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To all the children in my life. 
No matter how much I love you, kids are still the creepiest thing in horror stories. 


Ghost Ship
The salty breeze swept across the deck, carrying with it the scent of the open sea. The creaking of weathered timbers and the thud of boots on well-worn planks resonated through the ship as the sails billowed above, catching the wind. It was music to Captain Moore’s ears, and he left his door open to listen as he inspected his maps.
Fresh-faced and eager, Jacob O’Malley hurried across the deck to deliver a message.
“Captain… might I have a word?” The young man rapped on the doorframe and waited for an answer.
Captain Moore didn’t look up from his maps, but he grunted and waved a hand. The young man stepped into the cramped room and waited with his hands clasped behind his back. After another moment, Captain Moore looked up and squinted over the rims of his glasses. His wrinkled face, weathered by years at sea, resembled an old tree trunk as he inspected the new recruit.
“Apologies, but remind me of your name?” The captain recognized the young man, but his memory for names wasn’t what it used to be.
“Jacob, sir.” He avoided looking directly into the captain’s piercing eyes.
“Right. Jacob. What can I do for you?” Captain Moore leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on his stomach.
Jacob gulped and glanced over his shoulder as though expecting back up. “There’s a… I mean to say, we’re approaching… um…”
“Spit it out, lad. We’re approaching something?” He looked down at his map again and frowned. “We shouldn’t be around any land mass for a few days, yet…”
“Not land… A boat.” Jacob looked over his shoulder again. “Well, a ship, actually. Quite large, from the looks of it.”
“Okay.” Captain Moore waited for more of an explanation. But when there wasn’t one, he continued. “What’s so important about that? Are they behaving aggressively? Are they in our direct path? What is it?”
“Well, no. Not aggressive. And I’m quite positive we could go around with no issues. But um… well, the rest of the crew thought you should be informed because the ship, well… it appears to be empty.”
“Empty?” Captain Moore scratched his head and glanced towards the small porthole in his quarters.
“Yes, sir. There are no signs of life. And we’ve been observing it for the better part of the day. Ever since we spotted it.”
Captain Moore nodded and hefted himself to his feet. “I suppose I better come take a look.”
Jacob’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Yes, sir. The crew would appreciate your insights.”
Captain Moore half-smiled and waved for Jacob to lead the way.
On deck, most of the crew were keeping busy, attending to their normal tasks. But several stood near the rails and pointed into the distance. The ship in question was in full view, but it wasn’t moving towards them. It drifted idly, no sails filled with air. And even without a spyglass, Captain Moore could tell the deck of the ship was abandoned.
He approached the crew members near the rails and grunted to announce his presence.
“Oh, Captain, glad to see you,” First-Mate Alexander said and clasped the captain’s shoulder in greeting. He pointed to the ship. “Not sure what you’d like to do here.”
Captain Moore brought his spyglass out from his coat pocket and examined the ship. On closer inspection, he grew even more wary. The deck was empty, but there wasn’t any sign of being attacked. There wasn’t any apparent damage to the ship. Not a single sign of life.
“Well, there’re a few options here.” He lowered the spyglass and turned towards his crew. “The first, which doesn’t look likely from the state of things, they were attacked by pirates. But like I said, not likely. There’d be damage or bodies. Another option, they abandoned ship. But the rowboats are still in view, so I don’t think that’s it either. The last thing I can think of is the entire crew took ill. They might be below deck, dead or dying. As terrible as that might be, I think that is the most likely scenario. But I would have thought they’d leave some message to be seen above deck. Something to request help from any passing ships.”
Alexander nodded. “What should we do?”
Captain Moore sighed and tucked his hands into his pockets. “I suppose we better take a closer look. If anyone lives, they deserve to be saved. And if they don’t, we can take word back to the main land. Might be, we can tow the ship.”
Alexander nodded again, pulled his silver-streaked hair away from his face to tie at the base of his neck, and turned to the rest of the crew. “You heard the captain. Ready the approach.”
◆◆◆
Their ship crawled up next to the empty one, and they threw across hooks to latch on to the railing. Then they dropped a plank to connect the two ships and the captain lead the way over, his hand on the hilt of his sword.
Ten men followed the captain over and they stood in a small circle and looked around. The deck was as empty as they’d thought from the distance. There was no sign of a struggle, no damage to anything they could see. A chill ran down their spines at the eerie quiet. No ship should be so silent.
“Look around. See if there’s any sign of what happened to them. Don’t go below deck until I say. I’m going to check the captain’s quarters,” Captain Moore said.
The men nodded and dispersed. Moore moved towards the only quarters above deck and hesitated outside the door. After a second’s debate, he knocked. There was no answer, so he pushed the door open and stuck his head inside.
No one was in the room. But it had been clearly gone through. Papers were everywhere, and the desk drawers hung open and empty.
“Hmm…” Captain Moore stepped into the room to inspect the mess. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the destruction. But whoever had done it had obviously been looking for something. Captain Moore wondered if they’d found it.
“Captain!” someone shouted from the other side of the deck.
He took one last glance around the room and dashed out to find what the fuss was about.
“Look here.” Mathew pointed towards the top of the stairs leading below deck.
Captain Moore crouched to take a closer look. There was a stain like the color of old blood, and it led down the stairs and into the darkness below.
“Seems something sinister happened on this ship.” Captain Moore straightened up and looked around at his men. “Suppose it’s time to go have a look see. Jacob, you stay up here so you can call across to our ship if we need help. The rest of you, with me.”
Jacob nodded, a little color returning to his cheeks at hearing he didn’t have to go below. None of the men appeared too eager, but they would follow their captain. 
“Stay close.”
Captain Moore grabbed the lantern from the hook beside the stairs and lit it with the flint in his pouch. The light flooded the stairwell and illuminated the line of blood the rest of the way into the hull. There was no sound in reaction to the light, and the captain feared that meant they would find the worst. But he took a few steps anyway, and his crew followed.
But when they reached the bottom of the stairs, it didn’t appear that there was anything to find. The line of blood stopped just after the stairs. There was a darker, larger stain on the landing, but no other sign of trouble.
The belly of the ship was just as empty as the deck. Not even any cargo to be seen.
“Might be they… robbed the ship? And took the crew hostage?” Mathew said from the captain’s left.
“And the blood?” Captain Moore looked down at it again. The larger stain was almost black and could be the shape of a body if he squinted.
“Wounded in the fight? But bandaged it up with whatever was down here?” Mathew shrugged.
Captain Moore nodded, but his eyes lingered on the dark stain. “Maybe so. But let’s look around to be sure. Work in pairs. We don’t need anything jumping out to take us by surprise.”
They split up again, opening doors to the smaller quarters and checking for any other compartments. But they came up empty. No bodies, no sign of a struggle. The only sign that anything had gone wrong was the destruction of the captain’s quarters and the blood on the stairs.
And, of course, the fact that the entire ship was empty.
“Captain?” Jacob’s voice shook as he whisper shouted down the stairs. “You- you might want to come look at this.”
Captain Moore hurried back up the stairs, his men right on his heels. When they emerged back on deck, he stumbled and had to catch himself on the nearest barrel. The entire ship was shrouded in fog. Jacob was on his knees and staring straight up into the clouds.
“What the…”
The men joined him and stared around in wonder. It wasn’t until one of them looked to see what held Jacob’s attention did the screaming start. One after another, they fell to their knees. A few held their head in their hands. Some sobbed and begged for forgiveness.
Captain Moore couldn’t tell what they were staring at. He looked up, but the only thing he could see were the clouds. Maybe some lightning far off, even though he’d thought the skies had been clear before they’d boarded the empty ship.
But his men continued to blubber around him and wouldn’t listen to his questions or respond to his touch when he shook them.
“Jacob, what is it?” He shuffled over to where the man sat. He grabbed his shoulder and titled him back so he could look into his eyes.
And then Captain Moore let out a shout of his own and fell backwards. He tripped over the others on the deck in his
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