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The morning sun was just breaking the horizon, and “Cannonball” Gallows watched it while standing at the bow of his new ship. Even after two days at sea, he couldn’t recall the ship’s name. “Serves them right for just leaving her at the end of the dock all unprotected,” he chuckled to himself. 

The sea was his life, his home. He was born on it, his mother the famous pirate Genny Gallows, gave birth to him while ransacking an English trade ship. He grew up with the sea wind blowing, the ship creaking and sea spraying. His mother taught him at an early age that the sea picks no favorites and judges none. There are no laws by kings or presidents or society out here—only freedom. And he loved freedom. 

“Cap’n, ship off the starboard. French by her flag, I reckon.”

“Let her sail,” Cannonball called. “I’ll bet she’s just leaving the same port we found this lovely ship at, and she’ll be empty.”

“Aye, Cap, where should we sail?”

Cannonball recalled then that freedom also meant another thing. “To adventure, Helmsman McInelly. Let’s head south; I have it on good authority from a drunken wench that there be gold on the islands down that way.”

Cannonball smiled as the ship began to tack into the wind.
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Rain pounded the deck of the Bloody Blade. Though a torrent of water seethed around them, El Fantasma’s crew were oblivious to it; their eyes could focus only on their captain, who stood in front of an altar at the bow of the ship. Fantasma raised his cutlass, a pitiless weapon made from coral and bone, and brought it down. The captive woman screamed once and then lay still, blood pouring from her stomach and flowing with the rainwater down the deck.
“Great Terrox, come claim your prize,” Fantasma said, his voice the sound of the waves themselves. A groan emanated from beneath the water. For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of rain and the waves. Then a giant tentacle emerged from the deep; slipped around the woman with a wet, sucking sound; and dragged her below the water.
Fantasma called out in a strange and horrible tongue, the words unknown to but a few scholars and even fewer followers of ancient darkness. This time, several tentacles writhed out of the depths to await further instruction. “Tonight,” Fantasma said to his crew, “we hunt.”
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“Now tell me,” Blackheart said, his voice a low growl barely audible above the creaking in the ship’s hold. “Tell me where you buried De La Cruz’ gold.”
“Never!” Sunderland yelled, not quite believing his own feeble reply.
Blackheart shook his shaggy head, and beneath his grizzled beard cracked a smile like a broken dinner plate. He picked up a small chest and placed it on the barrel next to Sunderland, opening it so that the prone Englishman could see its contents. Blackheart extracted a pair of wicked metal implements with seemingly unnecessary blades and teeth.
“I think ye’ll change your mind,” Blackheart said. Sunderland’s screams tore through the night, startling the men on watch who looked at each other nervously. Each time the shrieking began again, the helmsman took a drink of rum. An hour later, when Blackheart emerged from the hold, the helmsman could barely stand.
“Here’s yer new heading,” Blackheart said, dropping a rough map on the deck, drawn in blood on a torn bandage. “Make for that island as if Hell itself were on yer heels.”
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The bayou’s stink rode through New Orleans like a Hessian mercenary, rough and dangerous. A woman tumbled out of an alley stuffing coins into her skirt, and somewhere a fish seller called out his goods. David kept his head down; his clothes marked him as a target, and he wanted to avoid as much unwanted attention as possible. 
His contact was easy to find, a tall Creole man standing at the appointed corner. He recognized David first and whisked him away. “You’ve brought it, den?” the Creole asked.
“Let’s see the ship first,” David said. The Creole led him to a dock behind a warehouse that reeked of preserved fish. She rode high on the water, her cargo hold empty. David counted 20 cannons on her port side alone.
“Satisfied?” the Creole asked. David froze as he felt steel press into his back and a pistol cocking. In a flash, he turned and in one fluid motion knocked the gun from the Creole’s hand and sent his boot down on the larger man’s suddenly empty fingers, breaking them.
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“That age and ’e’s made cap’n and given a ship of ’is own?” Stonebottom Mike spat and looked across the deck of the ship at fresh, young, handsome Captain Gunn. 

“I ’eard ’is daddy called in some favors to git him set up nice ’n pretty wit’ dis tub,” bald, old John-John said conspiratorially. “S’likely we won’t be seein’ no action—and no money—on this hitch.” John-John looked up to see Captain Gunn walking over.

“Men!” The two salties snapped to. “We’re to set sail in the morning and make our way south. There have been reports of pirates in the area and it’s our duty and pleasure to hunt them down in the name of the Crown.” He smiled and looked each man in their bloodshot eyes. “For now, though, see that each man gets an extra ration of rum tonight,” he clasped Stonebottom Mike on the shoulder, “and I wouldn’t be too upset if the two of you took a bit more than your share . . . just be ready to sail in the morning.”

John-John looked over at his mate and smiled a broad, snaggletooth smile as the captain walked away.
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Capitan Luis Zuan was unaccustomed to fancy dinners, but as his legend in the Spanish navy spread he found he was invited to more and more of them. He preferred the feel of a rocking ship beneath him, but he could handle the occasional solidity of a ballroom floor if it meant advancing his career and making a bigger name for himself.

“Capitan Zuan?” A woman’s voice broke his thoughts and he turned to see a short but well-proportioned girl, no more than 20, standing in front of him. She wore a beautiful ruffled yellow dress that complemented her form and dark skin perfectly.

“I am,” he responded, stroking his beard. He couldn’t help but stare . . . he’d been at sea for so long. “How may I be of service?” 

“You can die!” she said and her eyes burned as she threw her drink in his face. The wine splashed and stained his fine ruffles and ran down his face to drip off his pointed beard. “You and your whole family, especially those damn pirate uncles of yours, can die!” she smashed her now-empty glass on the floor. 

Capitan Zuan turned and walked off, leaving the girl cursing his name behind him. One day, he swore, people would remember his family name for his deeds—not those of his cursed uncles.
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The docks stank of rotting fish and worse, but the cool, salty night air felt fresh and clean. Two figures stumbled drunkenly down the dock, taking full advantage of its width.

“That’s her!” the man bellowed in a gruff, weathered voice. “That’s my girl, the Black Harpy!” he patted the ship moored off to his right. “I took her from Captain Harcourt after he . . . died, and she’s been mine ever since.”

“It’s very big, sir,” the girl twittered while the big man guffawed.

“That it is,” he said, looking her over again; he’d gotten lucky tonight. “Now, come aboard! We have some business to see to!” As he walked up the plank to the deck, he dismissed two half-sleeping guards and told them to find someplace else to stay the night.

“What’s that sound?” the girl asked once she’d stepped aboard.

“That? That’s moaning from my ‘passengers’ . . . and they’d better shut their damn mouths!” he yelled down into the hold. Silence followed.

“So it’s just the two of us here,” the girl stated, but something had changed in her voice. He turned to see her pointing a pistol in his face. “I guess I’ll be freeing your ‘passengers’ . . . and then before they hang you, you can tell everyone that the Calico Cat took your ship and gave her a proper name. Now if you’ll come with me, the Lady’s Scorn and I have some work to do.”
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The serpent had him. The burning coils wrapped around Arnaud’s arm slowly and inexorably pulled him away from the wreck, off the reef, toward the depths. Suddenly a howl cut through the crash of the waves. The fiend thrashed as if struck by cannon fire and slipped back beneath the foam-capped sea.

Free! Gasping in relief, Arnaud clutched his maimed arm to his chest—and found himself sprawled at the feet of a haggard woman, dreadlocks hiding all but her gold-flecked eyes in shadow. His storm-battered senses wondered at what fresh terror had found him, until she crouched to stroke his brow with a gentle touch he recognized from his childhood. “Marraine?” he whispered in wonderment.

“You be born under me moon, Julie, brought into my blood,” she said as scabbed hands wet the hem of her ragged dress and wiped it across his brow. “We always be watching our own.” Suddenly her long nails bit into Arnaud’s palm. Raising his hand to her face, she tasted his blood, and then spat it into the waves. “Yes . . . now you be owing me, youngling. I getting you back to your shores, but you be certain that blood call for blood one day. Mebbe soon.”
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“A fine report, Jules,” said Mellisar as he poured glasses of brandy. “With the seal of the Royale, the court will no longer be able to dismiss them as ‘ghost stories.’ ” Arnaud nodded absently and rubbed the scarred flesh hidden beneath the frilled cuff of his shirt. Every word in the report was true, even the parts he wished he could forget.

He heard the voices of the sea outside the open window, whispers among the waves. During midnight storms, they howled so loudly that he was no longer able to tell the difference between his troubled sleep and his waking nightmare.

On his journeys from island to island he heard hungry chants from the depths. Worse, when he didn’t hold himself to the strictest of disciplines, he found himself chanting along, in the tongue the Hag had forced into his mind.

Arnaud had to report what he could to the Crown, for as long as he could. Soon, he feared, the Hag would be calling not to the fiends . . . but for him.
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Blind Wade knew his mug of ale was empty, but he kept putting it to his lips anyway. Better to do something—anything—rather than sit and wait. The Specter was coming. He could feel it. Soon the glow of her unholy light would sweep the cove looking for anything of value. First the illumination would rouse the curiosity of onlookers, much like the angling lights of deep-sea devil fishes lured in prey. Then, as the undead crew stormed the shore and cannonballs began to scream down, panic would set in. The Cursed would claim their victory; it was inevitable. Even the lone pirate schooner in the cove would be crushed. Prisoners would be “encouraged” to join El Fantasma. Others would be fed to the beasts that followed the Spectre’s endless trail of blood.
Blind Wade lifted his mug again. He had seen it before. That was the last time he saw anything.

* * * *

The crew of the Specter used to be alive: pirates, rogues, greedy captains of every nation, sailors who couldn’t bear to die. Fools all, they pledged their eternal loyalty to El Fantasma. He put the greediest on the Specter and gave them but one purpose: Search the seas and every port for treasure. To ensure they found everything, he infused the Specter with a magical glow, an unholy light that shined brightest when it neared treasure. El Fantasma knew that among common pieces of gold were sometimes hidden artifacts of great power. And El Fantasma craved nothing if not power.

