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The year 1716, the West Indies


Captain Joseph Stewart felt that fortune had turned against him of
late. As a pirate captain, he had been cast upon a desolate island
by
his mutinous crew, accompanied only by a small knife, a pistol, a
single bullet, and his beloved cat Kim. Fortunately, the island was
dense with tropical jungle, so he need not worry about provisions
for
the time being. However, his hunting skills left much to be
desired,
and more often than not Kim had to climb trees to catch small birds
to feed him. This filled Captain Joseph Stewart with shame beyond
measure.


After a week of isolated existence on the island, a ship sailed
near
the isle. Joseph was filled with hope that rescue was at hand, only
to discover that those aboard had no interest in rescue. They
deposited several sailors who had disobeyed their captain's orders
and sailed away.


This nameless island seemed cursed with what was called "the
Refuge of the Exiled." Over the following month, it received a
navigator who had lost his way, a cook whose fare was so wretched
that the entire crew despised him, a first mate who attempted to
incite a mutiny among the sailors only to be suppressed by the
captain, and several sailors under his command. Gradually, the
island
became bustling with life. Those abandoned on the desolate island
became good companions in their desperation, hunting in the jungle
by
day and sharing their stories by night. However, due to a lack of
supplies, they were forced to abandon their civilized pretensions
and
live like primitive peoples. So when the Spanish Prince Philip
arrived at this cursed island, intending to deposit a Protestant
missionary who had caused nothing but trouble, the crew found the
island already teeming with inhabitants. Looking at the ragged
appearance of this motley group, the captain nearly mistook them
for
the native peoples living on the island.


Joseph saw the opportunity and immediately decided to lead his
comrades-in-arms from the island to storm the Prince Philip. More
than a month of savage living had left these water-stained sailors
hungry for civilization. They fought valiantly, and finally
succeeded
in seizing the vessel. The captain, first mate, and all sailors
unwilling to join were exiled to the island, while those willing to
join their ranks hoisted the black flag alongside these island
castaways and took up the pirate's trade.


Unfortunately, the Prince Philip, despite its grand sounding name,
was nothing more than a small and decrepit brig. Across the entire
West Indies, it would be difficult to find a brigantine more
diminutive or dilapidated than this one. Joseph felt that
attempting
to plunder with such a vessel would be nothing short of courting
disaster, for they would likely be swallowed by a single wave
before
drawing close to any enemy ship. To return to his former occupation
as a pirate, he first needed a proper vessel—one with a lustrous
painted hull, pristine sails unmarred by patches, sturdy rigging,
several brass cannons, an ornate helm, and a basket lined with soft
blankets as a cozy nest for Kim. Yet all of these required one
essential commodity—money.


The cargo aboard the Prince Philip was disappointingly sparse,
insufficient to raise the needed capital. Moreover, they could not
use this vessel for plunder. Captain Joseph Stewart found himself
deeply troubled by their dire straits. Just as he was on the verge
of
being marooned on a desert island by impatient sailors once more, a
Protestant chaplain offered a suggestion.


"When we sailed through these waters previously, we encountered
a storm," he said. "We barely skirted its edge and escaped
unharmed, but another vessel was far less fortunate. She was called
the Blue Swan, a merchant ship bound from London to Havana. The
storm
drove her off course, and she struck a reef and sank. The ship
should
have carried many valuable goods. If we undertake a salvage
operation, we ought to recover quite a considerable haul."


Joseph was overjoyed. He questioned the chaplain thoroughly about
the
location where the Blue Swan went down, ordered the navigator—the
very one banished for directing them astray—to locate the
corresponding coordinates on the nautical chart, and set forth with
a
crew of sailors who had wagered everything on this wreck. In less
than a day, they discovered the ship's remains. The vessel had
struck
the rocks and was nearly reduced to fragments. Joseph led several
of
his strongest swimmers into the water to salvage what they could,
hoping to recover cargo of sufficient value to make their journey
worthwhile.


After laboring the entire day, they managed to recover several
crates
containing little more than cloth and paper. Due to water damage,
their worth had diminished considerably. There was also a crate of
fine wine, but regrettably many bottles had shattered when the ship
foundered, leaving only two or three bottles with intact seals.


As evening fell, the final cargo was hauled to the surface. It was
a
coffin of ebony black. At first, the crew considered it supremely
ill-omened to recover a coffin, and the timid among them hastily
made
the sign of the cross. Yet when they beheld the elaborate
decorations
adorning the casket, even the most fearful souls were instantly
emboldened—the coffin lid was inlaid with an intricate golden
motif, seemingly a family crest, studded with some dozen rubies,
the
largest the size of a pigeon's egg and the smallest as large as a
fingernail.


"Surely there lies a man of considerable wealth," Captain
Joseph Stewart mused. "A coffin adorned thus lavishly must
contain one draped in gold and jewels."


He immediately ordered his men to pry open the coffin and plunder
the
corpse. After all, gold, silver, and gems were of no use to the
dead,
and might better serve the living.


Prying open the coffin proved labor intensive. It was sealed fast
with nails nine inches in length, and they were forced to curse as
they smashed a corner of the coffin to wrench it open. As the
sailors, breathless from exertion, lifted the lid, Joseph at last
understood why the coffin had been crafted with such meticulous
precision.


A handsome young man lay in the coffin. Joseph had no doubt that
even
though he was dead, most girls and a small portion of boys would
fall
in love at first sight of this face. The young man had silvery gray
hair, and since there was not a single wrinkle on his smooth face,
Joseph deduced this was his natural hair color. The young man's
skin
was pale, but unlike the usual ashen color of a corpse, it was more
akin to the pallor of someone deprived of sunlight for a long time.
The young man wore a deep blue long dress coat, with a white silk
scarf tied at the collar. His hands were clasped across his chest,
holding a longsword, and two pistols hung from his belt. Both the
sword and guns were plain and unadorned, which caused the pirate
captain some disappointment, but the young man wore a ring on each
of
his left index and middle fingers, one set with a ruby, the other
with a sapphire. The cutting of the gems and the craftsmanship of
the
rings were both of the highest order, sure to fetch a good
price.


Captain Joseph immediately declared that the sword and guns of the
deceased were his own property, and the two rings would be
confiscated and sold to fund the purchase of a new ship.


"By the way, strip his clothes off!" Joseph commanded his
subordinates. "That is fine velvet, and I want to use it to make
a new bed for our little cat!"


The sailors wasted no time in stripping the young man's coat. After
some discussion, they reckoned that a rich man might have hidden
money in his boots, so they removed the deceased's boots as well.
Of
course there were no silver coins inside. Finally, the poor
deceased
was carried out of the coffin and carelessly thrown into a
forgotten
corner of the deck, and everyone's enthusiasm turned toward
dismantling the gold and jewels on the coffin.


They kept busy until nightfall, when the stars rose above the sea.
The sailors lit lanterns. The waves rocked the sailboat, and the
lanterns swayed along with it. Joseph counted his gains. The gold,
silver, and jewels extracted from the deceased were naturally not
enough to buy a new ship, but enough to make do with refitting the
Prince Philip.


Joseph ordered the crew to steer the ship into a nearby sheltered
bay, told everyone to rest for the night, and set sail at sunrise
tomorrow, generously allowing the crew to have an extra glass of
rum.
After the celebration, the Protestant chaplain suggested, "Why
don't we hold a sea burial for this young man who died in his
prime?"


"The chaplain is truly compassionate," Joseph said. "It
is indeed improper to leave the fellow lying about like that.
Someone
go fetch a roll of canvas from the cabin!"


The canvas was quickly fetched, and the chaplain volunteered to
preside over the funeral, but when they searched the entire deck,
they could not find the young man's body.


Captain Joseph flew into a rage: "Could the corpse have stood up
and walked away on its own? Speak! Is it one of you who threw the
body into the sea when no one was looking?"


The sailors looked at each other in bewilderment, and no one came
forward to confess.


"Why is no one speaking? If it wasn't you, could it have been
me?"


The sailors all fixed their eyes on Joseph in unison, as if to say
"Yes, it must have been you, Captain."


Joseph was so angry he nearly coughed up blood. He drove the
sailors
into the cabin (the chaplain had no opportunity to perform and
seemed
very disappointed), left someone on watch, and then returned to the
captain's quarters.


The captain's quarters of the Prince Philip were as unremarkable as
the ship itself. Besides a table, chairs, nautical charts, a
wardrobe, and a hammock, there was nothing else. The previous
captain
must have been a penniless fellow.


There was a small window in the captain's quarters, and the dim
moonlight streamed through it, shining directly on the nautical
chart
on the table. Joseph examined the nautical chart with great
interest,
found their current position on it, tapped his finger lightly on
the
parchment, and counted out the pirate ports he knew, pondering
where
to dock in order to refit this broken ship at the most favorable
price.


When his fingers slid toward New Providence, a hand suddenly seized
him from behind, choking his neck.


Joseph's first instinct was that someone had betrayed him, seeking
to
kill him and take his place. As a once-exiled pirate captain, this
thought was perfectly natural. He instinctively reached for the gun
at his waist, but his arm was immediately restrained. The person
behind him possessed terrifying strength, leaving him utterly
powerless to resist.


"Let... let me go..." Joseph gasped out in broken words.
"This ship is yours... the money too... let's talk this
through..."


The person behind him not only refused to release him but tightened
their grip further. Just as Joseph felt he was about to suffocate,
the person suddenly let go. Joseph barely had time to catch his
breath when the person seized his hair again, wrenching his head to
one side to expose his neck, and then bit down hard.
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Joseph opened his mouth in a silent cry. This bite seemed to drain
all his strength, leaving him as weak and helpless as an infant,
entirely at another's mercy. His arms fell limp, his legs barely
supporting his own weight. The person behind him released his hair,
instead using both arms to support Joseph's body. That posture was
rather like... Joseph thought hazily through his spinning head,
rather like a girl being held tenderly in a lover's embrace.


Strangely enough, he felt no pain at all. There had been a certain
sting at the moment of the bite, like a finger pricked by a needle.
But the pain lasted only an instant, and afterward he was
completely
free of any unpleasant sensation. Instead, a marvelous pleasure
suffused his entire being, as though he had drunk an entire bottle
of
rum and bedded two beautiful women, and afterward smoked the finest
Havana tobacco. An indescribable tingling sensation radiated
outward
from the bite on his neck, spreading through his whole body,
leaving
him floating in bliss. He could not help but moan aloud, and had
his
crew heard that sound, they would surely have believed he could not
endure the loneliness of life at sea and was indulging himself.


By the time Joseph came to his senses, he was already sprawled
across
the large walnut desk where he kept his maps. That overwhelming
pleasure had receded like the tide, and Joseph's mind cleared
somewhat. He had been attacked in his own captain's cabin! Joseph
thought irritably. The assailant had not put a bullet through his
head but had bitten him instead. What in blazes was this about?


The person who had bitten him released him, which allowed Joseph to
lift his head and see who this audacious sailor might be. Yet this
glimpse made him wish he could rush straight out of the captain's
cabin and dive into the sea, swimming back to that wretched
island.


——The young man from the coffin was looking down at him with cold
indifference.


The young man seemed entirely unconcerned that Joseph might jump up
and fight back, allowing him to remain sprawled across the table
while he himself strolled leisurely about the captain's cabin, as
though taking a tour of the cramped quarters. His outer coat had
been
taken to make a cat bed, so he wore only his undershirt and
underclothes, his feet bare. Yet he seemed not to mind in the
slightest. As he surveyed the furnishings of the room, his bearing
was as refined and composed as if he were touring Buckingham
Palace,
utterly natural and unaffected. Joseph suspected that either this
accursed Englishman had gone mad, or the dead simply did not
concern
themselves with matters of dress and attire.


There was nothing much to see in the cabin, and the young man
quickly
lost interest. He walked to the other side of the desk, pulled out
the chair, and planted himself down with a thud, his hands resting
on
the armrests as if asserting through his posture that this was his
throne. He and Joseph sat face to face, separated only by half a
desk
and nautical charts. The captain's quarters window happened to be
positioned directly behind the young man, and a beam of moonlight
streamed through from outside, casting upon him and tracing a
silver
outline around his form. His ash white hair appeared silver white
in
the moonlight, while his eyes were a deep crimson like fresh
blood.


"A wrecked vessel." The young man spoke without emotion,
his assessment cutting to the bone. "However, it will suffice.
From this moment forward, this ship belongs to me, and everyone
aboard, including you, must obey my commands."


Joseph stood in utter shock. This man must be mad! No, he was dead!
Both mad and dead! Merciful Virgin Mary!


"You... what nonsense are you spouting?" Joseph asked
hoarsely.


"Do you have an objection?"


The young man did not move at all, only staring at Joseph with
those
sinister blood red eyes. Joseph immediately felt his entire body
turn
cold, as if he had been instantly transported from the Caribbean to
the Arctic. The impulse to jump ship and escape grew ever stronger.
This was a fear born of instinct, the way beasts know to avoid
danger. The most primal survival instinct within Joseph's body had
been awakened by this terrifying young man, urging him to flee
immediately.


When the young man opened his mouth to speak, Joseph saw the fangs
within, far longer than ordinary human canines, stained with blood.
There was blood on his lips as well. It was Joseph's blood.


"You..." Joseph fought with all his might to suppress the
urge to run. "What are you?"


When he was on the desolate island, he had shared stories with
those
wretched exiles, and from their accounts, he had heard those
horrifying folk tales: creatures that walk in the night, fear the
sunlight, sustain themselves by drinking human blood, the
vampires...


The young man bared his teeth, his fangs sharp as Sharp Blade,
sending a chill through Joseph's heart.


"Do you not already know?"


Without another word, Joseph turned and ran!


But before he could even reach the door handle, his coat collar was
seized. The vampire had somehow crossed half the cabin to appear
behind Joseph in an instant. Joseph, thinking quickly, twisted his
body and slipped out of his coat, but the vampire was faster than
he
had imagined. The creature seized Joseph by the throat and, with a
strength no human could possibly possess, hurled him onto the desk.
Joseph felt as though his back would split open. The vampire's
fingers gripping his throat were ice cold as frost.


"Let... let me go!" Joseph kicked his legs frantically. "I
only wanted to jump into the sea and swim back to that wretched
island! I swear I won't tell anyone about you!"


"Too late."


Facing death, Joseph finally regretted that he was not a pious man.
If he had been wearing a cross, perhaps he might yet be saved. Had
he
known this day would come, he should have asked the priest for a
cross!


"Do not worry." The vampire spoke in a measured, unhurried
tone that belied the speed of his body. "I do not intend to take
your life."


"What?"


"I do not know how to sail, nor am I familiar with sea routes,
so you remain useful. Moreover, I do not intend to expose my
existence. The fewer people who know of me, the better."


With that, the vampire dragged Joseph off the desk and tossed him
onto the floor like a sack of potatoes, then clasped his hands
behind
his back and bent down to examine the nautical charts on the
table.


Joseph touched his throat, slumped on the floor, and watched the
vampire with lingering fear.


"What exactly do you want to do?"


The vampire gazed thoughtfully at the chart. "A crew of
pirates."


"You did not need to remind me of that..."


"You took my ring."


Joseph shrank his shoulders, thinking to himself that they had
taken
far more than just this from him.


The vampire extended one hand toward him, made a grasping motion
with
his fingers, and gestured with the universal sign of "return
it."


Joseph never would have imagined that as a pirate, he would ever
reach a day when he returned something he had stolen to its
rightful
owner. Reluctantly, he pulled out a small deerskin pouch from his
bosom and tossed it to the vampire.


The vampire caught the pouch, untied the drawstring at its opening,
and emptied its contents onto the sea chart. The pouch was filled
with gemstones, all of them pried from the vampire's coffin, and
the
vampire sifted through the pile of gems before finding his rings.
He
picked up the rings and held them up to the moonlight to inspect
them, as if checking for any damage, then put them on with an
almost
reverent attitude: the ruby ring on the middle finger of his left
hand, and the sapphire on the index finger of his left hand.


"Take me to Havana," the vampire said.


"What!" Joseph cried out, "Havana! We are pirates. How
on earth could we possibly dock at Havana!"


"Bribe the harbor officials. As long as you offer enough money,
even if you were Francis Drake, they would happily welcome you into
port."


"Where would I get such money!" Joseph shouted, "I am
so poor that I do not even spare the grave goods of the dead, and
you
expect me to have money for bribing!"


The vampire let out a cold laugh. "I can see it clearly now. A
group of penniless pirates sailing a ship that looks as though it
were salvaged from a grave."


He picked out a gemstone from the pile on the table and tossed it
to
Joseph. "Use this."


Joseph took the gem in both shock and fear, scarcely able to
believe
the vampire's "generosity."


"I thought you cherished your coffin greatly," he said.


"It is not my coffin," the vampire said with displeasure.


"Then why were you lying in it?"


The vampire glared at him. Joseph realized he had spoken out of
turn
and wisely lowered his head, pretending to be absorbed in admiring
the ruby. But then the vampire spoke again: "The ship I was
traveling on was originally sailing from London to Havana. The
captain knew my nature, but to prevent the crew from panicking, I
decided to have myself sealed in the coffin, to be released by the
captain upon arrival at Havana. The coffin had another purpose. But
I
never expected the ship would sink halfway through the
journey."


"Then if I had not fished you out, you would have remained at
the bottom of the sea for all eternity, would you not? That makes
me
your savior!"


Joseph regretted the words the moment they left his mouth. He
covered
his lips and continued to pretend to admire the gems. In the next
second, the vampire appeared before his eyes. Joseph could not even
see how he had moved, or perhaps he had teleported?


The vampire snatched the gem from Joseph's hand and coldly kicked
Joseph back to the ground as he attempted to jump up and retrieve
it.


"You want this?" His lips curved into an arc cold as a
blade. "Once I arrive at Havana," he returned the gem to
its companions on the table and shuffled them about, "all of
these will be yours."


Joseph's eyes widened.


"More than that, you shall receive an even more generous
reward."


"You cannot trick me. Your ship has already sunk. Where would
you possibly have money to reward me with?"


The vampire turned to face Joseph sideways, his right hand rotating
the sapphire ring on the index finger of his left hand. "My
family has business interests in Cuba as well. This ring contains a
drop of my blood sealed within it. With it as proof, one can
withdraw
money from my family's account at any bank in Havana. Let me think.
Twenty thousand pieces of silver? You could purchase an entirely
new
ship, perhaps a three-masted schooner modeled after the Spanish
Navy?
Though if you ask me, Spanish vessels are far too cumbersome.
English
ships are far more nimble and swift."


"It is a deal!" Joseph cried out eagerly, "I shall
take you to Havana! I swear upon the Virgin Mary that I shall
deliver
you safely to shore!"


When he mentioned the Virgin Mary, the vampire's lips twitched ever
so slightly.


"Then we have a deal."The vampire swept the scattered gems
to one side of the table, revealing the sea chart beneath."I
haven't had the pleasure of learning your name, Captain."


"I am Joseph Stewart."


"Brendan of Silva."


The vampire executed a graceful bow, as befitted English
nobility.


                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 3 Rum Revolution 03
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

After the bow, the vampire returned to his expressionless
demeanor.


"Formalities concluded."he said,"Where are my
clothes?"


"I'm afraid those are beyond recovery."Joseph said
nervously,"I had someone cut them into pieces to make..."


"A cat bed.I heard it all."


"Really? You were awake at that time?"


"Surprised?"Brendan of Silva walked over to the wardrobe
and hesitated briefly before opening the door."It seems I shall
have to borrow your clothes, Captain Stewart.Though I suppose
that's
only fair, and you should count yourself fortunate I'm not
demanding
compensation."


He pulled out a coat from the wardrobe and held it up against
himself, then turned to Joseph with a puzzled expression."You've
grown quite thin, haven't you, Captain Stewart?"


"Those aren't my clothes."Joseph said helplessly,"They
belonged to the previous captain."


"...You pirates actually fight over such a decrepit vessel?"


"We had no choice!"Joseph protested,"Besides, our
lives are far from easy.We can't afford to be selective.Times have
changed.We don't have a king to back us up anymore.We can't claim
'legal plunder'!"


He had barely finished speaking when Brendan suddenly moved before
him and knocked him to the ground.The vampire stepped on his back
and
casually put on the oversized coat.


"It seems even when you held letters of marque, you weren't
exactly living in splendor."


Joseph supported himself on his arms, trying to resist the
vampire's
strength, but that strength was like a mountain, pinning him
helpless
to the floor.Faced with such a disparity in power, even his usually
optimistic spirit was dampened by defeat.Could he truly trust this
vampire to honor his word, to pay him handsomely once ashore,
rather
than kill him to silence him?Perhaps he should play along for now,
and tomorrow at dawn, break through the deck boards and let the sun
roast this demon?


"At sunrise tomorrow, summon your crew and announce our heading
for Havana."Brendan said in the tone of one ordering a
servant,"Don't attempt any tricks.I will conceal myself and
remain at your side."


"You...you're not afraid of the sun?"


"The weak sunlight at dawn cannot harm me.Besides, even the
scorching midday sun of Africa, I can endure for an hour or
two."


Joseph angrily pounded the floor.His plan to break through the deck
was now impossible.


Brendan, as if reading his mind, threatened:"I advise you
against any foolish schemes, Captain Stewart.You've already
witnessed
my speed and strength.I have no qualms about sending you to hell
and
selecting a more obedient captain instead.Don't you find it more
profitable to honor our agreement and receive your reward at the
end,
rather than throw your life away for nothing?"


"But how can I trust you?How do I know you'll keep your
word?What if you abandon me once we arrive?Won't I have lost
everything?"


"Then what do you expect me to do?Swear an oath?"


"Oaths can be made and broken at will.I don't believe in
them."Joseph's eyes darted about as he recalled how the vampire
cherished those two rings.They must hold great significance for
him."Your rings!"he exclaimed,"Give me your rings as
collateral!"


Brendan suddenly increased the pressure of his foot.Joseph cried
out
in pain.


"That's not possible.One of these rings holds a drop of my
blood, a personal token of myself, and the other holds a drop of my
ancestor's blood, a gift from my family.I cannot give you either,
at
least not now."


"But..."


"We vampires are not like humans.Once we swear an oath, we never
break it."


"Words are no guarantee!"


The weight on Joseph's back suddenly vanished. Brendan seized him
roughly by the collar, his hands clasping around Joseph's neck.
Joseph could see clearly that the vampire's eyes were no longer red
but had transformed into a pale, grayish blue. Then that grayish
blue
suddenly expanded infinitely as Brendan leaned close, pressing his
lips against Joseph's mouth.


Joseph was so startled that his teeth chattered violently, nearly
biting his own tongue. Good God, what was this? he thought in
terror.
A vampire's unholy kiss? Was he turning him into a vampire too?


Brendan pulled away quickly. He extended his tongue and drew a thin
line of blood across it with his fingernail.


"I swear that so long as Captain Joseph Stewart honors our
agreement and delivers me safely to Havana, I shall grant him the
reward promised. From this day forward, so long as Joseph Stewart's
actions pose no threat to my interests and those of my family, I
shall not harm him. Every word I speak is truth, for words sealed
in
blood never lie."


Brendan wiped his lips and furrowed his delicate brows. Joseph
stood
completely stunned, staring at him vacantly.


"You... you..."


"What?" Brendan suddenly grinned with some irritation,
baring his sharp fangs. "You may choose not to believe me,
Captain, but you have little choice in the matter. Now, if there is
nothing else, go to your rest."


How could I possibly sleep? Joseph thought. Yet he dared not
disobey
the vampire's command, so he shuffled reluctantly toward his
hammock.


"Then what will you do?"


"Walk about the ship."


"What? There are night watch men aboard. You cannot harm my
crew..."


"I will ensure I am not discovered," Brendan said. "I
have already fed well and require no more blood for some time.
Besides, I do not particularly care for the taste of sailor's
blood.
You consume far too much rum and far too little fresh vegetables.
The
flavor of your blood is always somehow rather off..."


Then have the decency not to drink mine!


Before Joseph could speak the words aloud, the vampire vanished
into
thin air. The cabin door opened and closed. Joseph concluded he
must
have gone out. The fact that the vampire had to open the door to
leave suggested they could not pass through walls. Locked doors and
solid walls would stop them. This deduction provided Joseph some
comfort. He gathered the gemstones from the table one by one,
stuffed
the deerskin pouch into his jacket, climbed into his hammock, and
stared out at the moon beyond the window, wondering which cold
angel
had sent this cursed star aboard his ship.


The result was, of course, a sleepless night. As dawn broke outside
his window, Joseph leaped from his hammock and rushed from the
cabin.


Most of the crew still slumbered in dreams filled with gold and
beautiful women, with only the night watch sailors who had not yet
been relieved remaining awake. Joseph made a gesture to them,
signaling them to approach.


"Rouse everyone! At once!" he bellowed. "I want every
man on deck within a minute, or those who are late will scrub the
lower decks!"


The night watch sailors hurried to wake the others. Joseph gripped
the rigging and stood upon the rail with a deliberately serious
expression, hoping to inspire these pirates.
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A voice whispered in Joseph's ear: "I am truly moved by your
enthusiasm in upholding our agreement, Captain."


Joseph shuddered and nearly tumbled into the sea from the rail.


"Brendan?"


"Indeed, it is I," said the invisible vampire.


"Damn it, do not speak to me while invisible! If anyone sees
this, I will surely be thrown overboard as a mad fool talking to
himself!"


"If anyone attempts such a thing, I would not hesitate to kill
them."


"You...!"


The pirates, roused from their dreams, shuffled grumbling onto the
deck. Joseph quickly composed a stern expression. Once, he had been
quite skilled at using such a face to intimidate his unruly
crew.


The crew gathered around Joseph. Two sluggish fellows had only just
climbed up from the hold at that moment. Joseph pointed at them
both
and spoke in the most terrifying voice he could muster: "You two
damned scoundrels, the lower deck is all yours today. Who told you
to
delay everyone's path to fortune!"


A murmur of confusion rippled through the crowd. Joseph knew he had
successfully captured his audience's curiosity.


Sure enough, the first mate asked: "Are you about to announce
our destination, sir? Are we bound for Nassau?"


"No!" Joseph shouted. "We are heading for Havana!"


The crowd erupted instantly. Everyone was whispering among
themselves, debating the captain's unconventional decision.


"Begging your pardon, Captain," the first mate said
arrogantly, a tone that would make any captain eager to maroon him,
"I thought we were already pirates. Why should we rush headlong
into having the Spanish hang us?"


Joseph signaled for silence. "We are pirates, that much is
true," he said, "but we are not yet true pirates! Tell me,
what pirate would go robbing with such a decrepit vessel? If you
ask
me, this ship will sink before we ever get hanged! We need a new
ship, a proper three masted sailing vessel with a sturdy hull and
sufficient gunpowder! Otherwise we cannot truly call ourselves
pirates, merely scavengers of the sea at best!"


"Were we not originally planning to sell the cargo aboard and
the jewels from that dead man to buy a new ship?" the first mate
asked.


"But we both know that money is far from enough to purchase a
new one!" Joseph replied.


"Will going to Havana provide us with the funds?"


"I have a very familiar business partner in Havana," Joseph
began to fabricate, "his name is Brendan, Brendan of the Silva
family. He is a merchant who also engages in some unsavory
dealings.
I once saved his life, pulled him from the sea, and he is greatly
indebted to me. He has promised that should I ever ask for his
assistance, he will spare no effort to help me. So I plan to have
him
procure a new ship for me. He does business with other pirates as
well, you understand, for there are always those pirates who not
only
plunder the cargo but also seize the vessels themselves, and one
must
find merchants like Brendan to sell such ships. He has many fine
ships in his possession, and he owes me a favor. I intend to have
him
repay that debt with a ship!"


"What if this Brendan proves unwilling?" the first mate
asked coldly. "Or worse, what if there is no such Brendan at
all?"


"Then you lose nothing!" Joseph said. "For our plunder
was originally intended for purchasing a new ship, but now I have
decided to distribute it among all of you!"


He reached into his coat and withdrew a deerskin pouch, loosened
the
drawstring, and withdrew a gleaming ruby from within. The moment
the
pirates laid eyes upon that gem, they could not look away.


"I am not particularly versed in gem appraisal. Padre!" he
called out.


The priest started in surprise and replied nervously: "Yes,
sir!"


"You are among the few on this ship who can read and cipher.
Until we find someone more suitable, you shall serve as the ship's
accountant. Tell me, what is the value of this ruby in silver
dollars?"


"Well, that is to say," the priest said uncertainly,
"judging by its size and quality, I would estimate approximately
three hundred silver dollars?"


"Three hundred silver dollars!" Joseph reached into the
pouch and produced more gems. "Sixteen rubies of such size! Add
to this the gold and the cargo aboard, and after deducting the
merchant's commission, each of us can claim at least one hundred
fifty silver dollars! Is that not sufficient? One hundred fifty
silver dollars per man, plus a new ship. What reason have we not to
sail for Havana? I know some among you fear exposure of your
identity, but fear not! This vessel is a Spanish merchant ship, and
we can raise the Spanish flag, disguising ourselves as honest men!
A
small bribe to the port officials, and they will raise their hands
in
welcome as we enter harbor! The bribe shall come from my own share,
so you need not worry about suffering any loss!"


"I know some of you harbor lingering doubts. Then let me ask you
to recall: when you were cast away on a desolate island with no
hope
of ever returning to civilization, who led you to seize this ship
and
return to the sea? Who dove with you to retrieve gold and jewels
from
the depths? Who granted you freedom and fortune? If you remember
the
name of this man, how could you still question his promises?"


Someone in the crowd shouted first: "Joseph Stewart!" Then
everyone began chanting rhythmically: "Stewart! Stewart!
Stewart! Stewart!"


Joseph raised both hands and savored the crowd's adulation for a
moment, then commanded: "Weigh anchor! Hoist the sails!
Helmsman, take the wheel! Set course for Cuba!"


After the morning speech concluded, Joseph found Kim in the ship's
cabin. He hummed a tune as he carried the small cat back to the
captain's quarters. The cat leaped from his arms and bared its
fangs
at something in a certain direction, as though there were an
invisible rat lurking there.


A moment later, Brendan materialized before Kim. He stared at the
small cat with murderous eyes, and the cat raised its tail, with
every hair on it standing on end.


"Your invisibility seems ineffective against cats!" Joseph
remarked sarcastically.


"Since ancient times, there have been legends that invisibility
spells do not work on animals. However, I believe it is simply
because cats can detect odors that humans cannot perceive. Or
perhaps
it is their instinct. You know, all cats are rather high
strung."


Kim issued a threatening growl from its throat. Brendan ignored it
and said to Joseph: "That was quite a rousing speech, Captain
Stewart. However, you mentioned my name."


"One must always weave a bit of truth into lies to deceive
people effectively."


"And all that business about a lifesaver."


"That was nothing but the truth!"


"I must disagree." Brendan walked past the bristling cat
and approached Joseph with hands clasped behind his back. "Still,
the speech was not bad. Keep the jewels for yourself. I shall cover
the one hundred fifty silver coins distributed to each crew
member."


"Good heavens! Are you an angel sent by God to relieve suffering
and save the afflicted?"


Before Brendan could retort, Joseph spoke first: "Of course I
know you are not."


Brendan was left speechless.
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The harbor pilot of Havana set out from the dock in a small boat
and
soon encountered the twin masted vessel flying the Spanish flag. He
left his assistant waiting in the boat and boarded the twin masted
ship himself. The vessel appeared small and decrepit, and her crew
were in tatters; one could even call them a band of beggars and be
generous. The only man who appeared reasonably well dressed helped
him onto the deck and spoke kindly in Spanish as standard as any
Castilian: "God's blessing! I never imagined we could arrive
alive in Havana!"


"You all appear to be in poor condition," the harbor pilot
remarked. "Are you the captain?"


"Yes... or rather, perhaps not quite. My name is Joseph Wagner.
I was formerly first mate of the Prince Philip, and since our
captain
unfortunately passed away, I have been temporarily assuming his
duties."


"Poor fellow! What happened?"


"We encountered a storm!" Joseph's face grew sorrowful. "We
could have safely skirted the edge of the tempest, but there was
another vessel, the Blue Swan, which was unfortunately blown off
course by the storm and ran aground. Our captain had drunk too much
and, seized by righteousness, insisted on mounting a rescue. He led
several sailors in a small boat to save those aboard, and the
result..." Joseph sighed heavily. "A wave capsized the
boat, and none of them surfaced again."


"What a tragic tale!" the harbor pilot lamented.


"Indeed it is! We have suffered terribly! You see, sir, this
ship is an old lady, she cannot withstand wind and waves. That
storm
caused severe leaks in the hold, and the mast is failing as well.
We
plan to dock in Havana for thorough repairs before continuing our
voyage, and to let our sailors go ashore and rest, perhaps find
some
women to enjoy themselves with. I also intend to sell some of the
cargo aboard and pawn a few of the captain's jewels to raise enough
money for the ship repairs."


"And what was your original intended route?"


"From Brazil to Barcelona."


"I understand, sir!" the harbor master said. "I deeply
sympathize with your misfortune. Now I must register you, and then
you will be able to dock and unload your cargo at the wharf. May I
see your credentials and documents, sir?"


Joseph said, "What a disaster! Our captain was paranoid and
always carried important documents on his person. When he was lost
to
the sea, the credentials and documents went with him, of course. I
plan to go ashore and pay a visit to His Excellency the Governor to
ask him to issue us a certificate."


As he spoke, he pulled a ruby from his pocket. The gem gleamed so
brilliantly and dazzlingly in the radiant Caribbean sunlight that
the
harbor master's entire attention was captivated by it.


"Please grant us this favor, sir," Joseph said with a
smile, "and arrange us a good position at the wharf as well."


The harbor master felt his pocket grow heavy. The ruby slipped into
his pocket like a rolling stone.


"No problem!" the harbor master patted the heavy ruby in
his pocket. "What you have endured at sea is tragedy enough. No
one would wish to make difficulties for you when you are but a step
away from land! Havana is a friendly and open city, always
welcoming
sailors such as yourself!"


Of course, Joseph did not visit the Governor after going ashore.
His
destination was the nearest bank to the wharf. He hastened to
exchange the twenty thousand silver pieces that the vampire Brendan
had promised. Since Brendan had also agreed to pay each crew member
one hundred fifty silver pieces, Joseph added this sum to the
total,
making it twenty five thousand.


After the ship docked, Brendan gave him a sapphire ring. He himself
remained hidden in the cabin until nightfall before
disembarking.


"Take this ring to the bank," Brendan said, "and tell
them you wish to withdraw money from the Silva family account.
Brendan of Silva has given you this ring as a token. Once they
verify
the ring, they will pay you the money and take the ring in return.
When they settle accounts with my family, the ring will be returned
to the family."


Joseph quickly found an open bank. It was not very large; Joseph
thought it resembled more a lending house. He walked in to find an
elderly man with a goatee sitting behind the counter grille.


"What may I do for you?" the old man asked, his tone
carrying a note of impatience.


Joseph glanced down at his own grimy clothes and snorted
disdainfully. He removed Brendan's ring from his finger and waved
it
before the old man: "I have come to withdraw money. Brendan of
Silva has given me this as a token, and I am to withdraw twenty
five
thousand silver pieces from his family account."


The old man said nothing. He took out a pair of spectacles from
under
the counter and put them on, accepting the ring from Joseph's hand.
He held it up to the light and examined it.


"Everyone in our line of work knows the Silva family and their
tokens," the old man said, "but in forty years of work, I
have never actually seen anyone come to withdraw money with a token
ring."


"That is probably because they rarely come to Havana,"
Joseph shrugged.


"How would you like your silver pieces paid? In coin, or
exchanged for another currency?"


"Exchange it for gold bars of full value."


Joseph trembled with excitement, his very fingers quivering! He had
expected to be thrown out of the bank or told that no Silva family
existed, yet he had actually managed to withdraw the money
smoothly!
At the thought of soon becoming wealthy, of owning a brand new ship
and sailing the Caribbean, he felt as though his entire body were
burning with the heat of intoxication!


At that moment, a stranger's voice came from the bank entrance: "I
would advise against it, Captain Stewart."


Joseph was taken aback. In Havana, how could anyone know his true
name? Had his identity been exposed? Or had he encountered some
damned acquaintance? Yet he had no reason not to remember this
voice!


He turned around and saw a man in a tricorn hat with a sword and
pistol at his waist enter the bank. The man had chestnut curly hair
and a handsome face, with amber eyes beneath the brim that gleamed
with a bestial, dangerous light. On his chest strap was an odd
circular badge: two V shapes crossing vertically, with an open eye
at
the center.


Joseph was certain he did not know this man.


"Who are you?" Joseph asked sharply, his right hand already
sliding to the pistol at his waist. At such close range, he could
not
possibly miss.


"My name is Vincent Dubois. Please do not be alarmed, Captain
Stewart. I mean you no harm. On the contrary, I am your faithful
friend."


"Forgive my poor memory," Joseph remained guarded, "have
we met somewhere before?"


"The question is not where, but when."


"I do not understand what you are saying."


"That is of no importance, Captain Stewart. I have merely come
to offer you a small suggestion."


"What is it?"


Vincent Dubois gestured with his eyes toward the sapphire ring: "If
I were you, I would return to your ship and persuade Mr. Brendan to
collect the money himself. That way you could keep the ring.
Believe
me, you will be grateful for this advice throughout your
career."
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"You do not know why he came to Havana, do you?"


Joseph followed the man who called himself Vincent Dubois out of
the
bank. Dubois seemed quite familiar with Havana's streets, leading
him
down an alley past trellises hung with grapevines, then onto
another
main street.


"I confess I do not," Joseph said, "but it seems you
do?"


"Of course."


Dubois led Joseph to a jewelry shop at the corner of a street.


"What are we doing here?" Joseph asked, bewildered.


"Selling the gems you are carrying."


Joseph nervously reached for his sword hilt, but Dubois caught his
wrist. "You are probably wondering how I know this. I advise you
not to dwell on that question, Captain. You should think about how
to
quickly raise the money, otherwise your crew will mutiny
again."


"What? Again? How do you know..."


Dubois smiled and shook his head, walking into the shop. Twenty
minutes later, the two emerged, and this time Joseph held a heavy
wooden chest.


"It is less than I expected," Joseph complained. "I
was counting on at least thirty-five hundred silver dollars."


"That price is quite fair. Not every shopkeeper is willing to
accept jewels of questionable origin."


"Questionable origin? They were a gift from their owner!"
Joseph protested. Deep down, he knew the price was reasonable. Had
he
sold them to those fences in Nassau who deal in stolen goods, he
might not have gotten as much.


"Pried from a coffin, no matter how you look at it, the
provenance is hardly legitimate."


Had Joseph not been holding a chest full of silver coins, he would
certainly have drawn his sword and pressed it to Dubois's
throat.


"You—"


"How do I know everything?" Dubois smiled and spoke with
composure. "I also know your past, Captain. You were born a
mixed-blood in the colonies and grew up as a sailor on an English
privateer. Two years ago the King revoked the letters of marque
issued to his vessels. Your captain fled to England with the
plundered wealth, leaving you and the rest of the crew with
nothing.
You rose among the men to become the new captain, and led the
remaining crew to turn pirate. However, your record has been poor,
and your crew grew discontented. Before long, they mutinied and
marooned you on a deserted island..."


"Are you a prophet sent by God!" Joseph interrupted
urgently.


"Just consider me one."


"What sorcery did you use?"


Dubois broke into laughter again. He always wore a smile, as if the
most trivial matters could bring him joy.


"A certain lady whose name I cannot disclose told me this."


Joseph tried hard to recall the prostitutes he had slept with.
There
were too many, he could not keep count. He could not remember the
names of most of them, and among those whose names he did remember,
most were likely wrong anyway. Yet even if he had been drunk one
night and spilled his entire life story to some woman, she could
not
possibly know about the exile on a desolate island and the coffin.
Since his exile, he had not given a proper glance to any woman.


"Stop dwelling on this, Captain Stewart. Now you should return
to your ship, distribute the silver coins to your crew, and have
the
vampire accompany you to collect the money, leaving that ring
behind."


"Why should I listen to you?"


Dubois stopped and looked at him. For some reason, his gaze toward
Joseph carried a glimmer of sympathy and sorrow.


"One day you will thank me for this. For now, just consider me
clairvoyant."


The two soon arrived at the dock. Joseph spotted at a glance
several
crew members aboard the Prince Philip unloading cargo. He called
out
to them: "Notify everyone to assemble on deck. Time to collect
your wages!"


Even the most industrious bee would have to concede defeat to the
speed of these sailors.


Joseph boarded the ship and spoke softly to Dubois with some
unease:
"I promised them each one hundred and fifty silver coins, but I
do not have enough money now."


"You can tell them these are advance payments, and the rest will
be paid after the cargo is sold, to prevent anyone from taking the
full sum and fleeing."


"I also told them I have a partner in Havana called Brendan."


"I do not mind playing the part of your partner Brendan."


The crew assembled on deck with remarkable speed, faster than any
morning assembly had been. Joseph had a crew roster, and he had
Dubois stand and read the names on the list in order. Those whose
names were called would approach Joseph and receive their silver
coins according to their rank. The coins had already been divided
into equal portions, with thirty percent going to the common fund
for
ship repairs or compensation to the families of the fallen. The
captain and first mate received double shares, the bosun and gun
captain received one and a half shares, petty officers received one
and a quarter shares, and ordinary sailors received one share. This
was the most common distribution rule in the world of piracy. The
bounty Joseph distributed was seventy five silver coins, with the
remainder to be paid after the cargo was sold. Everyone was
satisfied
with their share of the spoils. Each sailor collecting his wages
would steal glances at Dubois. Dubois, in turn, maintained an air
of
arrogance, as if he truly were some wealthy merchant from
Havana.


After distributing the money, Joseph drove the crew back to work
and
entered the captain's cabin with Dubois.


"To be honest, I have trusted you far too much. This is not
normal," Joseph said. "I have known a man for less than an
hour and already brought him home. I must be mad."


"What is there to it. You have kissed other men within an hour
of meeting them," Dubois teased.


Joseph first stared at him in surprise, then his ears flushed, and
his face turned red all the way to the crown of his head.


"So what. I can get into bed with women within a minute of
meeting them."


The captain's cabin was pitch black. Brendan did not like sunlight,
so he had covered the window with cloth, allowing only a faint ray
of
light to filter through the gaps in the fabric.


Brendan lay in Joseph's hammock with the small cat Kim curled in
his
arms. Over the past few days they had become good friends. Kim's
basket sat in the corner, lined with thick velvet that had once
been
Brendan's expensive coat.


The moment Dubois and Joseph stepped into the captain's cabin,
Brendan sprang from the hammock, and from Joseph's perspective, it
looked as though he disappeared instantly from the bed and appeared
instantaneously before Dubois. (Kim tumbled from the hammock and
cried out in anger.)


Brendan reached out a hand, as if to seize Dubois by the throat.
But
that was not the point. What astounded Joseph most was that Dubois
actually caught Brendan's hand and blocked his attack! Dubois, a
human! He blocked the attack of a vampire whose agility was beyond
belief!


"You carry a most unpleasant scent upon you, human."
Brendan bared his fangs, his handsome face now twisted into
something
fierce and grotesque.


"That is only natural." Dubois said matter of factly, "I
have killed many vampires."
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Brendan's eyes turned blood red in an instant.


"I did not come to kill you." Dubois said calmly.


"You are a hunter!"


"In our land, this profession is no longer called hunter."


Dubois released his hand. Brendan's blood red eyes turned toward
Joseph. The pirate captain could not help but touch his neck,
fearing
that Brendan might come at him for a bite.


"You brought this hunter aboard my ship!" he roared, "Do
you mean to kill me? You have taken the money, and now you turn
around to kill me?!"


"A terrible misunderstanding!" Joseph edged himself behind
Dubois, "I do not even know him; he simply made himself at
home!" To prove his innocence, Joseph even produced a sapphire
ring, "See for yourself, I did not use it to withdraw the
money!"


"I heard you pay the crew members!"


"I sold the jewel."


Brendan's face grew even more pallid, and now he looked more like a
corpse than ever. He snatched the sapphire ring away. "I shall
never give you any token again." he said irritably, slipping the
ring onto his finger.


"Oh well then, do not forget you still owe me twenty five
thousand silver coins."


"What? Twenty five thousand? I have no recollection of where
that five thousand came from!"


"Did you not promise to let me keep the jewel and give money to
my crew members? Now I have made a small adjustment. I sold the
jewel, and you shall make up the money to me instead. In any case,
it
is twenty five thousand silver coins. If you wish to withdraw the
money, you must come with me personally."


After Joseph finished speaking, he turned to Dubois in wonder,
mulling over his own words: "Did you know all along that he
would go personally? Are you truly a prophet?"


Dubois smiled faintly. "Merely a coincidence."


Their conversation only further enraged Brendan.


"What on earth are you two talking about?!"


Dubois remained unhurried and composed, as indifferent as a
seasoned
sailor to the ripples in a pond. "Captain Stewart, would you
please step aside."


"What!" Joseph said in disbelief, "This is my ship! I
brought you here, and now you tell me to step aside?!"


"This is my ship." Brendan said darkly, "Get out."


"What?!"


"We may come to blows, Captain. If you do not wish to be caught
in the crossfire, then leave."


The atmosphere between the two had grown tense as a drawn
bowstring.
Even if Dubois suddenly drew his gun and struck Brendan upon the
head, Joseph would not find it strange in the least. He was simply
curious whether a vampire could survive a bullet to the brain.


Dubois pushed him away firmly. Joseph looked to Brendan for help,
only to find the vampire glaring at Dubois with murderous intent,
as
if he wished to tear him to shreds. Joseph cursed under his breath
and pushed open the cabin door.


"Walk further away, Captain Stewart," Dubois said, "I
would not wish to discover you eavesdropping."


"You two should both be eaten by sharks!" Joseph slammed
the door shut in anger. In the moment the door closed, he heard
Dubois say: "Let us speak plainly then, Brendan of Silva. I wish
to strike a bargain with you."


Joseph stood upon the deck, gazing at the bustling crowd at the
dock.
Whenever a crew member greeted him, he would nod slightly in
acknowledgment, feeling himself to be both profound and
dignified.


About ten minutes later, Dubois emerged from the captain's cabin.
Joseph looked at him in surprise, finding him neither missing any
limbs nor bearing any bruises. Thus, the pirate captain naturally
arrived at one conclusion:


"You killed Brendan?"


"Has the sun fried your brains, Captain Stewart?" Dubois
said. "Brendan will join us at the bank at dusk."


"You... you actually persuaded him? How on earth did you manage
that? Can you teach me?"


"I was born eloquent."


Joseph's mouth fell open in admiration as he gazed at Dubois.
Dubois
glanced around and pointed toward the shore. "It is still early.
Let us find a place for a drink."


In a tavern called Mermaid's Leap in Havana, Dubois treated them to
a
bottle of rum. The tavern was nearly empty, appearing rather
desolate. The rum, however, was an excellent Havana amber variety.
After a few glasses, Joseph's spirits lifted considerably.


"Tell me truthfully, Dubois. Do you know why the vampire came to
Havana?"


Dubois filled his own glass. "I do know, but I will not tell
you. If you wish to know, you may ask Brendan yourself."


"Ha!" Joseph let out a snort. "I will do no such
thing! Once I receive the money, I will part ways with that fellow
and have nothing more to do with his troubles!"


"I fear it will not be so easy, Captain Stewart. Do not forget
that you, as well as your ship, belong to him."


"Hmph! Once I have a new ship, I shall slip away from Havana on
a moonless night, and once at sea, no one will be able to touch
me!"


Dubois laughed so hard his eyes narrowed to slits.


"You remind me of a story I once heard," Dubois said,
pausing slightly. "It too concerns a vampire and a pirate
captain."


"Oh?" Joseph's interest was piqued. "Are there other
unlucky devils of pirates who have encountered vampires like
me?"


"I cannot say whether he was unlucky. Perhaps he considered
himself fortunate, for he and the vampire became... well... very
good
friends."


Joseph nearly sprayed the rum he had just drunk from his nose. "He
is not unlucky but a fool! How could humans possibly befriend
vampires? They drink blood! It is as impossible as humans and
mosquitoes reaching peaceful coexistence!"


Dubois shook his head and took a sip of rum. "In any case, in
this story, they indeed became intimate friends." His tone
suggested that if you keep interrupting, I will say no more.


Joseph spread his hands. "All right, all right. Go on. I am
listening."


"The vampire did business in the colonies, selling Cuban sugar,
tobacco, and rum to New Orleans, New York, and Boston. He also
helped
the pirate captain fence stolen goods. The two worked in perfect
harmony. However, one day, while plundering a merchant vessel, the
pirate captain encountered the British Navy. They fled at once.
They
ran ahead while the British warships pursued behind. Eventually,
the
pirate ship was sunk. The British Navy made quite a show of their
victory."


"I take back what I said. This fellow truly was an unlucky
devil."


"The vampire was in London at the time. Oh, he was also British.
Britain has quite a few vampires, and he belonged to one of the
oldest and most powerful families. They say that after the pirate
ship sank, he immediately mobilized his family's power and sent
people to salvage the wreck. The ship was indeed recovered, but no
body was found. No one knew whether the corpse had been swept away
by
the current or devoured by fish. The vampire had the ship restored
to
its original state and brought it from the Bahamas to Plymouth. He
was a sentimental fellow who wished to use this ship to commemorate
that pirate captain. But then something strange occurred..."
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Dubois grabbed the bottle and shook it roughly, pouring out the
last
few drops. He turned and signaled the waitress to bring another.
The
dark-skinned waitress lazily searched the wine cabinet for a
bottle.


When another bottle of wine was brought to the table, Joseph said:
"I
have heard all sorts of strange and terrifying stories on desolate
islands, old friend. You cannot frighten me."


Dubois poured him a glass of wine. "I did not intend to frighten
you. This is not a horror story in itself. It is merely an odd
occurrence. That ship departed from Nassau, yet it never reached
Plymouth. It simply vanished at some point in the Atlantic
Ocean."


"Common enough! Storms, pirates, plague and pestilence. Any
number of things can make a ship disappear at sea forever. But if
you
ask me, it is far more likely that the crew he hired to sail the
ship
had a change of heart midway and stole the vessel."


"The vampire did not believe the ship had sunk. He preferred to
believe that the sailors aboard had stolen it. He enlisted many
people to search for the ship, year after year. He swore he would
find it."


Dubois took a sip of wine. "Later, he came to Boston and heard a
strange tale from a local sailor. According to that sailor, he was
working aboard a whaling ship when it was caught in a storm and
sank
midway through the voyage. He clung to a wooden plank and drifted
at
sea. It was a night without even the moon. When the sailor had lost
all hope and believed he would never see his family again, suddenly
a
three masted sailing ship appeared before his eyes. He was rescued
aboard that ship. He told the sailors on board that he had no
savings
but was willing to work to repay his debt of gratitude for being
saved. Yet the crew members who had rescued him remained silent, as
if they had not heard him speak.


"Before long, thick fog rolled across the sea, and the ship
seemed to sail through clouds. Generally speaking, when such thick
fog occurs, the captain would order the anchor dropped and wait for
the fog to clear before setting sail again, to avoid straying off
course or striking a reef. Yet this ship continued with full sails
raised. The stranded sailor thought to himself that this must be
because the crew were seasoned sailors who could navigate even with
their eyes closed. When the fog cleared, the sailor was astonished
to
discover that land appeared ahead of him, for he could see
continuous
lights along the shore. He thought it was some small island, for
the
whaling ship had sunk in the middle of the Atlantic, and such a
short
time was not enough for them to return to the mainland.


"The three masted ship came to a stop at some distance from the
dock without entering port. At this moment, a well dressed man
emerged from the cabin onto the deck. His attire was distinctive
and
one could tell at a glance that he was no ordinary crew member. The
stranded sailor judged him to be the captain of this ship.


"The captain waved his hand to the crew, and they immediately
understood, lowering a small boat. The captain pointed at the
stranded sailor, then pointed at the nearby dock. The sailor
understood that the captain was telling him to row the small boat
ashore himself. He said to the captain: 'Thank you, kind sir. You
have not only saved me from the brink of death but also brought me
back to land. How can I ever repay you? I am willing to stay and
work
aboard your ship, yet you are sending me back to land.
Alternatively,
please tell me your name and address, and when I have earned enough
money, I shall send it to you.'


"The captain shook his head and pointed at the land again, this
time with some urgency. The sailor understood. The captain needed
nothing. He said: 'Kind sir, may God bless you!' Then he climbed
down
the ship's ladder into the small boat and rowed ashore.


"There were dock workers on night watch at the dock. After the
sailor came ashore, he asked them what island he was on and
precisely
where it was located. The dock worker laughed heartily and said:
'Old
friend, you must be drunk! This is Boston!'"


"The sailor gave a start. From the moment he found himself in
distress to when he reached shore was but a single night's
passage—how could he possibly have made his way from the heart of
the ocean to Boston? He gazed toward the vessel on the nearby
waters
and discovered it was slowly sailing away, vanishing into the
darkness within moments. The sailor was convinced he had witnessed
a
miracle, that the ship had been sent by God to save him, and that
its
captain was God's messenger. Like the monks of antiquity, they had
taken vows of silence and thus spoke not to him, a mere mortal. The
sailor would later become a devout priest, though that is a matter
for another time. When he recounted this story to the vampire, the
vampire asked him: 'Do you still recall the captain's appearance?
Or
was there anything peculiar about the vessel?' The sailor replied:
'I
could not see clearly at the time, but I remember the figurehead of
that ship resembled a cat. Moreover, when the captain pointed
toward
the mainland, I saw a sapphire ring upon the middle finger of his
left hand.'"


Joseph regarded Dubois with an unusual expression: "A sapphire
ring? That sounds rather familiar."


Dubois explained: "All vampires possess two rings—one set with
a ruby, the other with a sapphire. The former is a gift from one's
family; the latter is a personal token. Should a vampire bestow his
sapphire ring upon another, it signifies that person holds great
importance to him."


"Oh! I understand now! The vampire gave the ring to that ship's
captain, did he not?"


Dubois nodded. "Precisely. After that vessel was sunk by the
British Navy, all those aboard, including the captain, became
spirits
dwelling within the ship. When that ship saw daylight once more,
the
phantoms seized control of it, transforming it into a vessel of
mystery and wonder. The unfortunate sailor was rescued by such a
phantom ship."


Joseph burst into laughter: "Good Lord, I thought you were about
to recount some genuine supernatural tale, but it turns out to be a
phantom ship? Ha ha ha ha ha, how old do you take me for? A phantom
ship? Are you being serious?"


Dubois was neither angered nor hurried. He took several unhurried
sips of his drink: "The world harbors vampires—why then should
it not harbor phantom ships? In any case, this vampire believed the
story. From that time forward, he voyaged back and forth across the
two shores of the great ocean, spending his entire life seeking
that
phantom ship, hoping to meet his old acquaintance once more."


"And did he succeed?"


"It is said he encountered the ship several times. Each time the
phantom vessel appeared at night, the vampire would board it under
cover of darkness, and the two would be briefly reunited. Then the
vampire would return to his own ship, and the phantom vessel would
vanish into the night mist."


Joseph was about to mock this conclusion when someone patted him on
the back. He turned around to see Brendan, as though unaware of
those
present, pull up a chair and sit at their table.


"You should hear one of Dubois's stories!" Joseph said. "I
wager you will certainly laugh, for this tale is truly quite
absurd!"


Brendan's brows drew together: "What story?"


Dubois pushed his glass aside: "Perhaps I shall recount it for
you another time. Should we proceed to the bank now? The day has
not
yet grown dark."


"The sunlight at this hour cannot harm me," Brendan said.
"I hope to settle these trivial matters promptly and then attend
to matters of true importance."


"Trivial matters!" Joseph protested, "Is that how
little regard you have for me?"


"...I cannot be bothered."
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Joseph and Dubois led Brendan toward the bank. Approximately two
hours remained before sunset, and the sunlight was still rather
brilliant. Brendan wore a somewhat ill-fitting hat to shield
himself
from the sun, and his oversized clothing made him resemble a
comical
traveling merchant. Joseph stole glances back at him every few
minutes. Brendan's pale blue eyes gleamed in the sunlight like a
sky
seen through thin clouds, while his silver hair seemed like white
foam cast up by ocean waves.


Brendan detected Joseph's gaze and asked coldly: "What are you
staring at?"


"Who, who was staring at you!" Joseph denied vehemently. "I
was merely curious—how did you manage to find us?"


"I can discern your scent, for I have tasted your blood."


Joseph was almost about to blurt out "Your nose is sharper than
a dog's," yet after thinking for a few seconds, he swallowed the
words back down. If he annoyed Brendan, it would be a small matter
to
lose his life, but a grave matter to lose the money!


Before long they arrived at the bank. The old man with a goat beard
remained seated behind the counter railing. Seeing the three men
file
in, the old man put on his spectacles: "Make it quick. We close
at five o'clock."


Joseph cleared his throat and made as if to introduce the big
financier, but the vampire pushed him aside and walked up to the
old
man.


"I am Brendan of Silva, and I wish to withdraw twenty-five
thousand silver dollars from my family's account."


The old man raised his eyes and gazed at Brendan through the gap
above his spectacles. "We have a rule here: if someone from the
Silva family comes to withdraw funds in person, they should
negotiate
directly with the proprietor."


Joseph made a grimace at Dubois. "Complications. It would have
been simpler to bring the ring instead."


Dubois smiled without speaking.


"Who is your proprietor?" Brendan asked.


"Giulia Rossi. Half of Havana's banks are under her name, and
she has a stake in the other half."


"Giulia Rossi..." Brendan's expression went blank for a
moment, then suddenly cleared, "Ah! Rossi of the García family!
She is in the colonies! I should have paid her a visit
earlier!"


The old man with the goat beard asked somewhat listlessly: "Are
you certain you wish to see her?"


"Of course! Where is she? Do I need to send word in advance?"


The old man did not answer, but instead took out a brass bell from
beneath the counter and rang it three times. Shortly thereafter, an
open carriage drawn by two fine horses pulled up at the bank
entrance, driven by a fair-haired and fair-skinned youth in brown
clothing wearing a broad-brimmed hat.


"Giulia lives outside the city of Havana. The carriage is ready.
Please go ahead."


Joseph's suspicious gaze darted back and forth between the old man
and the youth. "Is all this really necessary? Is there still
time to bring out the

































                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






