his inhuman tongue as if sucking at it like it was her neck. She frowns, knowing they've passed this way many times before since his death. "Cassssssandraaa."

She is a pirate, and she's not afraid of blood. "Enough of that, you bastard. My name is Crimson."

"Oh yes, yes..."

"Sweet words only count for so much.”

“...love..."

"You've forgotten quite a bit of it since you've bedded down in Davy Jones' locker."

She brings her knee up into his groin, hoping his instinct remains if nothing else human does. He bends and lets out a grunt of laughter as if surprised to find that he still cares about such things. At least there's that. It's all she needs to wheel aside and reach beneath the bed.

Those new teeth are growing in him once more, all of them curved and stuffed down his throat, perhaps into his chest as well, wrapped around his heart. He is nothing but fang, inside and out.

She goes right for the ash wood stake and the twice-blessed iron pike, filling each hand. He lets her. She knows that he's letting her, and that perhaps this is the last act of the man he'd once been, fighting the demon. A moment's hesitation so that she might do what she's best at.

But she's wrong, of course, as she remembers that now. She's mistaken each night. He's only allowed her this period of grace so that he might swoop upon her in one lissome pounce.

Her hands tighten on a stake of ash but she's unable to use it as he squirms against her, already sneaking out from under the bed. His muscular forearm holds her down as if preparing for some assertive lovemaking. His mouth slips to her ear and he hisses more words, but she's straining so hard that she can only hear the mad rush of her own desperation.

He gnaws and scratches, licking the way he used to do in the tropical mornings. This is a foreplay and hunger of a different, ravenous kind. He moves from her neck to her lips, where he forces his tongue roughly against her own. She tastes the malignancy within and tries to bite down on it, but he wafts aside. She chokes on sediment and seaweed.

Such a strange dance. Mama is screaming now. The room fills with the overpowering stink of rotting fish. She hauls her arm back and drives forward, stabbing repeatedly with the stake. But she never touches him. He is smoke, even as his arms encircle her.

"It's time, Cassie."

"Like hell, you sodding corpse!"

He nudges her back upon the mattress, all those many teeth biting into her chest at once. There is no pain, only a consuming sense of eternity that's more hideous than anything she's ever known. His tongue snakes its way deep into the wound, and she shrieks and weakly struggles as her own blood splashes into her eyes and mouth. The cage of fangs grows around her heart.

~ * ~

Crimson awoke with her fist throbbing, two fingernails split and peeled back. She'd gouged them into the sharpened piece of ash and it took some minutes for her to clean the splinters out of her hand. She quickly dressed and crossed to the main thoroughfare and continued on past the promontory. The rapists were still hanging, now with their eyes pecked out.

She met with a porter at the L'Hotel
D'Avignon and paid him to take a note to the Maycombs and awaken them at this early hour if necessary. It wasn't. Maycomb was already up while his exhausted wife slept on.

He met her in the lobby, gave a stilted but mannered bow, and said, "Lady Crimson."

"All right, I'll take you to the damned island," she told him. "Once there, you've got five hours of daylight to find your daughter and compel her to return with you. If you fail to return in that allotted time, believe me, sir, I won't wait an extra minute for any of you."

"Thank you."

"No, Mr. Maycomb, hold your thanks. I fear you might wind up cursing me to your grave for ever having agreed to aid you in this venture."

His chin snapped up as if he'd been struck. "Well then, exactly what made you alter your decision?"

She started to answer and then thought better of it. There are some things that can't be explained and shouldn't be lied about. "We'll leave tomorrow morning. With good weather it should only take four days. Perhaps less if the crew is worth their ballast."

"You've a ship already in mind?"

"Yes, with a captain much more commendable than old Dobbins, I assure you."

"I believe you."

"I've still yet to formally hire him but he is available, and I feel there'll be no obstacles so long as you meet his charter price."

"I heard the fishermen saying there are storms to the south."

Her heart raced with the idea of it, but she declined further comment. She noticed the silver cross around his neck as it clinked against a stone medallion. She didn't recognize the odd symbols.

"And who is that helping to guard your soul?"

Maycomb's cheeks took on a healthy pink glow. "Anu, mother of the Celtic gods."

"Don't know her. Are you a Christian or a pagan?"

"Neither," he admitted. "Or perhaps both, I'm not quite certain even at this stage of my life."

"One will get you tied in the faggots and burned alive in Mother Europe. The other might get you hacked to pieces on one of these islands."

"We'll have to see which happens to me, won't we?"

She nodded. "I'll be watching," she said, and turned away to make preparations for a voyage into black, insane waters.
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Some pirates were so wealthy they were able to custom-build their galleons and run a crew of two hundred men. However, most favored the smaller Chinese style of vessel, which resembled a large junk—three masts with four-sided sails of bamboo matting and spacious quarters for the Captain and his family—with room for ten or twelve cannons.

The San Muy
Malo was a variation on this basic model, with regular sails and a huge hold for extra cargo. Crimson liked the ship—it only took a crew of twenty and was easy to handle. It had recently been dry-docked and the keel scraped of barnacles and tarred against sea worms. She knew several of the men already and was in good standing with them. Captain Hedrick proved to be a course little snippet of a man but his reputation was of fairness and that's all she asked for. The price of rental was as steep as she expected but she didn't bother to haggle. It wasn't her coin. Let Maycomb argue if he wanted.

He didn't. He and his wife arrived on time at the docks and unlike most of the rich wayfarers, they carried little excess baggage. Crimson and Welsh watched them board and each became tangled in private thoughts for a time.

"You're in a dark mood this morning, lass," he said.

"Just hoping they find what they expect.”

“But you think not?"

"I think there's regret and heartache in store."

"He may be a bit toplofty but he's no fop," Welsh said. "His back isn't bowed. Carries 'imself well and so does she, for that matter. Neither makes a complaint. That's rare where their breed is concerned."

"You sound as if you respect them."

"In a fashion, I suppose I do." Welsh shrugged and scratched at his beard, found something alive and squirming within and flicked it out. "At least they've brass and money for this crusade, however foolhardy it may turn out in the end. Kin often get to meddlin' about where they ought not to. A long way to come for a daughter of age, I'm thinkin'."

"If only we all had parents so obligated and devoted."

He surprised her by letting out a guffaw that shook him down to his boots. After all these years he was still trying to cover his embarrassment about not caring for her mother at the end. It ate at him, she realized, and she hadn't helped matters. She should let it rest, if she was able. Welsh gave a stupid grin and said, "There's a storm lookin' for us."

"There always is."

"Let's do what we can so it'll not be findin' us."

"Too late, I fear," she said.

It took him back. "Now why ye be sayin' that?"

"I dreamed of Tyree again last night."

He became genuinely irritated at that and brought his fists up as if to strike her. His one eye burned with frustration. "Not that nonsense again, girl! It's time to be done with it. You've gone months without any proper sleep. He was a good man but he's forty fathoms dead now. You've listened too much to slaves' chatter. The rest of that twaddle is all in your 'ead."

"Maybe so."

"Come on now, let's board and get this trip over with. I've an Irish lass in St. Christopher's who'll be missing my company till I return."

"How much does she cost?"

"A tidy sum and worth every bauble I drape at her feet."

They boarded with their gear and kept mostly to themselves for the first day. On the second they chose to dine with the Maycombs and drink a bit with Hedrick and his crew. The rum helped keep Crimson's dreams at bay. Afterwards, she and Welsh remained together in the bow, watching the horizon and seeking the ghosts waiting up ahead. He could sharpen his sword for hours on end and found some sort of solace in it. They had nothing but calm seas and clear afternoons, brilliant moonlight at night, and a demon wind filling their sails.

On the third day, a storm rose from out of the south and struck the San Muy
Malo with vicious swells. The black burgeoning clouds became threaded with silver and lustrous bone. Lightning ripped the skies and left glowering afterimages behind. Hedrick and his men had their hands full keeping her steady and bucking the savage winds. Rain thrashed and the heavens turned a muddled scarlet as coiling shadows glided across the waters. Twice men cried out that they'd seen mermaids off the starboard bow. A harpooner stood ready.

Welsh kept rubbing at his eye patch as if the thunder were getting inside his head. The riggers kept busy with the tangling sails and Crimson and Welsh helped out on deck working the lines. Elaine Maycomb was sick for most of the day, but her husband stayed up top asking if there was anything he could do to be of assistance. There wasn't, but Welsh had been right, Maycomb was no fop.

The harpooner threw twice but came up with nothing. You could hear his curses above the storm throughout the entire ship. Maycomb kept an early watch and Welsh relieved him. The gale continued through the night but ended abruptly on the afternoon of the fifth day. Benbow Island came into sight and Hedrick and his crew set adrift a mile and a half offshore.

Ragged and rocky and much smaller than Crimson had thought, it rose like a raging stone fist from the sea. She kept hearing splashes but could sight nothing in the dark waters: no sharks, dolphins, barracuda or manatee. They cast nets and came up with almost nothing. The Captain approached and said, "We're here. The skiff has some provisions but not enough for a lengthy stay."

"Don't worry, we'll set sail again by mid-morning tomorrow."

Hedrick's eyes nearly glowed with relief. "Good, I'd forgotten how little I liked this part of the ocean."

"My first time down this way."

"These waters cause fever, I'm inclined to believe. Nothing good's ever come from this place, so far as I know." Leaning in close, he touched her shoulder and parted her hair to speak directly in her ear. "Row to the far side and wait in the shallows. Whatever you've been asked to do, say you were unable to do it, take what coin you can, and let's be off."

"Captain, I'm only here to bring a message. I've failed in my missions before but I've never quit and run."

"You've never had an assignment like this one before, I'm sure."

She leaned back against the mast, the breeze clawing at her hair. "That's true," she admitted. "And I'd prefer never to have another."

"That's a hellish hunk of rock out there. Villaine was a damn fool to base himself upon it. The only way to reach the village is to go through the jungle to the west, up along the bluff. The area's all stone, they say, with a lengthy set of steps carved into the volcanic rock itself."

"Have you been on isle?"

"For sod's sake no, what reason would I have? Before Villaine there was nothing here but a skinny tribe of savages, bands of slave-traders, bloodshed and a mess of stewing rumors and hearsay. I've trouble enough in the civilized nations without this lot. He keeps two armed guards that are rotated every eight hours, I've been told. No doubt they're all bunglers. You can't keep a steady watch in this sort of heat. Most likely you'll find them sleeping."

"Somebody stopped Maycomb's agent."

"Ah," Hedrick said, "he's probably shacked with one of those primitive girls, the lucky bastard. They got ways to woo a man and make him feel like a king, wearing nothing but grass skirts."

Crimson nodded and made her way back to the bow. Welsh waited there, still pulling gnats and lice from his beard. He asked, "Are ye gonna send the Brit off on his own?"

"I told him I'd do so."

"That's not what he hired ye for though."

"Maybe not, but I gave him my conditions before we left Port of St. Christopher's. He agreed to them."

Welsh stared over the side, where the mermaids had supposedly been spotted. "You've your own course to follow."

"Don't we all."

"Ain't it the truth."

He looked at her closely but said nothing more. His hands seemed steady but hers felt weak and quivery. They faced into the wind and caught sea spray as the ship rocked and creaked. The anchor chain clapped against the hull. It might've been a fair evening any other time. Air rushed past and fluttered their clothing. The rains had churned the depths and dredged the rotting bottoms, and the stink of dead fish was heavy in the breeze.

She turned and went below deck, greeted some of the mates in passing, then stopped before the Maycombs' small cabin and knocked lightly. Elaine Maycomb answered and moved aside without a word, her fingers flapping against a blue kerchief that danced and snapped.

Her husband was cleaning his pistol with a rag soaked in oil. He rose and said, "Lady Crimson."

"Mr. Maycomb, the other day you asked if I'd ever been in love."

"Yes, and I apologize for my ill manners. I never should have broached such a subject. Forgive my impertinence."

She shook her head. "Not at all. You've obviously heard of the recent loss of my husband."

"I have, and I'm terribly sorry."

"Please explain to me what you were told. I fear that certain chatter may have sullied my standing."

Elaine Maycomb appeared as if she might exit the room. She released the kerchief and it swayed and spiraled as it dropped to the floor. Rats squeaked nearby. She placed her hand on the door latch but only to retrieve some object hanging from the handle. It was a chain with a dangling silver cross.

"When I learned that Daphna had fled with Villaine," Maycomb said, "I questioned a number of my colleagues both in the States and back in Britain for any information about him. We learned of his personal history, his criminal escapades, and of Benbow's renown."

"All of this must have been rather startling, to someone of your ilk."

"We were terrified for our daughter, as we mentioned, but I was prepared for what I must do. Our confidential agent mentioned your name in passing as someone that he, or perhaps we, might want to contact if he initially failed in his task. I suspect he was quite dismayed about going up against Villaine and his men. He knew a privateer such as yourself, who handles odd commissions and matters like this, would be much the wiser in these circumstances. That's proven to be the case. I should have listened and never sent him in alone."

"You're of the opinion that he's dead.”

“Yes."

"But what were you told of me specifically?"

Maycomb replaced his pistol oil and rags, then took out a whetstone in preparation to sharpen his sword. "That you had lost your husband less than a year ago." He didn't hold back in the least, and there was no embarrassment in him as he spoke. "That he was the victim of the Loogaroo, the Blutsauger, in these waters where demons and the ghosts of slaves still wander."

Crimson stepped across the small room to the porthole. There was another chain with a silver cross hanging there, protecting the opening from evil spirits trying to force their way inside. Perhaps Anu, mother of gods, was kept close to Maycomb's heart for a reason, whereas sweet baby Jesucould flit all about the place. The fading sunlight caught in the metal and gleamed red and running.

"And do you believe that?" she asked.

His voice dripped with the kind of sorrow that only men who've lost a great faith ever know. "Even in the hills and backwoods of Virginia I've seen strange things I'm not likely to repeat. As I mentioned, I spent a great portion of my childhood in Scotland, and heard tales of the Boabhan
Sith. Two men in the village I grew up in were supposedly taken by the beast. I've no reason to believe these stories are lies. One of the men was my very own uncle."

Elaine Maycomb, perhaps serving her only role in this conversation, once again managed to force herself to say that which Crimson could not utter. "Daemonia
Wampyros."

Crimson's fingers began to twitch so she grabbed tightly to the hilt of her cutlass. "To be honest with you both, I don't know what truly happened to my husband Tyree. His ship was sunk by a raiding vessel not far from Benbow and the scuttlebutt that's traveled back to me has apparently trafficked much further as well. The yarns play upon my dreams."

"Have you searched for him?"

"No," she said. "A sailor's life leads to the bottom of the ocean. That's the fate for all of us. If you hunt the dead they might pursue you in turn. Worlds tend to meet in places such as these. In the Caribbean we see even more oddities than you might in Virginia, Mr. Maycomb."

"Of that I have no doubt." He withdrew a leather pouch and opened it before her. "Here, I thought we should finish our transaction before landing in the morning." The diamonds he poured into her cupped palms seized the dusk and dropped into her hand like clotted blood.

"Are you daft, man? Why the hell did you bring diamonds to the Basin?"

"I wasn't certain if the natives would accept gold coinage," Maycomb said. "If I ran into trouble on the island I knew I could count on diamonds to help me, either to buy my way out or to distract someone if I should find myself in a crisis. I'm certain some of Villaine's men can be bribed to allow me entrance to see my own daughter."

Crimson had to agree that such a show of wealth would be a powerful argument made on Daphna's behalf. She had no idea what sort of relationship Villaine and the girl might have by now. For all his society manners, Villaine could well be tired of his titled English prize, and the teenager might be pouting and whining to be allowed to return home to once again shop at London boutiques. Perhaps the diamonds would dazzle him more than her young splendors. That is, if he didn't just decide to kill everyone and take the booty by force.

He said, "At dawn you can take me over to Benbow. I'll strike off for Villaine's settlement and you can wait just off shore for my return. If I'm not back in the prescribed five hours, leave this area at once. Your primary concern then is to see that my wife is returned to Port of St. Christopher's safely. That's all I ask."

The face of Anu peered at her from around Maycomb's collar. "No, sir, you won't be going anywhere."

"Pardon, Lady?"

"You'll be staying here aboard ship. I'll retrieve your daughter if I can, and only if she's willing to go. If not, I'll give her the diamonds as a precaution in case she ever changes her mind. She'll have enough to bribe guards if need be and find her own passage off Benbow."

"No," he said. "I want to see her myself."

"You'll only slow me down and increase our chances of being found out. I'm leaving now."

"What, tonight?"

"Don't let your love for your daughter ruin the opportunity to save her at this late hour."

"I thought you wished the visit to last only in daylight hours."

"I've changed my mind on that."

"But why?"

She didn't mean to tell him but found herself speaking anyway. "I've my own reckoning to fulfill beneath the moon."

With his mouth twisted into an angry sneer, Maycomb stepped forward about to argue further but his wife stopped him with a hand to his wrist. "Trevor, you hired this woman for a reason. She is capable and level-headed and principled. Stay with me and allow her to retrieve Daphna, if she can."

"I want you here in case the ship is attacked," Crimson said. She opened her satchel and took out three of the rowan tree stakes and four of the iron rings. "You know of what I speak. Use these if you must. A stake must pierce the heart with one thrust. The rings can be used to strangle the fiends, if need be. Iron is supposedly anathema to them."

"Assuming they exist at all."

"Yes, when making that presumption. Do you feel you're up to the task?"

"Yes."

"I'm convinced as well."

Maycomb took the proffered weapons and said, "Do you believe your husband is alive on Benbow?"

"No," she answered quickly. "No, I don't think that at all." She spun and grabbed the door latch, but before she could leave, Elaine Maycomb draped the silver chain and cross around Crimson's neck.

"Save her, child. Deliver our daughter and yourself."
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The brazen three-quarter moon had started its lumbering climb into the sky. Two crewmen were on watch and they merely eyed her and kept silent, on the lookout for any activity in these pirate waters. The harpooner was still muttering about mermaids but nobody was listening anymore.

Welsh, wearing his darkest clothes, was already in the skiff when she reached it. Hedrick had placed in proper provisions, to be certain: a small cask of whiskey. Welsh had finished about half of it by the time she got in with her gear.

"Figured you'd want to make this journey at night."

"Goat, if you really knew me so well, you'd run for your worthless gray life."

"Someone's got to watch over you, lass, before you go findin' yourself in even greater troubles."

Together, they worked the pulleys hard and lowered the skiff into the water. They cast off, sat side by side, and rowed towards the island of Benbow through the glossy darkness.

"They're watching us fer sure. I can feel that spyglass on me handsome face now."

"Must be the native girls so impressed with your dashing looks."

"My thinkin' exactly."

"You keep your wits about you, old man."

He grimaced and said, "What's that hanging about yer neck? You haven't gone missionary now, have ye? The savages be sharpenin' their machetes for the likes of a nun spreadin' the gospel in the wrong place."

Crimson ignored him and kept rowing. They drew along the coastline and continued around towards the jungle side where the volcanic mountain rose with the village crouched at the top.

"No ships," Welsh said. "This here looks to be the best natural harbor for the island, but there's no vessels at all."

"Could they be hidden in some cove?"

"On volcanic rock like this? Not likely from what we've seen so far. Still, perhaps..."

Whenever Crimson looked up, the island soared towards the pagan moon, a craggy monolith reaching. "We've come all this way and Villaine's off plundering in Cuba?"

"Let's set about there," Welsh told her. "Watch the rocks. Lord in the heavens, what sort of heathen place of worship is this?"

"Look at the stairs. It's as if the upper crest of the village itself forms some sort of temple."

"No wonder the dead here can't get any rest."

There were perhaps fifty yards of clear beach before the base of the stone steps. ”Be ready for anything."

"I always am, with the help of a bit of whiskey." He gulped another mouthful down and smacked his lips. "All right, then, let's see what sort of ghosts haunt this damnable place. Perhaps some pretty ones, eh?"

They beached the skiff but there was no point in dragging it too far up the shore. None of the vegetation was close enough for them to put to use in hiding the boat. Crimson watched for lamplight or reflections off weapons, expecting someone to come at them down those stone works. An unearthly quiet settled over the area and even the lapping waves didn't break as hard as they should. The dark waters seemed to be moving in all the wrong directions.

"Lass?"

"What?"

"Did you not hear me? I asked if you'd taken your pouch of gunpowder. Is it in your satchel there?"

"Yes," she lied. She'd been foolish and had packed poorly, she now realized, caring more about spirits than cutthroat corsairs. The iron rings clanked together quietly as she carried her pack to the towering obelisk of steps. "How many do you figure there are?"

"I've heard of tribes doing such things as this in the South Pacific. With the heads of idols that reach a hundred feet high, built at the rim of the volcano. They use 'em for human sacrifices. A foolish waste of virgins, if any would ask me. Sometimes there's as many as five thousand stairs."

"Impossible."

"It's true, so I've been told."

"Your knees up for it?"

"If not, it's a long way back down to the arms of the earth."

"Let's be off then."

They checked their weapons and mounted the stairs, climbing steadily but without rushing. In this darkness, even with the moon bright above, all it would take was one misstep to send their skulls cracking. The night itself seemed to pluck and draw at them as they rose. She estimated the ascent at a good quarter of a mile at least. She was amazed by how smooth the stonework was. It must have taken a thousand men ten years to chisel it all to completion. The steep angle winded both of them, and twice while looking out at the silhouette of the San Muy
Malo anchored in the gleaming sea, she suffered a brief bout of vertigo. Welsh's strong hand steadied her each time even while he clutched at the cold rugged rock for purchase.

"I suppose they don't frolic in the ocean much, these lovers," she said. "It'd take them a week to get to the beach."

"There's bound to be other passages through the volcanic channels," Welsh told her. "Escape tunnels and burrows, plenty of nooks fer loot. A rope and winch system so he can draw up his plunder though deep-cut shafts."

"Let's hope, leastways. It'd be much easier for us to find one of those routes than having to walk all the way back down."

"Maybe he's got some of those virgins tucked away as well."

"You live on hope, old man."

"One needs to at my age."

Nearing the top of this bizarre temple—if that's what it truly was—they heard the first sounds of night birds and smelled rich soil and flowers in bloom. The fronds and palms caught the wind and cool air wafted through Crimson's hair. She hadn't realized how sweaty she'd grown on the ascent. Moon-traced darkness offered a hint of movement in the jungle. They sat and rested for a handful of minutes. No sign of the two armed guards supposedly on watch.

"Look out for traps," Welsh whispered.

They hurried forward along a thinly-cut trail, drawing their cutlasses and listening for any human sound. The jungle growth stoppered the moonlight and occasionally they were forced to feel their way blindly, slashing at vines and brush. Crimson heard the chitter of monkeys and felt a pang under her heart. Tyree had kept a capuchin for a time, named Mendicantino—little beggar. She opened the satchel wider and felt the ash wood on top within easy reach.

"Shhh," Welsh said.

"What?"

"A noise. Stand ready, girl."

"Always."

She almost spoke her husband's name. And then they heard a cry: human and horrified, straight ahead.

"Faster, goat."

"Towards that, yer thinkin'?"

"I've not come this far to meet up with only a corpse."

He let out a grunt. "Haven't you now?" he asked.

"Follow me and fasten your gob."

Lashed and slapped by the heavy undergrowth, they followed the sparse path that vanished in places. They had to keep chopping through bush and branch until they found their way again. Crimson pushed on through clouds of mosquitoes, trying not to slip in spots still muddy from recent rains. Welsh wheezed and huffed behind her. He'd replaced his cutlass and held only his dagger now. Good, he was better with a short blade, and it wouldn't tire him so much to carry it through the jungle.

"Torches," he said.

"I see no light."

"I smell the tallow."

He was right. As they crept through the brush they came to a clearing of land where the village itself lay like a growth upon the granite face of an unknown god. Two dying torches illuminated the area. Huts made of bamboo, stone, vine, foliage and fronds ringed a huge spit where, Crimson guessed, communal meetings were held. Rain barrels of drinking water were lined up on the south side of the semi-circle while two rusted cannons resided on the north. There must have been hidden tunnels with hoists of some kind for Villaine's men to bring up the large guns.

"Not much stench from any latrine," Welsh told her. "If Villaine has either buccaneers or savages with him, they're not many."

"A lazy lot. No one's scraped the cannons down to keep them clean. Hedrick said they were probably bunglers."

"No sadder sight than a shiftless pirate resting on his treasure chest. I'm thinkin' we ought to lighten some of their load."

The village appeared deserted. No movement or sound of any kind within. But still there persisted a sinister sense that something unspeakable had happened here—a plague or slaughter. She could almost feel Tyree's chilled lips on hers and she fought to keep her concentration. "Let's check the huts."

"Careful."

The first seven bungalows were empty. The pirates had apparently shacked with some of the native women—pots, blankets, seashell combs and colorful cloths sat out in the open upon beddings and warped wood furniture. Gunpowder too wet to be of any use lay in uncapped barrels. Some haughty jewelry and wooden boxes of coins were in plain sight. Villaine's crew was treated so well they didn't even bother to hide their spoils from one another.

"Odd company, these privateers," Welsh said.

"Agreed."

"If it's a battle they had, they weren't expectin' it."

"Not most of them, leastways."

They were leaving the seventh but when they heard the unmistakable sound of a woman weeping. It seemed to come from a bungalow on the far side of the circle. Crimson quickly strode across the common area but Welsh tugged at her sleeve. "Caution, girl."

"Hush."

She jerked free and yanked her flintlock from her sash. With a deep breath, she used the edge of her sword to toss back the piece of dark cotton cloth used as a curtain in the doorway. Her eyes had no time to focus before a shot exploded and Welsh's forceful arm smacked her to the ground even as he flung himself aside.

Another wail rose, this time one of immense and undying remorse.

Crimson scrambled to her feet and dove forward, slashing with her cutlass. If she'd been hit she didn't feel it yet.

The silver cross was heavy around her neck and she let loose with a groan that broke free from somewhere deep inside her chest. If this was Daemonia
Wampyros, she knew she had to slice through the neck with one blow, or so the myths went. She had to believe in something. If it was some other unhappy spirit or shape-shifter, then who the hell knew what to do next.

The aroma of recently cooked meat filled her nostrils. A small fire flared near the back of the spacious hut. Twisting shadows played upon the walls and ceiling, like talons scratching out for her.

Firelight bronzed the face of a young woman cradling a dead man's head.

"Daphna Maycomb?" Crimson asked.

The girl glanced up without expression. She held a smoking pistol pointed directly at Crimson, the finger on the trigger still holding tight. Her dark hair was tangled and dirty, filled with dust and rotted leaves. Her taste in clothing ran in the same vein as her mother's: her dress was a bright blue peignoir made of Merino and trimmed in velvet. She must be wildly uncomfortable in this moist heat. There were bruises about her neck, and her hands were so white they appeared almost transparent.

The corpse, too, was filthy, and from his chest rose the handle of a stake made from bamboo. In the corner were a pile of other sharpened sticks. They'd been prepared for a hunt, it looked like. His once-white shirt bloomed red and the blood glistened in the firelight. He'd not only been handsome but almost pretty. Even though he was dead, she could see the strange marriage of nobility and piracy in his bearing. The harsh rugged lines of his jaw and the seamless skin around his eyes. His clothes were ragged now but once they'd been refined, and his lengthy hair—almost as long as Tyree's—remained tied back in a ponytail with a black silk ribbon.

Replacing his dagger, Welsh said, "It's Villaine she holds." He turned and kept watch from the door in case the cries or sound of the shot aroused anyone in hiding. The prevalent, consuming silence continued.

With her free hand, Daphna Maycomb gently stroked her lover's face as if she were trying to get a child to sleep. His lips were curled back but not far enough that Crimson could see his teeth. The need to know if he had a mouth full of fangs caused her to kneel beside the body and reach out, but Daphna let loose with a soft bitter sound and Crimson drew back.

"Put up your flintlock, Daphna."

"What's that?"

"Your parents sent me here to find you."

"Yes," the young woman said, stunned and staring through Crimson. "So like them to send someone else and not come themselves."

"They're here, off shore, and they paid a good deal in diamonds so that you'd be found."

"Why didn't they come for me before? Why didn't they stop me?"

The girl was caught somewhere between petulance and shock. "Here now, we'll soon have you home again."

Daphna's mouth drew into a ghastly and scornful grin. "Too late, you see, far too late.”

“What happened to Villaine?"

The girl again began to sob, mewling, and her knuckles were white as bone, still unable to release the trigger. "I killed him," she said, "but the misery on this island does not know how to die."

"We've company," Welsh said from the doorway, staring into darkness. "And these here aren't pretty ghosts."
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A strange calm settled over Crimson as she stepped forward and looked out past Welsh's shoulder. The nimbus of the moon ignited the roiling clouds, and the entire sky glowered down like the fiery scowls of madmen.

Four of them out there at the edge of the jungle, with the torch light barely reaching their forms.

They wore only wet trousers that dripped and left puddles at their feet, and their ashen skin gleamed and glowed with sea water. Jaundiced eyes blazed. The warm night winds swept low and snapped against flesh as hard as bone.

"Who are they?" Crimson asked. Her heart thudded against her ribs as some delighted child's voice inside her skull cried, At last! He's here!

"Dead men," Daphna answered. "They come out of the water."

Welsh said, "Well, if it's true, then those savages actually had call to pass them rumors."

Crimson handed him a sharpened piece of ash wood and the iron pike. "Listen to me, goat, you're about to get an earful and you'd better take heed."

"I already know the wives’ tales, lass, and better than you, I'd wager. One fell swoop of a cutlass ought to do the job right, so I hear. I'll take a bloke's head off, if need be."

"A stake through the unbeating heart. One blow, don't miss your chance. And iron is a bane to them as well."

He held the heavy metal pike up. "To us all, I'm thinkin'."

She grabbed the iron rings. "These are supposed to work around the throat, keeps them from biting, it's said. Strangles them."

"You've been talkin' to the wrong kind of people, lass."

"Be glad that I have been or we might have no chance at surviving this night."

"A sad waste of diamonds that'd be.”

“Are they coming yet?"

"No."

She scanned the outlying jungle as that child inside her, giddy with delight, searched for Tyree in the shadows. The murdered men stood unmoving and cracks in the stones sipped at the ocean water trickling from their ragged cuffs.

"Why aren't they attacking?" She turned to Daphna. "Tell me, girl, what you know of this, and be quick."

Daphna spoke with no inflection. She continued caressing Villaine's cheek as if he might awaken at any moment. Crimson kneeled beside her and patted her shoulder, taking a new tack. "Help us, Daphna. Explain what you can."

With a languid motion the girl started gently rocking. The jutting piece of wood in her lover's chest vibrated and new pulses of blood throbbed loose. "They said the tide brings in strange beings from the lower depths. They said these creatures come up in certain seasons, on special nights, and feed. Slowly at first, and then more often."

"Is that what happened?"

"Villaine's men became ill, one after the other. They lost all appetite for food and water. Their eyes and skin could not stand the searing light of tropical day. God, how I prayed. They grew hungry, and that unholy appetite drove them insane. The sight and smell of blood sent them into frenzy. Animal blood at first, and then, soon after, human blood."

Welsh spat out into the soil and said, "If I didn't know better myself, I'd swear the bastards were carved from the same rock as those steps. They haven't twitched so much as an eyelid."

"The sick men spoke of stealing the sloops," Daphna said. "Of raiding other islands."

A frigid thread of fear wove through Crimson, imagining the contamination spreading up through the Bahamas and into the Americas. "Did any leave? Is that why there are no ships here?"

"I don't know. I'm not certain how many of the men were sick at the end, or how many of the healthy freebooters ran out before then. There were terrible struggles, friends pitted against one another. God forgive us for ever setting foot here."

"It's not your fault for falling in love. Even with a pirate."

"Villaine knew of the superstitions and sought them out. He hunted his own men after they began to change. We thought Benbow was almost rid of all the creatures when more appeared, from out of the water. We've been fighting for days. Villaine was...taken captive. He soon showed signs of becoming ill." Daphna began to shake free from shock and the flintlock finally dropped from her hand. "This evening, when the moon rose, he could battle his infection no longer and begged me to kill him. I did so, and was about to fire a shot into my own heart when you arrived."

"We'll get you off this damned piece of rock.”

“I can't leave," she said, "you see, I've fallen ill myself."

Crimson saw no marks on the girl's throat other than bruises and drew back, wondering how easy the sickness was to pass on. Daphna guessed her thoughts and drew down the collar of her dress, showing scabbed marks on her breast. Villaine had infected his own love.

"These creatures from the depths...did you see any of them? Were they men?"

"They're calling to me."

Welsh perked up. "Who? Them's outside?”

“Those outside, yes. They want me."

"Your parents want you more, I'll wager,"

Crimson told her.

"I'm unclean."

Those four, like standing pieces of the temple itself, awash in the gloating moonlight, drying in the wind. This dealing in blood hadn't put any fat on them, for sure. Bodies were so skinny that their ribs stuck out sharp as knives. Their eyes sparked with loss and something like a sad lust. Crimson had to hold down a peculiar excitement within her, guessing at who else might be out there in the dark or floating in the dark waters between here and the San Muy
Malo. Was the vessel under attack? Daphna made as if to rise but did little more than shift the corpse across her legs.

"Can you blokes talk?" Welsh called out. "Have you come about hopin' to share me final pint of whiskey?"

"We're leaving this island," Crimson said to them, hoping they could still understand something of the human world. "Any of you fool enough to try to stop us will be sent straight to hell."

The four appeared to move a bit, as if drawn back to earth from whatever walking perdition they suffered. "Give us..."

"You'll be getting nothing from us, now move on!"

"...the woman."

"They're not such bad fellows," Welsh said. "I've a feelin' I've tipped a few tankards with them before."

Crimson tried to calm herself but the frothing agitation kept right on bubbling up in her. Tyree visited her every night, and she felt he had to be out there now. Her hands quivered badly unless she tightened her grip on the ash wood until her knuckles cracked.

"Why do they want you?" she asked Daphna.

"Need you ask? For companionship.”

“But—"

"Even the dead... especially the dead...can be beset by loneliness."

She let that pass for the time being. "When did they last feast?"

"What?"

"When did they last kill? Are they hungry?”

“We're always hungry."

Stepping forward, the four Daemonia
Wampyros, these Blutsaugers, made their way across the community meeting area towards the hut.

"We're in it now."

"They don't seem to be much interested in us now, Cassie," Welsh said, and she heard the implication. He was offering a way out. They could leave Daphna behind and make a run for it.

"I've never left a job only halfway through. And this has more to do with love than diamonds."

"I know," he said, "just thinkin' aloud I was."

"Remember," Crimson said. "According to the tales, you need to plunge it into the heart, with one blow."

"Ye've said it before. Don't you be worryin' about me none, you jest watch yerself." He stuffed the stakes into his belt and held his dagger out. "Let's see if steel matters any to 'em."

With perfect aim he cast the blade fifty feet, to where it struck one of the beasts in the throat. The blood drinker let out a startled cough and nothing more. He didn't even bleed as he continued trudging along with his mates, all of them so caught up in their own profane doom that she had a fleeting sense of sympathy. Casually, without interest at all, the creature drew the dagger from its neck and tossed the weapon into the dank undergrowth.

And then the four dead men silently launched themselves.

Crimson leaped past Welsh and brought her cutlass clean across the first Blutsauger's shoulders, taking his head off with such speed that she surprised herself. There was no living muscle or tendon to slow her blade and the force of her own swing threw her off balance.

Behind her, Daphna Maycomb said, "Let me go to them."

Using the pike, Welsh cleared a path outside the hut, pressing back two more of the Loogaroo without actually being able to touch them. The beasts were fast, when they wanted to be, but were so far removed from their former lives that they could not recall why they should defend themselves. He wheeled aside into the brush and stepped on the pommel of his own dagger. It tripped him up enough to stumble over snaking roots, and as he swung the pike around to batter at one of the creatures, another moved in from his left, his blind side.

Crimson fought the third Blutsauger, keeping it at bay with the edge of her sword and weaving a stake before its heart. She saw Welsh floundering and shouted, "Goat, left side!"

"I can smell 'em."

"Do more than that."

The headless dead man limped in circles, arms waving and searching. Crimson watched for an instant, entranced, wondering what it must be like to take the form of a human and have so little to do with who you might once have been. A spasm of fear worked up her back imagining Tyree down below the ocean waves, buried up to his neck in silt. Alone and as different from the man she loved as this bloodless thing groping with endless need. But it still wanted a woman.

And, as she watched, one of the beasts bit down on Welsh's fist.

"Welsh!"

"I'm fine, he snagged his teeth on my wristlet."

He'd backed up to the dying torch and readied himself as the two creatures dove towards him. He waited until they were so close that their fingernails brushed his belt, sensing the activity on his left side without seeing any of it. He swung around and brought the pike down into the heart of the first beast, using his momentum to carry him into the clutches of the second. Its flopping tongue slid against his eye patch as he thrust upwards with the stake, shattering ribs and piercing its heart. He fell on top of both corpses waiting for them to rise again, but neither did.

"And that's what a near-blind old man can do in these parts! You tell 'em all your tale in Hell!"

Whirling, Crimson slashed the fourth Loogaroo across its naked chest with her cutlass. No blood welled, only a foam not unlike whitecaps in the crashing tide. She swung wide again, aiming for the critter's heel. She hooked it and yanked, cleaving through bone and dropping the beast. With a snarl she threw herself atop it and staked the damned thing through the belly.

Welsh stepped over to finish the job, hauling' back his arm to deliver the final stake in the heart. Crimson said, "No, wait!"

"What's that?"

"I'll have some answers first."

"And what questions will ye ask?"

She kneeled over the beast that had once been a raiding pirate and draped two rings around its neck. With its lips drawn apart in anguish, she saw all those spirals of teeth leading all around its mouth. It reacted violently, choking and bringing up gobs of black fluid and hunks of bone.

"Tyree," she said. "Does that name mean anything to you?"

The Blutsauger's mouth worked meaninglessly, chewing at the air as its fangs gnashed together and it slowly strangled on the properties of the iron. It gagged and moaned in agony. Its teeth were broken deep in the back of its throat. She needed to know what it knew about the other ghosts.

"Talk, you rotted beast, is my Tyree out there? Is he on the island elsewhere? Answer!"

It spoke only one word, pleading. "...forgive..."

"Lass," Welsh said, "put the damnable critter out of its torment."

"Not until I get what I'm after. You hear! I want to know about my husband and his haunting ways. Tell me, you moldy corpse or I'll leave you here like this for all the ages.”

“... mercy..."

"None, you bugger!"

Welsh drew his arm back and slapped Crimson hard across the face. Grunting, she toppled over into the dirt and watched as Welsh used the rings to choke the beast into its final rest.

He glared at her without a word and she could do little more than force back the sobs of frustration before they escaped. Her lip was split and she sucked at it, tasting the blood as it filled her mouth.

She spat it out, knowing that some day this would be her fate.

Rising, she strode to the headless body still weaving about, fumbling at the edge of the jungle as if searching a way to escape. She staked it through the back and Welsh buried the still blinking head face down in the sand.

When they returned to the hut they found Daphna slumped forward across Villaine's corpse. She'd taken one of the sharpened pieces of bamboo and propped it in Villaine's cold fist, then driven herself upon it.
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Onboard the San Muy
Malo, Crimson told her story to the Maycombs. About how she'd found the village completely empty and discovered two gravestones next to each other, one for Daphna, the other for Villaine. FEVER had been scratched on both. And below that, GOD GRANT YE REST.

Beneath his sorrow, Maycomb's rage boiled until he was almost hissing. "And the other privateers?"

"All dead or shipped off to escape the disease, I'd imagine."

"So there was no Loogaroo? Is this what you say? You didn't find the Boabhan
Sith, the Dearg-Due?"

"No," she said.

Instead of relief he grew only more frustrated. She understood why. It takes a great leap of faith for a man who prides himself on reason and common sense to believe in such spirits, and once the leap is made, there's no turning back. Then he must have his proof.

Crimson considered telling him the truth, but she knew that eventually this reality would eat away at him as much as his doubts. Better he went to his grave believing his daughter to be the same pure girl he'd last seen. It served her memory that much the better.

She retrieved the pouch of diamonds and returned more than half its contents to him. "This will pay my wages."

Elaine Maycomb did not cry. She had finished with that and now had to take her grief and make it into something else. Perhaps she would heal there on the coast of Virginia, perhaps not. "Thank you, Lady," she said.

"I'm sorry for your loss," Crimson told her.

She left the couple then and went to hold watch in the bow with Welsh, listening to Hedrick and his men carousing a bit below decks. She couldn't help scanning the waves to see what might be lurking within.

It was true that both Villaine and Daphna rested in the earth. Welsh himself had cut the words on the gravestones with his dagger, after hacking off all their heads and burying them face down. Then he and Crimson had built a bonfire and burned the bodies as best as they could. Let the animals of the jungle scatter those cursed bones and embers.

"We've a good wind pluming the sails," he told her.

"Yes, we'll make Port of St. Christopher's in three days at this rate." She caught him looking over the side. "Any mermaids?"

"They say Blackbeard himself died after twenty-five stab wounds and five bullets. His head was taken and hung on the bowsprit and his body tossed overboard. It swam around the ship thrice before finally sinking out of sight."

"You think Blackbeard might've been one of those beasts?"

"Nah, he was just a pirate," Welsh said, grinning. "Nothing special 'bout him."

There was a great deal inside her that needed to be said but she could find no way to frame her thoughts. They had come close tonight, she and the old man. Close to death and whatever might lay beyond it. I love you, father. "Welsh—listen to me, I—"

"In the morning, lass," he told her. "Now, get yerself some sleep, and blessed be that ye don't dream tonight."

But she does. She dreams of a snow-covered tower built by a father who adores her, and the love of a husband who was once sunburned a golden copper and now flits about the room as white as the wings of a moth. Perhaps there are mermaids down in the ocean, or maybe those swimming there are only more murdered sailors kicked about in Neptune's surf.

Mama calls from the tide, where she reaches up with her broken fingers.

This, however, isn't real, she knows. This is only dream. He can kill her a thousand times in this place and it won't matter at all, really. He's done it dozens of times already, and still she awakens and does her duty. He is down below at ten or twenty fathoms, buried in the silt and seaweed, awaiting her arrival for when she'll finally set him free.

The shipwrecks creak and crumble on the reefs, rotting timbers tumbling aside. Dead men lay strewn across the rocks, eyes still open and mouths working. Snow begins to fall as he presses his icy body against hers.

He hungers, but she does as well. This, perhaps, is how it's always been meant to be, with one desire played against the other. She tries to hold on but as he moves to her throat, she knows he only wants blood and companionship. Even the dead...especially the dead...can be beset by loneliness.

"Soon, Tyree. Be on the lookout for me. We'll have an end to it, one way or another."

She is a pirate, and she's not afraid of blood.

Reaching, as his lips skim the veins of her throat, she pulls open the shutters and looks down below at all the writhing shadows and souls cast in these dark waters.
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