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Chapter I

	Williamsburg, Colony of Virginia

	 

	The night sky was cloudless and bright, and the full moon illuminated the town with a bluish light. The town was asleep. There was no sound except an occasional gust of wind blowing through the trees. It was close to midnight when footsteps on a cobblestone road interrupted the silence. Four soldiers were taking a pair of criminals to the gaol. The prisoners wore dirty, blood-stained clothes and walked barefoot. Every once in a while, a soldier would nudge one of them with the butt of the musket or yell at them for moving too slowly.

	They navigated the moonlit streets of Williamsburg until they reached the gaol. There, they were met by a guard. The soldiers explained to him that a ship sailing for England had made a stop in Virginia and saddled them with some prisoners.

	“Sure, we’ll find a place for them,” the guard said. “Harrison, get over here! We’ve got a couple more scumbuckets to babysit.”

	The prisoners were taken to separate cells. The younger of the two, a black-haired, brown-eyed man, ended up in a small room where another prisoner was already asleep.

	“Your trial’s tomorrow, first thing in the morning,” the guard named Harrison said. “And the execution right after that.”

	He locked the door and walked away.

	The noise woke up the other inmate. He was a cheerful young fellow with a round face that was partially obscured by a prison beard.

	“What do we have here,” he said. “I have a roommate now. Welcome, welcome.”

	The new arrival lay down by the opposite wall.

	“My name’s Robert Blakewell, or simply Rob. I’m in here ‘cause I couldn’t pay off a few debts. What are you in for?”

	The new guy just stared at the ceiling.

	“Do you have a name?”

	There was a long pause, but eventually the guy blurted out two words.

	“James McDougall.”

	“Well, nice to meet you, James. Welcome to the Williamsburg gaol.”

	No response.

	“Say, are you from around here?” Rob asked.

	James slowly shook his head.

	“Then welcome to the beautiful Williamsburg. Not much to see from where we are, though.”

	“Do you have to talk so much?”

	“I’m just keeping conversation. Since we’re going to be roommates from now on.”

	“Did you hear what the guard said?”

	“Yes.” Rob scratched his arm. “Why?”

	A few minutes passed in silence. James stared at the ceiling. His eyes had not adjusted to the darkness yet, and he couldn’t see anything. Rob sat and watched the silhouette lying on the floor. They could hear each other’s breathing.

	“Look, I’m sorry if I was being annoying,” Rob said. “I’ve been here all alone for a while. And when a man is alone for a long time, he starts talking to himself. I know, because I’ve been doing it for the last few days. Don’t know about others, but for me it didn’t take long. I was told that when a man talks with himself, that’s the first sign he’s losing his mind. Prison does these things to people.”

	He expected James to say something, maybe to express understanding, maybe call him a lunatic, but the new guy didn’t seem to be paying any attention.

	“James?”

	“What?”

	“Are you listening?”

	“Sure.”

	“Do you want to say anything?”

	“No.”

	“You know, you might be the worst conversation partner I’ve ever had.”

	“Whatever.”

	“Come on. Tell me something about yourself. What are you in for?”

	“Doesn’t matter. What are you in for, Rob?”

	“I’ve already told you, I had debts I couldn’t pay off. I borrowed some money from a friend, who I thought I could trust, but then I couldn’t pay him back. And then one day that bastard decided he wanted the money back immediately, and I couldn’t pay him, so he took me to court and now I’m here. Funny, isn’t it? I pay debts by getting into more debt, to avoid going to prison for debts, and then I end up in prison anyway.”

	Rob lay down on the floor. There was another long silence.

	“Why don’t you want to talk about it?”

	“About what?”

	“About why you’re in here.”

	“Just leave me alone.”

	“Look, we’re all bad people here. We’ve all done bad things. You probably couldn’t hold a candle to some of the lads that came through here.”

	“What difference does it make now?”

	“Fine. Be like that.”

	Rob tried to fall asleep, but sleep was all gone. He just looked at the ceiling, listening to guards chatting outside. He couldn’t make out the words. After a brief conversation, the guards each went their own way.

	“It was something really bad, wasn’t it?” Rob said. “The thing that guard said. You must’ve done something ugly. Not that I care. Whatever it is you did, I won’t say anything. We’re all bad people in here.”

	“You sure you want to know?”

	“Yes.”

	“Piracy.”

	Rob sat up.

	“You’re a pirate?! Well I’ll be damned! I’ve met many colorful characters in my life, but I’ve never had a chance to talk face-to-face with a real pirate. People tell legends about you.”

	“About me?”

	“I mean, about pirates. I hear stories all the time, even in prison. Your exploits have traveled far. Can you tell me some stories?”

	“About what?”

	“You know, about pirate life.”

	“Not much there to tell. It’s like being a sailor, but with more shooting and blood and drinking.”

	“And money?”

	“Yes, there’s some money.”

	“How much did you make when you sailed?”

	“I don’t know. I wasted most of it. There’s really not much to tell.” James hoped that the conversation would end right there, but even in the dark he could see the enthusiasm in Rob’s face.

	“It can’t be. There has to be a ton of great stories. What ship were you on? Who was the captain?”

	“Does it really matter?”

	“It does to me.”

	James sighed.

	“Howling Doom.”

	Rob’s eyes went wide.

	“What?!” he said. “You were on the Howling Doom? Are you telling me you sailed with Heartless Harry?”

	“Yeah.”

	 


Chapter II

	Kingston, Jamaica

	 

	Not long after Jamaica disappeared beyond the horizon, the crew of the Valiant heard a scream followed by a loud thud. Everyone on the lower deck jumped.

	“What the fuck was that?”

	James ran up the ladder to the upper deck. Sailors were gathering around something. Mark Bishop was among them.

	“What happened?”

	“Barton fell off the mainmast,” Mark said. “He’s dead.”

	“Shit.”

	James went back to the lower deck. Everyone looked at him.

	“Well?”

	“Barton fell off the mainmast.”

	“He’s dead, isn’t he?”

	“Yes.”

	“Great,” Ashleigh said. “Absolutely fucking perfect. First day on the trip back, that son of a bitch decides to learn to fly. We’re already short a dozen men.”

	“Make that thirteen,” Wilcoxon uttered.

	Ten minutes later, Phelps came down.

	“Funeral. Topside.”

	The doctor had already wrapped Barton’s body in a tarp and tied a cannonball to the legs. The Valiant’s captain, Jonathan Spencer, took it upon himself to deliver the eulogy.

	“Hurry up, you dimwits!” he yelled. “I want to get this over with!”

	The crew finally gathered on the upper deck, most of them shielding their eyes from the bright Caribbean sun.

	“It’s going to mess up watch rotations,” someone whispered. “Just when it seemed that things were not so bad...”

	“Do you think someone pushed him?” said a different voice.

	“Calm down, you idiot, he was probably just drunk.”

	“Of course he was drunk, why wouldn’t he be drunk? Hell, I wish I was drunk right now.”

	“He was trying to unfurl the main royal,” Morrison said. “To be honest, I’m not sure why it was furled in the first place.”

	“Gentlemen,” the captain said, “may I ask you to shut up and pay attention?”

	The crew finally became quiet. Captain Spencer waited a little before starting.

	“We are gathered here today to mourn the death of a great friend and great sailor. It is a sad, sad day for the Valiant, for… uh… It’s sad that we all have lost a dear friend today. A good shipmate. And… And today, we return this sailor back to the sea. Lord, accept his soul into your heavenly kingdom. Let’s have a moment of silence for the late Jacob Barton.”

	“His name was Jack, not Jake,” Phelps said.

	“Quiet!”

	They stood in silence for a few seconds.

	“Now, Mr. Phelps,” the captain said, “since you’re too stupid to understand what a moment of silence is, would you like to use your muscles instead of your brain and throw the body overboard?”

	Phelps slowly picked up the body, lifted it off the deck and unceremoniously threw it overboard.

	“Lord, have mercy on Mr. Barton’s soul. Amen. The funeral is over, you may return to your duties. Mr. Phelps, you’ve earned yourself ten lashes.”

	“What?!”

	“You heard me. Keep your mouth shut next time. Everyone else, back to work!”

	“You heard the captain,” said Golightly, the boatswain. “McDougall, I’ll need you to take over Barton’s duties.”

	“Yes, sir,” James said.

	“Well, what are you waiting for? Get on the fucking mainmast and unfurl that damn royal. Bishop, you too. Get moving!”

	James and Mark hurried to the shrouds before the boatswain exploded. As soon as they started climbing, a huge wave hit the ship on the larboard side and the Valiant suddenly rocked and straightened out again.

	“Shit! Mark, you still there?”

	“Right behind you. We almost took water on that one.”

	“I almost ended up overboard.”

	“If you do, I’m taking all your stuff.”

	“What stuff?” James said. “I’m not sure if they’ll even pay me after this is over.”

	“I’ll find your family and tell them that you left all your belongings to me.”

	“My family’s dirt poor. You think I’d be here right now if I had money?”

	They got to the top of the mainmast, cut the gaskets, and let the sail fly. They coiled the gaskets and stood there, on a footrope, holding on to the yard. Ahead, for miles upon miles, lay the Caribbean Sea. Wind howled in their ears.

	“It’s got its moments,” Mark said.

	“What?”

	“This job. It has its moments.”

	The mast suddenly swung to starboard.

	“And then it tries to kill you,” James said.

	“You want to enjoy the view some more or do you want to go down?”

	“Down.”

	They climbed down the shrouds to the deck.

	“Hurry up, ladies,” Golightly yelled. “I need you down here! Captain said brace the yards.”

	Phelps was hugging the foremast and loudly cursing while Ashleigh was giving him his ten lashes. Ashleigh’s face showed no remorse and maybe even some amusement.

	“Ten. You’re free to go,” he said.

	“Cocksucking piece of shit.”

	“Hey, don’t blame me, I’m just following captain’s orders. If you don’t like the whip, learn to keep your mouth shut.”

	“Fuck you.”

	The whip had ripped Phelps’s shirt. He was quietly mumbling curses. James overheard only “cunt” and “shithead.”

	“Phelps, get to work!” Golightly yelled. “Man the starboard fore brace! McDougall, why the fuck are you standing around?! You too!”

	The Valiant was making its way north towards the Windward Passage.

	Around sundown, the sailors sat down to eat. The dinner consisted of a mishmash of vegetables and some gray stuff the cook called “meat.”

	James emptied his plate, drank some water, and got into his hammock. He was used to the smell and the noises, and he fell asleep quickly. After what felt like a few moments of actual sleep, something woke him up. Phelps was tugging on his arm.

	“What’s going on?”

	“You’re standing watch,” Phelps whispered.

	“What? Wait, what time is it?”

	“Three o’clock. They changed your rotation because of Barton.”

	“Shit. All right. Is your watch over?”

	“Yes. Wind is pretty strong, otherwise nothing interesting.”

	“How’s your back?”

	“I’ll live.”

	“Can you sleep on it?”

	“I’ll sleep on my side.”

	“All right. I’ll see you in the morning. Get some rest.”

	“Thanks.”

	Topside, he found Mark at the helm. The sea was choppy, and the ship rocked back and forth. The weather was nice and cool.

	“How’s it going?” James said.

	“I’ve never been at the helm before.”

	“How does it feel?”

	“To be fair, I expected something more. I mean, it’s not bad, but I kind of thought that steering the ship would be a little more… interesting, I guess.”

	“Not as fun as expected. Perfectly describes everything about being a sailor.”

	“Yeah. Although Kingston was nice.”

	“It’s a nice city.”

	“If I could’ve stayed there, this whole trip would’ve been not that bad.”

	“I like the Caribbean,” James said. “It’s beautiful out here.”

	“And the weather’s great.”

	“Yeah.”

	The sky in the east was slowly getting brighter. By the time their watch was over, it was bright enough that lanterns could be put out. James woke Wilcoxon and went back to his hammock, but couldn’t fall asleep. He just lay there until everyone else got up, and then went to the galley for breakfast.

	The day started with a report from Donaldson, the first mate.

	“We were taken off course during the night because one of you fuckheads couldn’t steer the ship straight. We got a little too close to Hispaniola, but that shouldn’t be a problem. We’ll be going through the Windward Passage sometime today or tonight because we are once again way behind schedule. We should’ve been there by now. Anyway, that’s it for today. Get to work, and try not to fuck this up any further.”

	“I think that was you,” James whispered to Mark.

	“Yeah, it was probably me. Well, nothing can be done about that now.”

	The crew went back to work.

	A couple hours later, they heard Stevens shouting from the crow’s nest.

	“Sail! Larboard bow!”

	For a moment, everyone stopped what they were doing to look at the small white dot in the distance. As it got closer, they could see it was a brig, about the same size as the Valiant. It was headed west-southwest at full sail.

	“I don’t think that’s a Spanish ship,” Donaldson said.

	“Looks English to me,” the captain agreed. “Hopefully they’re bringing some good news.”

	“Or a few extra crewmen.”

	“Stop it. We’ll be fine with what we’ve got.”

	“Captain, with all due respect, we are at least a half-dozen short. At least. We need about a dozen.”

	“No, Mr. Donaldson, we do not. I do not want to hear that talk again, are we clear?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“And no mention of this to the other ship’s crew. We’ll make it back to Portsmouth just fine with the crew we have.”

	“If nobody else dies.”

	“Nobody is going to die, Mr. Donaldson.”

	“What if somebody–”

	“I’ll say it again: Nobody will die on the way back. There is no need to think that way. Are we clear?”

	“Yes, captain.”

	“Good. Now raise our colors.”

	“Yes, sir. Raise the colors!”

	Ashleigh and Mills rushed to the stern and unfurled the enormous red flag with a small Union Jack in the upper left corner.

	James looked at the brig to see if it was indeed English, but it wasn’t flying any colors. The ship was now close enough to discern the pole at the stern.

	“Why haven’t those idiots flown their colors yet?” the captain mumbled. “Are they stupid or just lazy?”

	Golightly came and stood next to James and looked at the approaching ship.

	“Do you see any colors?”

	“No,” James said. “They’ve yet to fly any.”

	“Shit.”

	“What?”

	“We’re fucked. We are so fucked. It’s too late.”

	A minute later, they saw movement at the stern of the brig. Two men raised a black flag.

	“Pirates!” the captain yelled. “Pirates! Battle stations! We’re not going down without a fight!”

	“Captain,” Donaldson said, “let’s just surrender the cargo peacefully.”

	“Mr. Donaldson, if you say that again, I will shoot you myself! Now get to work!”

	“Yes, sir. Ashleigh, get the muskets! Everyone else, load the larboard guns!”

	“We’re fucked,” Golightly said. He sounded tired. “We’re completely fucked. Even if we somehow survive, we’ll be crossing the Atlantic even more shorthanded than we are now, and with a damaged ship. It’s done.”

	James looked around the deck to see if there was anything he could do, but every cannon was already crewed. He went down to the lower deck, where he found Ashleigh, Mark, and a few others loading the pistols and the muskets.

	“James, get over here, help us load these.”

	Mark handed him a couple of pistols.

	“How do you think this will go?” James asked.

	Other crewmembers started moving powder and shot to the upper deck.

	“We’re going to paint the sea red,” Ashleigh said. “It won’t be pretty. Hopefully the pirates will leave us alone when they see we’re not an easy target.”

	“The guns are ready, sir!” the first mate yelled.

	“Wait for command!”

	The ship went silent. James heard nothing but the breathing of his friends and the sound of ramrods shoving ball and powder into barrels.

	Phelps and Stevens came down the stairs.

	“Are the pistols loaded?”

	“All of these are.”

	Both grabbed as many as they could and took them to the upper deck. Then they came back, grabbed the remaining few weapons, and left. Ashleigh, Mark, and James were alone in the hold with a loaded pistol and a knife each.

	“What do we do now?” James said.

	“We’ll wait here,” Ashleigh said. “We’ll go topside if they need our help. Honestly, I’m not gonna risk my life defending whatever trash we have in the hold. The pirates can have it for all I care.”

	They sat and listened to the waves hitting the hull, waiting for hell to breakloose, wondering how far away the pirate ship was. James was clutching a pistol in his right hand and had his finger on the trigger. The grip was getting sweaty.

	A cannon fired, followed by a crash as a chain shot tore through the foresail yard and cut some of the rigging along the way.

	“ALL CREWS, FIRE!”

	Multiple cannons blasted at the same time, followed by a couple of others a second later. The upper deck was shrouded in thick white smoke. The pirates fired again, this time the cannonballs crashed through the side of the ship, destroying everything that got in the way. One shot hit the bulwark just beside a gun port and bounced off and hit the cannon, destroying the carriage. The gun couldn’t be moved and the crew were unable to load it.

	“LEAVE IT!” Donaldson shouted. “GRAB A MUSKET AND SHOOT!”

	Someone was screaming in pain. A few shots were fired from muskets. The Valiant’s cannons erupted again, once again filling the air with smoke. Another blast from the pirates’ cannons tore more holes in the hull and killed several more sailors.

	“CAPTAIN’S DEAD! THE CAPTAIN’S DEAD!” James couldn’t make out whose voice that was, but it didn’t matter. Captain Jonathan Spencer was no more. He looked at Mark and Ashleigh for some reassurance, but all he saw in their faces was fear.

	A couple more shots were fired by the crew. The pirates answered with a dozen of their own. One smashed the bowsprit, another crashed into the hull just below where James, Mark, and Ashleigh were sitting, and they could feel the hit resonating through the planks. Another cannonball went through the gunwale and flew by inches from Phelps’s head while he was swabbing the cannon. The same shot sent dozens of wood chips flying everywhere, and one hit Phelps in the left eye, and he fell to the deck and rolled around in pain, covering his blind, bleeding eye with his hand.

	A body rolled down the stairs. It was Mills. James, Mark, and Ashleigh rushed to help him, but he was already dead. Grapeshot had hit him just above the ear.

	“What do we do with him?” Mark asked.

	“Let’s just move him somewhere else so he doesn’t get in the way.”

	Ashleigh and Mark grabbed Mills by the hands and ankles and carried the body away and put it in the corner. Then they came back and sat in the same spots, looking at the stairs.

	“FIRE!” they heard Donaldson yell. “FIRE! THOSE BASTARDS DON’T KNOW WHAT THEY’RE IN FOR!”

	Morrison and Phelps came down the stairs. Phelps was bleeding from the eye.

	“What happened?” Mark asked.

	“He got hit in the eye. Where’s the doc?”

	“With a musket ball?”

	“I don’t know. Where’s the doc?”

	“We didn’t see him,” Ashleigh said.

	“He’s not with you?”

	“No.”

	Morrison went looking for the doctor. Mark helped Phelps to the corner and sat him down next to the body of Mills.

	“Who’s that?”

	“That’s Mills. He took one to the head. Sit down, you’ll be fine. Morrison went to get the doc. Try to relax, all right? Everything will be fine.”

	Morrison came back. He was reloading his pistol.

	“Doc’s dead.”

	“What?”

	“He got hit with a cannonball. I almost threw up when I saw what’s left of him. We are fucked.”

	“How’s it going up there?”

	“We’re fucked.”

	Morrison ran back up the stairs. The Valiant’s cannons fired again. The pirates’ cannons weren’t firing in volleys anymore. Instead, cannonballs and grapeshot were hitting the ship every few seconds, nonstop.

	“DONALDSON’S DEAD!”

	“THEN WHO’S IN CHARGE?”

	“GRANGER!”

	“GRANGER’S ALSO DEAD!”

	“FUCK! JUST SHOOT AT THE FUCKING PIRATES!”

	The Valiant’s cannons fired less and less often, while the pirates fired almost automatically. Their crew was a well-oiled machine.

	“DON’T LET THEM BOARD THE SHIP! DON’T LET THEM BOARD THE SHIP!”

	Wilcoxon came down the stairs. He was hit with a musket ball in the left elbow, and the wound was bleeding heavily.

	Ashleigh took off his shirt and tied it over the wound. It made Wilcoxon cry out in pain. The shirt immediately turned crimson.

	Mark led him to the corner and sat him down next to Phelps.

	“They’re preparing to board the ship,” Wilcoxon said. “We won’t last much longer. It’s over. Where’s the doc?”

	“Dead,” Mark said.

	“Shit.”

	“How many dead topside?” Phelps asked.

	“Half the crew, give or take. Captain’s dead. Donaldson’s dead. I saw Golightly get his leg blown off.”

	“Jesus…”

	“Yeah, we’re fucked. Best we can hope for is that they let us live.”

	“The boat’s in bad shape,” Ashleigh said. “We probably wouldn’t make it far.”

	“We could take the lifeboats, make some kind of sail and get back to Kingston,” Mark said.

	“That’s the best we can hope for.”

	The cannon fire ceased. There was a lot of pistol fire and shouting.

	“They’re boarding,” Ashleigh said. “God help us all.”

	The pirates were tossing ropes with grappling hooks to bring their ship close enough to the Valiant. The crew tried to cut the ropes, but anyone who drew a knife was immediately cut down by musket and pistol fire.

	“Reload and fire! Shoot them while they’re climbing!”

	They fired, but their shots were inaccurate and hit either the ship or nothing at all.

	The pirates laid planks between the ships and started crossing over. A broad-shouldered pirate with a long brown beard was the first to land on the deck of the Valiant. He was right next to Morrison, who pointed his pistol up and fired. The ball went through the pirate’s lower jaw and came out of his skull, and he collapsed. Morrison grabbed the gun out of the man’s dead fingers and fired it at the second pirate to board the ship, destroying the man’s pelvis. The ball came out the other side and hit the Valiant’s quartermaster, Trevor Mulligan, who was crouching behind a cannon.

	“Aim at the stairs,” Ashleigh told Mark and James. “Anyone from our crew passes, any pirate gets shot.”

	They held their guns up. Neither could get a good grip with their sweaty hands. James glanced at the injured in the corner. Phelps still had his hand over his injured eye. Wilcoxon wasn’t moving. He had bled out.

	More and more pirates came onto the ship, firing their pistols and swinging cutlasses. Those remaining on deck were wildly swinging swords and knives, not fighting but trying to keep death away for a moment longer. The pirates quickly shot or stabbed most of them. The sailors posed little challenge.

	Morrison flipped the unloaded gun in his hand and tried to hit a pirate with the brass cap on the pistol’s grip. The pirate evaded the strike and pointed his own gun at him. Morrison dropped the weapon and raised his hands. It was over.

	“Do you like money?” the pirate said.

	“What?”

	“I said, do you like money?”

	“Yes?”

	“How about you join our crew?”

	“I… sure.”

	“Welcome aboard.” He put away the pistol and shook Morrison’s hand.

	A few pirates were finishing off the wounded and the survivors, using their cutlasses so as to not waste powder. Several others went down to the lower deck. The first one to get down the stairs took a ball to the chest from Ashleigh’s gun. Mark fired at the same time, but his shot missed. James still had his pistol aimed at the stairs. The second pirate fired and hit Ashleigh in the neck. James aimed and pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. He pulled the trigger again and the result was exactly the same. Nothing. The pirate drew a second pistol.

	“Drop it, boy.”

	James placed the gun on the ground and put his hands up. He realized that he forgot to pull back the hammer.

	More pirates came down the stairs. One was checking on Mills, Wilcoxon, and Phelps.

	“This one’s dead. This one’s also dead. You, let me see that… Oh fuck. Yeah, this one’s alive, but his eye is all fucked up.”

	“Finish him off.”

	The pirate quickly drew a knife and stabbed Phelps.

	“Take these two to the deck, we’ll see what to do with them.”

	“Stand up, both of you. Keep your hands up. Upstairs, let’s go.”

	“Wait,” another pirate interrupted. “Where’s the ship’s doctor?”

	“Dead,” Mark said.

	“All right. Go.”

	They were led to the upper deck. It was littered with bodies of their crew. Golightly indeed had one of his legs ripped off by a cannonball, as Wilcoxon said. A few pirates were standing around Captain Spencer’s body.

	At the stern, they were told to sit down next to Morrison and Stevens. Both were tired and covered in blood, but neither was seriously wounded.

	“Where were you?” Stevens asked.

	“Lower deck,” Mark said.

	“Anyone alive down there?”

	“No.”

	“Wilcoxon?” Morrison said.

	“Bled out.”

	“Phelps?”

	“They stabbed him.”

	“So it’s just the four of us.”

	A tall, broad-shouldered man calmly boarded the ship. He had a thick brown beard and bushy eyebrows. He had a cocked hat on his head and he wore a French officer’s coat over his shirt. The coat was dark blue with lots of intricate gold ornaments on the skirts and cuffs, and in a few spots there were old blood stains. The sleeves only covered half of his forearm.

	The captain.

	A pirate reported that they found coffee and indigo in the hold and that the four men at the stern were the only survivors.

	“Put them to work,” the captain said.

	The pirate approached them.

	“You’re going to help us move the cargo. Don’t do anything stupid or you’ll end up like the others.” He kicked Granger’s body. “Let’s go.”

	They went back to the darkness of the lower deck.

	“We were told to help out with the cargo,” Stevens told the pirates in the hold.

	“Good. Grab those boxes, take them to our ship.”

	One by one, they moved the boxes to the pirate brig. At one point, a pirate stopped James on the way back to the lower deck.

	“Where do you keep the sails and line, that kind of stuff?”

	“I’ll show you.”

	He led the pirate to the hold.

	“All right. Can you help me move these?”

	“Sure.”

	“Thank you.”

	After a couple of hours, everything of value was removed from the Valiant. The quartermaster—the shortest guy in the crew—personally checked the holds.

	“All right, we’re done here,” he said. “Everyone back to the ship.”

	James, Mark, Morrison, and Stevens followed the pirates to their ship.

	“Gentlemen,” the quartermaster said, “we have gained several new crewmen.”

	The pirates clapped.

	“Gents, you are no longer slaves to your captain. You will never have to deal with that shit again. On this ship, you are free men. You are equal to others. You will get your fair share. Welcome to the Howling Doom.”

	Another round of applause and cheers from the crew.

	“My name is Jacob Thatcher, I will be your quartermaster. You, what’s your name?”

	“Adam Stevens.”

	Thatcher shook his hand.

	“Welcome, Mr. Stevens. You?”

	“Charlie Morrison.”

	“Welcome, Mr. Morrison.”

	“I saw him fight,” one of the pirates said. “This man is not afraid of anything.”

	“Well, Mr. Morrison, it seems you impressed Mr. Hammond here. If he says you’re brave, then you must have the balls of an elephant. Welcome aboard. You, what’s your name?”

	“Mark Bishop.”

	“We found those two hiding in the lower deck,” someone said.

	“Really? How do you explain that, Mr. Bishop?” Thatcher said.

	Mark was silent.

	“Give me a reason not to throw you overboard right now. Come on. I need my crew to have my back. I need to know you won’t go and hide the next time we go into battle.”

	Mark and James were still silent. Everyone in the crew was looking at them. It was even more awkward because Thatcher was up to Mark’s chin.

	“Well, in that case, we’re going to do a little test. Mr. Ashborne, may I borrow your knife?”

	A pirate handed him a large blade. Thatcher then drew his own.

	“Mr. Bishop, you and Mister… say your name, idiot.”

	“James McDougall.”

	“You will fight Mr. McDougall. Winner proves himself worthy, loser goes overboard.”

	Thatcher handed each of them a knife.

	“Make some room, gents, make some room.”

	The pirates cleared out a large area amidships. The quartermaster grabbed Mark by the upper arm and dragged him to the other side.

	“All right, are you ready? Answer me, you dolt.”

	“Yes.”

	“Mr. McDougall, are you ready?”

	James nodded.

	“FIGHT!”

	Mark seemed just as dumbfounded as James. They both slowly approached, looking each other in the eyes but also glancing at the other’s knife.

	“KILL! KILL HIM!”

	James couldn’t tell which one the pirates were rooting for, and soon all the cheers and shouts and chants turned into a jumbled noise that his ears could hear but his brain couldn’t—or wouldn’t—comprehend. He just watched Mark’s every move, trying to figure out some way for both of them to survive, to convince the pirates that they were both able and willing to fight without anyone dying. Mark had to be thinking the same thing.

	They were now close enough to where they could reach each other. Mark was carefully moving to his left, and James did the same. They circled for a while, watching each other’s movements, until suddenly Mark lunged at James and tried to stab him, but he got out of the way and the circles resumed. James realized that the attack wasn’t supposed to be successful; Mark only wanted to make it seem as if they were actually trying to kill each other.

	James decided to repay the favor and lunged at Markin thesame clumsy, predictable way, and his blade missed completely. Once again Mark attacked, seemingly aiming for the left armpit, and James easily dodged that one too, then swung the knife to hit Mark’s blade, as if they were sword fighting and he had just made a parry. Another swing that was too short to reach James’s abdomen, and another slash, this time close enough to connect with Mark’s ribs, but doing little damage, just enough to cut the skin and draw a little blood. James looked around to see if the pirates would consider that to be enough, but they didn’t want a bit of blood, they wanted a corpse.

	One pirate yelled something into his ear, but James didn’t understand any of it. He watched as Mark wiped the blood off with his handand realized that Mark probably didn’t understand his plan. James had turned the staged knife fight into a real one.

	He wanted to give Mark some kind of sign to let him know that it was not serious, just a light scratch, that he still didn’t want either of them to die. But he could see it in Mark’s expression, the anger, the fury, the determination. He knew the next attack won’t be clumsy or slow. Mark was out for blood.

	James watched the knife as his friend moved closer. Mark lunged at him again, and this time James had to knock the knife out of the way with his left hand to avoid being gutted. Another lunge, and James barely evaded that one by jumping backwards. The ship rocked, and he almost lost his balance.

	They were moving in circles again. James was trying to think of a way to land a solid attack, but then Mark attacked again, this time going for the right hand and the knife. James pulled the hand out of the way, and Mark followed with an immediate stab to the chest, which James barely managed to block with his left hand, slicing one of his fingers in the process. Without thinking about it, he thrust the knife into Mark’s body. Both friends were equally surprised when the blow landed. James’s knife went into Mark’s side all the way to the handle. James pulled it out and backed away.

	Mark fell to his knees. Only then James realized that this whole time the entire crew had been cheering, and now were celebrating his winning blow.

	“I think we have a winner,” Thatcher said. “Congratulations, Mr. McDougall. Welcome to the Howling Doom. Can I get my knife back now?”

	James handed over the knife. He looked at Mark, who was pressing on the wound with his hand, but blood was running through his fingers.

	It’s not a deep wound, James thought. He’ll live. It will take a few weeks to heal, but Mark should be fine. He’s strong as an ox.

	The man known as Mr. Hammond walked up to Mark and tried to drag him away, but he resisted.
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