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The boundaries which divide life from death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins?

Edgar Allan Poe

A man’s friendships are one of the best measures of his worth.

Charles Darwin
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Chapter One

On A Midnight Dreary

Early spring 1824

I willed the world to stop spinning as my head hung over the railing of the ship. Seasickness exhausted me, and there was little left in my stomach. My desire to seek fresh air out on the deck was a grave miscalculation. Upon our departure from Whitby Heights, Captain Swales assured me time and again that the Atlantic was “calm” this time of year, but our voyage was beset by unpredictable weather from the first. I focused on the water’s surface, trying to distract myself by watching the vessel’s hull cut through the water.

The HMS Demeter was a three-masted schooner. Under full sail, she ran at nearly twenty knots, a sleek, fast ship that hurled over the waves, like a gazelle leaping across the African plains. We departed Whitby Heights four weeks ago; the trip was tempestuous at best. Once I returned to England, I vowed never to travel by ship again. There would always be solid ground beneath my feet.

Watching the ship’s wake made the dizziness worse, and I lifted my gaze, trying to find the horizon point in the thickening gloom of night. My heart sank, for ahead of us another dark curtain of clouds descended from the sky to the ocean’s surface. Lightning danced across the waves. There was a full moon behind the clouds, and enough light showing through for me to see the swells gathering as the gale grew in force.

I jumped at the feel of a hand on my shoulder, staggering to my feet to face Captain Swales, his ever-present pipe giving his face an odd orange glow.

“Feeling ill again, Master Darwin?” he asked with the slightest hint of disdain. My father paid my passage to America as a “gift” for my impending birthday. Though I lacked any desire to travel to the colonies, he insisted. I was the only passenger aboard who wasn’t sharing a cabin and as such, the captain, who was in his early twenties, treated me as a wealthy, spoiled dilettante and even an object of subtle ridicule. My father threatened to withhold me from the academy I wished to attend when I returned to England. Getting away from our estate, away from him, was all I could think of. If it took a dreadful trip to a place I had no desire to see, I considered it a small price.

“I’m afraid so, Captain Swales,” I answered, and sought to change the subject. “Another storm ahead?”

“Aye. We’ll run around it, don’t you worry, laddy. But ’tis apt to get rough, and the deck is no place for a passenger when there’s wind like this about.”

Captain Swales was a Yorkshireman, born and raised in Whitby, a seaport on the Yorkshire coast. He spoke with a thick brogue, and it took several days of intense concentration for me to understand him.

“Just a while longer,” I pleaded. “The fresh air is doing me wonders.”

Not true. Not true in the slightest, but I could not bear the thought of returning to my small, stifling quarters below. Though it was March, and the temperature was cool, the cabin offered little in the way of circulation. With the fact I was so often ill there, I avoided it all costs, except to sleep.

Captain Swales muttered to himself and kept his eye on the approaching storm. The close proximity to pipe smoke was not improving my condition and as the waves strengthened, I felt my stomach lurch again in awkward anticipation of another bout of sickness. Bile rose into my throat and mouth but this time, I managed to choke it back down.

The ship was tacking at an angle, making every effort to avert the storm, but it continued toward us, as a cat might chase a scurrying mouse. Realizing we could not outrace it, we changed course again, the crewman on the quarterdeck behind us spinning the wheel and running directly at the oncoming waves. The first of them lifted the ship and brought it down again, the cold water rushing over us, stinging our faces like a swarm of bees. Lightning crackled and the skies opened, sending a deluge of rain to join the ocean water crashing about the deck.

“Master Darwin, I must insist you return to your cabin,” Captain Swales’ pipe sizzled, extinguished by the rain and he tapped the bowl empty while bending his legs to and fro as the ship rose and fell. As lightning lit up the sky again, the captain’s face was illuminated quite clearly for a few brief seconds. There was a small smile on his face and nothing of the ship’s violent path through the roaring wind and water fazed him.

In the receding glow of the flash, I observed a white cloth bandage encircling the captain’s throat. Two dark spots, which I assumed where blood, leaked through.

“Captain! Are you injured?” I shouted, over the noise of the thundering waves and roaring wind.

“What? Oh, this,” he said, scratching at his neck. “It’s nothing. Just a small wound. I’m not even sure how it happened. I’m afraid there is no more time for talk now, laddy. You need to make your way below.”

Sheets of lightning rippled through the clouds above us, again and again, giving an eerie flickering incandescence to the deck. The crewman at the ship’s wheel on the quarterdeck above us caught my eye. It was the third mate, a man named Dunsmore.

A long tentacled arc of lightning struck near the starboard bow, and in the instantly too-bright light, I could see someone standing behind Dunsmore, peering over his shoulder. Was it another member of the crew? Or another passenger ventured onto the deck? It was no one I recognized, and all I could discern was that whoever stood there possessed uncommonly pale skin, almost chalk-like in pallor. His eyes glowed an unearthly red. Dunsmore was oblivious to his presence.

The lightning faded and the world went dark, and then thunder sounded like a thousand cannons. And it might have been my ears deceiving me, but over the noise, I thought I heard a man cry out in surprise and agony.

The captain acted as if he heard nothing. And if the ship did not lurch starboard, we may not have realized what was happening until it was too late. The sky crackled with light again, and this time, both the captain and I glanced up at the quarterdeck to find the wheel abandoned and Dunsmore vanished.

“Captain!” I shouted, pointing at the wildly spinning wheel.

“Dear God in heaven!” Captain Swales sprang to action, scurrying across the deck, bending with the waves. “Dunsmore! Where are you lad?” he shouted, racing up the ladder and flinging himself at the wheel. In just a few short seconds, the wind pushed the ship in the absolute wrong direction. I looked to starboard and blanched at the site of a large wave about to hit the ship broadside.

“Master Darwin, hold on!” the captain shouted. I thrust my hands through the railing again, wrapping my arms through the spindles and squeezing them as tightly as I could.

The wave blasted into the ship and water sprayed in all directions, most of it coming straight across the deck in a knee-high surge, pressing me hard against the railing. I braced myself and prayed the shipbuilders did not skimp on their construction of the fencing enclosing the deck. The ship rocked up on its port side and I found myself spitting out water and trying to breathe. Higher and higher, the starboard side rose as the port side sank in the trough of the wave. We teetered there for an eternity, and I found myself thinking my life would end here in this wretched ocean.

Held fast by the railing, I was almost parallel to the surface of the water, desperately willing the ship to settle. To my absolute dismay, one of the railings I clutched in my hand snapped off, but the rest held. Finally, the ship tipped back to starboard.

The churning waves left me confused, and I lost sight of the captain, but then I heard him shouting orders. “Man overboard! Man overboard! All hands to your stations, lads!”

Three sharp blasts of the captain’s whistle pierced the air. He steered the ship into the storm, so we rode perpendicular into the waves again, momentarily at least, less likely to capsize.

“Master Darwin,” he shouted. “You need to go below at once.” As his command reached me, several of the ship’s crew bounded out of the gangway and went immediately to their duties. With a lurching gait, I crossed the deck and went through the door, stumbling down the stairs to the corridor below.

My cabin was halfway down the passageway, on the starboard side of the ship, and given the events of the last few minutes, I was eager to arrive there. Flickering oil lamps lining the walls lighted the way to my quarters. I stretched out my left arm, bracing myself against the wall, and nearly chuckled when I realized I still held the broken piece of railing in my hand. I was about to toss it away, when I observed another oddity on the list of curious things happening on this dreadful night.

Muddy footprints marked the deck’s floor from the cargo hold to the gangway steps. We were currently being tossed about in the middle of the ocean, hundreds of miles from the nearest land. How could muddy footprints exist here? The mysterious presence of the dirt was vexing. It was reddish clay, and as I was always collecting specimens and other oddities, I kept a small number of parchment envelopes in my waistcoat pocket. Retrieving one, I knelt and scooped a sample of the clay into the envelope, securing it in my pocket.

As I studied the footprints, another curiosity occurred to me. They led from the cargo hold, not the crew’s quarters or a passenger cabin. I had not a single intention of retracing their path, but when the storm passed I would inform the Captain, so he could observe the footprints and make his own determination as to the proper course of action.

And then God mocked me again, for the ship heaved, and I was thrown hard against the wall. What’s more, the crew did not have time to batten down the hatch, and a large amount of seawater came cascading down the steps. It roiled down the passageway spraying everywhere, even extinguishing the lamps as the ship listed again.

I was disoriented and plunged into complete darkness. I put my hands on the wall, feeling my way along, until some primitive instinct alerted me I was not alone. Someone else was close by, and they were watching me.

“Hello?” I offered. No response. “Captain Swales? Is that you? Who’s there?”

Again, silence.

“I’m trying to find my cabin,” I said, wondering if the captain sent a crewman who did not speak English to check up on me.

I was about to call out again, when another blast of lightning trickled its way through the open hatch and into the corridor. A few feet away from me stood the man I’d seen on the deck just before Dunsmore’s disappearance. I caught only the briefest of glimpses but saw the same chalky face, red eyes and brilliant white teeth. Something about the teeth was off, but I could not fathom it before the light faded again.

“Hello? Who are you? Does the captain know you’re here?” I retreated until my back was against the wall, and I brandished the broken railing in front of me. It snapped off with a sharp point on one end. For reasons I could not explain holding it in my hand made me feel better.

Light from the storm flickered in the passageway and this time the man was even closer and his eyes…there was something amiss with his entire face. It was a horrible visage, all teeth and red eyes. And yet it was strangely compelling. I felt frightened, but I could not look away. It must be some sort of trick, or perhaps a costume mask of a sort. But as his eyes glowed a brighter red, I relaxed. My body felt like rubber. Whoever this was, I was enthralled by his presence.

I could sense him stepping closer. My emotions and instincts were thrown asunder. I sensed danger. But part of me wanted to surrender to him. A feeling came over me that I would do whatever he asked of me. I wasn’t sure what malice he visited upon the third mate Dunsmore. Had the poor crewman met a bad end? But with this being standing in front of me, I no longer cared. At that moment, all I could see were red eyes and the white teeth, as if the rest of the world fell away.

He was so close now I could smell his fetid breath. It held the odor of dirt and death and decay and rot. It smelled evil. Still, I did not care. I yearned, to surrender to it.

His face was inches from my own, his mouth yawning open, white teeth—no, not teeth, fangs—flashed in the pale flickering light. I felt a sense of relief. As if capitulation was what I was meant to do. I closed my eyes waiting for whatever was to come.

What happened next was a blur. The ship rocked in the storm and both of us stumbled, trying to remain upright. In that instant, whatever influence this creature held over me vanished. My instinct for survival took over and I raised the broken railing, which I still held in my hand. The man or beast or whatever it was staggered to the far wall of the passageway.

“No!” I said. My voice deserted me for it came out as a weak rasp.

Another burst of lightning rendered the darkness bright white for an instant. I prepared to defend myself against this mysterious intruder, but he was already gone. I thought I saw a cloud of smoke or mist floating where he had stood just moments before. But my head was so clouded and confused, I wondered if he were ever even present to begin with. I was bleary and cross-eyed as if awakening from a not all unpleasant dream.

As I stood there, ankle deep in water, exhausted, ill, soaked and afraid, it occurred to me that the seawater likely washed away all evidence of the muddy footprints. I felt the envelope of mud I’d collected in my pocket, grateful that I had kept it. Otherwise, there was no way to prove the man was ever there.

No way at all. 


Chapter Two

While I Pondered

If the conversation had gone more in the manner I’d hoped, I would not be in the predicament I found myself. For I now stood before the door of the ship’s hold. The same door that revealed the mysterious muddy footprints from the previous evening. Behind me stood Indigo, a giant of a man and member of the crew. His accent was strange, deep, and melodious but I could not determine his nationality, though I would guess some exotic Caribbean Island. His skin was a bright brown color like polished walnut and marked with strange, swirling tattoos.

This same morning, the skies calmed and the storm faded away like the echoes of a bad dream. Yet another maelstrom brewed aboard Demeter and it did not involve the weather. The twelve passengers on this voyage; in all, seven men, four women and myself (and not counting an elderly couple from eastern Europe who thus far remained sequestered in their cabin) were all in a foul humor. The news of crewman Dunsmore’s loss was the only topic of discussion during the morning meal.

It would not have been such a heated discussion, I believe, did we not lose another crewman the next night out of port. On this occasion, the man simply went missing, presumed to have fallen overboard or slipped and perished in a drunken stupor. Seamen were known to partake of strong drink and the captain assured us that such occurrences, tragic as they were, were not uncommon.

One seaman lost, then another, my encounter with the mysterious stranger, the random, sudden maelstroms, all combined to give the passengers a growing sense of desperation and unease. Wouldn’t a captain on a sailing vessel demand to know what happened to a lost crew member? Not so Captain Swales. His apparent lack of interest in the entire matter was troubling to say the least.

My insistence that the hold be searched led the captain to agree. Except, to my horror, he insisted I must search it myself. “Being I was so concerned with strangers and stowaways appearing and disappearing on the swirling sea,” he’d said.

None of the passengers volunteered to assist me and sensing my unease, and perhaps not willing to upset my wealthy father, he sent Indigo, the ship’s cook, along with me. He procured two oil lamps and a ring of keys, one of which he inserted in the lock. The key turned with a click and the heavy wooden door slowly swung open. The squeal of the rusted hinges echoed down the hallway like the moaning of the damned. Perspiration erupted on my forehead.

I was in the kettle now, as my father would say. Indigo handed me a lamp. He held out his giant arm, the muscles coiled liked rope and gestured for me to take the lead.

“This way, suh.”

On our way to the hold, we passed my cabin. I asked Indigo to wait a moment and stepped inside. I brought several books and some of my scientific instruments with me on the voyage. One of the many endless arguments between father and me was over my idea of a chosen future profession. I wished to be a scientist, but Papa insisted I follow in his footsteps and become a physician. When I returned from this trip, I would enter the Seaton Preparatory Academy, one of the most prestigious schools in Britain. One that father assured me would ready me for my medical studies at Glasgow.

The one flaw in his scheme was my complete and utter lack of interest in medicine. I was certain destiny called me to be a scientist. Whenever I could, I read the journals and dispatches from the Royal Academy of Sciences. The library volumes on physics, biology and astronomy were my constant companions at primary school.

Without father’s knowledge, I traversed our estate in Bristol collecting specimens of plants and insects, bird feathers and snakeskins. Anything I could study that would help me gain an understanding of the natural world. Were he to discover my “hobby,” it would have been condemned as a monumental waste of time.

On this trip, and certainly without his knowledge, I planned to travel to America’s Chesapeake Bay, which I heard was home to an abundance of animals and plants. Because of this, I surreptitiously snuck my microscope, collecting jars, and other instruments into my baggage.

I hastily stuffed a few paper envelopes and small glass tubes with cork stoppers into one pocket, my scalpel, spatula and some instruments from my dissecting kit in the other. If there was evidence to be found aboard this ship, I intended to collect it. With no idea what I would do with it, other than prove the existence of the muddy footprints. But collect it, I would.

“I been on ships a “fore, with stows,” he said, the word “been” sounding like “bean”. I assumed “stows” meant stowaways, but I said nothing. I was interested in people and yearned to ask him where he was from, but it felt rude. “We look now behind a’ crates. The man-size ones. That’s where they a’ likely be, iffa they here.” He held the lamp up high now.

“Indigo, may I ask you a question?”

“Yea suh,” he said studying the hold and its cargo, paying me no attention.

“What the captain said, about Dunsmore and the other man who died…I’m sorry, I don’t know his name.”

“His name a’ Rosseau, Frenchie he be. Good saila’,” Indigo answered.

“Yes, I’m sorry for the loss of your crewmate. But to my question: is what the captain said true? Is it common to lose men this way on a typical voyage?”

Indigo tilted his head to the side as if studying a problem. “What it mean, a’ common?” he asked.

“Oh. Common. Um…does it happen often, or with regularity…no…in other words…when you cross the Atlantic like this, do you usually lose sailors as we have here on the Demeter? We are three weeks out of port and have lost two men. The captain thinks it’s accidental. I’d like to know what you think.”

“Ah, captain say it by accident, it by accident. Captain Swales be good saila’. We lose men a’ fore. It happen. Fall overboard. Weather…it been rough trip a’ far. Storms. Rosseau prolly drunk and trip. Dangerous job a’ saila. Indigo not even know how to swim.”

“What? Are you joking? You’re on water most of your life and don’t know how to swim?”

“Most a’ us don’t. You go in water, you mostly likely already dead. Drown. Or sharks. Dey follow ships for garbage. And a’ falling sailors. Lot of men die on ship. Indigo lose many frens.”

No doubt there was a measure of truth to what Indigo said. But I also believed he knew more than he let on, and overheard the morning’s queries from the passengers directed at the captain from his spot in the kitchen. He simply determined he was not going to question Swales’ explanation.

Indigo returned to studying the hold. We stood just inside the door. The entire space measured perhaps forty feet to a side. It was jammed full of cargo, barrels, boxes, burlap sacks and crates of every size, stacked from floor to ceiling. I looked down at the deck, where I saw the dim and dried remains of a muddy footprint.

“I knew it!” I said, dropping to one knee and holding the light closer to the ground for a better examination.

“Suh?” Indigo asked.

“A muddy footprint, just like the one I saw in the hallway last night. Tell me, Indigo, where does one find enough dirt to make mud when one is hundreds of miles from the nearest land?

“Suh?” Indigo asked, his tone indicating he did not understand my question. But after a moment he said, “mebbe the dirt here when the ship dock a’ Whitby?”

“Perhaps,” I said, a level of dejection creeping into my voice, for that thought did not occur to me. But it just didn’t fit. The footprints last night were damp and composed of fresh mud. I placed my lamp on the ground and used my dissecting spatula to scrape a small portion of the dirt into an envelope. I returned it to my pocket, then placed the spatula next to the footprint to better gauge its size and length. I wished I’d brought my sketchbook with me, but these rough measurements would have to do.

“Why you take ‘a dirt’?” Indigo asked.

“I plan to examine it later. It may prove valuable.”

“Indigo know valuable…like gold?” he asked. He extended one of his giant, tattooed arms where a thick gold bracelet encircled his wrist. I was certain he was the largest man I had ever seen. I wondered if he served the ship in other ways besides being the cook.

“No—not valuable like gold—I mean it may answer questions or provide a clue about the man I saw last night,” I explained. I stood. My black pants and leather boots were dirty and damp. I desperately needed a bath. I had to push the hair out of my eyes. There hadn’t been time for a trip to the barber before leaving port.

“Oh. What the man a’ look like?” I held up the small envelope of dirt, examining it closely before slipping it into my vest pocket.

“I didn’t see him well. Just his face. It was white, chalk white. He peered over Dunsmore’s shoulder, then the poor man screamed and when the lightning flashed he was gone.”

“Was could be a’ haint?” he asked. His long hair was braided in a ponytail. It fell forward and he brushed it back over his shoulder.

“I’m sorry, a ‘haint’? I don’t know what that is.”

Indigo closed his eyes. He was trying hard to concentrate.

“You a’ English call it ‘ghost’? Ocean full of haints and spirits and water sprites. Indigo see them himself many time. All ships is a’ fulla haints. Everyone a’ saila know that,” he said. He sat his lamp on a nearby crate and crossed his arms in front of him. I wished to ask him about the elaborate tattoos on his arms and where he was from. He stared at me with a square face and curious expression. His head was shaved and it gleamed in the flickering light of the oil lamps.

I had no answer and didn’t want to discount his claims or tell him flat out I didn’t believe in “haints” fearing it might anger him. Choose your next words carefully Charles, I said to myself. Be delicate.

“Perhaps it was, Mr. Indigo. I did not know that all sailing ships are ‘haunted’ as you say.” I watched his face carefully to look for signs that he was taking offense, but he remained impassive.

The joy at finding evidence of the footprints receded in the darkness, and the fear returned. Slowly at first, starting as a tingling feeling at the base of my spine but working its way up until the hairs at the back of my neck stood at attention. For a reason unknown to me, I wished to run. To leave the hold, lock the door behind me and never venture there again.

“We finish a’ search?” Indigo said, his voice snapping me from my reverie.

“What? Oh? Yes…I suppose we must.” I stood and raised the lamp again and there was enough light to see the outline of the footprints on the deck and to my surprise I found evidence of them both coming and going. Someone, with dirt on their shoes, entered and left the hold more than once. Since we were three weeks at sea already, with perhaps another month or more to go before we reached Philadelphia, depending on the wind and weather, I knew this mystery would eat at me, fear or not.

“Indigo, why would there be muddy footprints on a ship three weeks at sea?” I asked. “Hmm,” was all he said. “Indigo don’t a’ know.” I paused to consider an explanation. The crew entered and left the hold all day long for supplies and such, but that did not explain the mud.

“Come with me.” Lamp in hand, we followed the prints through the hold and around the cargo, twisting and turning until the trail ended at a large wooden crate nestled against the wall furthest from the door.

“Indigo? Do you know what this is?”

He shrugged in the flickering light. “Doan know. Ship a’ carry lotta cargo.”

I looked about carefully, but found no other footprints. They only went from the door to this crate and back again, several times. The crate, which measured approximately six feet by four feet, was securely nailed shut with no markings or labels of any kind, which might indicate what it held inside.

Something like lightning jolted through me when I placed my hand on the crate. Crying out, I stumbled away from it and dropped my lamp to the deck. It shattered and the oil splattered everywhere, followed by flames.

“Suh!” Indigo cried. Acting quickly, he set his lamp upon a nearby box, stamping the flames out. Though this was my first sea voyage, I understood that a fire aboard a ship was a sailor’s greatest fear.

Indigo helped me regain my feet. With the illumination of only a single lamp, the further encroaching darkness made the crate even more ominous.

“Thank you, Indigo,” I said. “I don’t know what came over me.” As I turned to leave, I noticed that a corner of the crate was slightly separated. A small amount of dirt leaked onto the deck below.

“Indigo, a moment, please.” The big man stopped. With the aid of his light, I knelt again, careful not to touch the dreadful wooden monstrosity before me. I removed another envelope from my pocket, carefully scraping a small amount of dirt inside it, before sealing it.

“Very well,” I said, standing. “Let us return to the galley and inform the captain, that his hold is free of stowaways.”

Indigo smiled, revealing several missing teeth, and led the way. I was positive that when I examined the dirt samples collected in the hold, they would prove to be identical.

I was also quite certain the Demeter was not free of stowaways.

Not in the slightest.


Chapter Three

Weak and Weary

The voyage continued. The storms did not cease, growing more furious with each passing night. And the Demeter became a ship of horrors.

As the storms continued, so did the steady disappearance of the crew. Two sailors vanished the next week as the ship was battered about by the wind and waves. None of the passengers were allowed on deck during the bad weather and Captain Swales insisted the men were swept overboard by the nightly maelstroms.

By the time we arrived in Philadelphia three weeks later, six men vanished in total. Over half the crew. When word got out about the lost crew members, we passengers stayed largely in our cabins, afraid to venture above. Thus, there was no one to witness these ghastly events and no evidence or proof of wrongdoing or even negligence on the Captain’s part. Sailing was a dangerous profession he continued to say. This was awful weather. Losses were to be expected. I recalled Indigo, who survived the voyage, revealing to me that most sailors never knew how to swim.

Of course, I knew it was complete and utter rubbish. The good captain was hiding something. I believe it was tied to the mysterious crate in the hold. Yet no visible footprints ever appeared again, no furtive, shadowy figures were reported prowling about the ship by anyone. It was as if Indigo’s claim was true. The ship was haunted by some fearsome spirit. A being beyond the realm of mortal man.

My desire for scientific proof went nowhere. I was far too fearful to visit the hold again and my examination of the dirt I collected there revealed nothing. It contained what I determined to be reddish quartz crystals, an unusual soil to be sure, but without another sample for comparison, I could define no meaning from it.

Finally, three weeks after my visit to the hold with Indigo, The Demeter limped into port. My joy in soon being off this demon ship could not be measured.

I traveled lightly, with a single fabric sided suit bag holding my few changes of clothing, with room left over for my journals and scientific instruments. Father arranged for a line of credit for me at the First Mercantile Bank in Philadelphia and I would buy anything else I needed.

My clothes were packed in the bottom of the bag; a few shirts, stockings and two pairs of trousers. Atop the layer of clothing I placed my instruments. My telescope and scale, then the dissection kit and other implements I’d brought with me, including the dirt samples I’d collected in the hold. I stepped into my boots and carefully laid my journals in the bag. I hoped to sketch some of the shore birds as we neared the port but was far too ill to do so.

Ready, I bid the cabin a hasty goodbye, making my way above. When I emerged into the sunlight and fresh air on the main deck, I felt better immediately. My stomach settled and I realized I was hungry for the first time in weeks.

It was colder than I expected. There was still a chill of winter in the air, and I shrugged into my overcoat, shivering. The captain held court at the entrance to the gangway, bidding farewell to the passengers. Most of them, anxious to be away from this floating house of death, hurried past him, not even exchanging pleasantries.

I waited as the last few passengers made their way down to the dock. His back was facing me as I approached, and he scratched his neck vigorously. He wore a fresh dressing there, but the two spots of blood still seeped through as if the wound refused to close. Having not improved at all in several days, I wondered if it was now infected.

As I drew near, I heard him muttering under his breath, “Our Father, who art in heaven…” The Lord’s Prayer? Needless to say, the captain was a bit of an odd duck. Or perhaps he was doubly grateful to the Heavenly Father for delivering us safely to port after our adventurous voyage.

He sensed my presence and faced me, the ever-present pipe lit, with a tendril of smoke twirling upward, encircling his head.

“Ah, young Master Darwin!” he said, forcing a smile to his face. No doubt he would be happy to be rid of me until our return voyage, more than a month from now.

“Good morning, Captain Swales,” I said.

“How are you feeling today?” he asked.

“Capital, Captain Swales, just capital!” I replied. It was impossible to keep the joy at my departure from my voice.

“Excellent! So lad, what are your plans?” he asked, rubbing the bandage at his neck. I tried my best not to stare, but it was difficult. He caught my look, dropping his hand in embarrassment.

“My father wished for me to visit Philadelphia and Washington, so after a few days here, I’ll venture there. I hope to also travel the Chesapeake Bay. I’ve heard it’s a fine venue for viewing birds and wildlife.”

He pursed his lips, removing his pipe for an inspection. In between all of the danger and excitement on our trip, there were many opportunities to speak with him and I learned from his utter lack of interest in my planned endeavors, he thought my interest in the natural sciences of little practical use.

“Well, we’ll make a trip to the Islands and back before you’re done,” he said. He looked off into space for a moment, “Of course, I’ll need to take on more crew… but we’ll be setting sail for London again on March the 30th, so make sure you’re here and ready. If not, we leave without you, and you’ll have plenty of time to draw your birds before you’re back home again.”

“I’ll be here Captain,” I said. “You have my word.”

“Well done, Master Darwin! Enjoy yourself, young man. If you…” he smiled as his words trailed off and his eyes traveled to some activity behind me. The large crate I had examined in the hold was being raised by windlass and swung about, to be lowered to waiting stevedores. I watched for a moment, but Captain Swales remained transfixed by the operation. I left him there, muttering again as I made my way down to the dock. An odd man, our Captain Swales.

Once on the dock, I momentarily reveled in the feeling of solid ground beneath my feet. My stomach roiled again, but this time in hunger. I watched briefly as the crew went about their duties. They were especially careful with the crate the Captain studied so intently. And as he did, I also found myself giving it careful observation.

It was the mud dripping from the bottom of the crate, which stopped me, and I wondered once again what could be contained within it? There was no doubt in my mind now that this crate was the source of the footprints I’d witnessed. I decided to confront the captain one last time.

“Captain, if you will observe—,” I called out turning to point it out to him, but he had vanished from the deck. Only a faint cloud of pipe smoke remained where he stood just seconds before.

Indeed, I said to myself. Something was rotten aboard the Demeter. But my confrontation with him would have to wait until we returned home. The passengers aboard ship had threatened to summon the authorities once it docked. But to what end? There were no witnesses, no conclusive evidence. In short, there was nothing to counter the captain’s claim that his men and ship were merely the victim of bad weather and even worse luck.

Leaving the dock, I walked briskly onto Christian Street as it was called. A serious misnomer, for I surmised there were few—if any—Christians in evidence. There were dockhands and several street vendors and here and there groups of rough looking, furtive men, certainly up to no good. As I walked by, they studied me with feral eyes and envious looks and I was instantly glad of the daylight, for no doubt in darkness they would not hesitate to pounce upon me and relieve me of my valuables. I gripped my bag tightly, striding quickly and with purpose up the avenue.

The waterfront, which lay along the Delaware River in the center of Philadelphia, gave little to recommend it. It was shabby, full of dilapidated buildings and the smell of dead fish hung unpleasantly in the air. Though it was still cold, the ground was partially thawed turning the streets into a muddy morass. All in all, it was not the grandest introduction to America.

In the pocket of my coat, I found the sheet of instructions my father so diligently prepared for me. Father could not allow a moment to pass without some criticism or instruction, and his detailed notes were no exception. I was to make my way to a Mrs. MacDonald’s rooming house and this evening dine with the family of William Harker, one of my father’s American bankers and the same man who was handling my financial accommodations for this trip. The sheet included reminders to remember my manners, not embarrass him, myself, or the Darwin name and make sure to be presentable upon arrival at their home. Reading the list, laboriously written in my Father’s tiny, impeccably neat handwriting, induced immediate exhaustion. For a moment, I entertained the notion of sending a messenger to the Harker residence informing them I had fallen ill. However, when Father learned of the missed appointment, he would not be pleased. It would instigate another lecture on my many failings, and even the thought of it was physically and mentally draining.

Melancholy descended on me as I walked along. How I wished to be heading off to school with my mates, instead of wallowing in the muddy Philadelphia streets. But father believed America was “the rising spirit of democracy” and was adamant I witness its wonders firsthand before I commenced my studies. We argued and I pleaded and cajoled but to no avail. Papa held an unusual fondness for everything American.

I found the rooming house without trouble. Mrs. MacDonald was expecting me and knew the Harker family well, assuring me it was only a short walk to their home. It was late afternoon, and I felt the need to rest awhile before attending the dinner party. The opportunity to nap on a bed not heaving about in the waves was too tempting. I woke to the sound of the six o’clock bell from a nearby church.

At the appointed hour, just after sunset, I departed for my dinner engagement. Night fell quickly and the wind picked up. There was a bracing chill in the air, and I bent to the breeze and strolled on. The trees wavered and cast ominous shadows in the gathering darkness. Having memorized the directions before leaving the rooming house, I thought about home as I walked. The trip was frightening on its own and now that I was here, cold and miserable. I longed for the comfort of our estate and would gladly endure two dozen of Father’s tirades on the innumerable faults of my character in exchange for the comfort of my own bed.

Perhaps my instincts for caution and survival were heightened aboard the Demeter but I determined someone was trailing behind me almost immediately. Who can say which of our senses warns us of imminent danger? Is it the eyes that catch a flicker of movement where none belongs? Or the ear, which hears the out of place sound of hobnail boot on cobblestone? Perhaps the nose that faintly determines the fetid smell of sulfur in the air? Whatever may have been working in my brain this evening, my powers of observation were on high alert. I stopped, using all my senses to listen, look and hear. But with the exception of the wind blowing in the budding trees above me, there was no sound. No movement in the gloom. Only a faint, fetid, somehow familiar odor was carried on the wind.

Without a warning, a gentle rain was instantly falling. It did nothing to improve my mood. I quickened my pace, but as I hurried forth, I knew there was the unmistakable sound of someone following me. The rain, chill and humidity combined to create a foggy steam that rolled off the ground swirling about and only adding to the feeling of dread that consumed me.

Someone was behind me, following my trail through the city streets. As I approached

the next boulevard, I stood at the corner a moment, looking in both directions, as if choosing my route. In the periphery of my vision, I spotted a mysterious figure some distance behind me. I could not determine height or build, for whoever stalked me was cloaked from head to toe in black. But I sensed it was definitely a brigand, intent on catching me unaware. Stepping into the alley, I looked to the right and left, determined not to be seen. The figure had momentarily disappeared.

Quickening my pace, my first thought was in passing through the waterfront on my way to Mrs. MacDonald’s, I may have attracted the attention of
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