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            "The Night-mare Life-in-Death was she, Who thicks man's blood with cold"
 
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner - Samuel Taylor Coleridge


    


​PROLOGUE: THE PRICE OF SALT

The North Atlantic, 1878

The fog didn’t roll in; it materialized, a sudden, suffocating shroud that turned the mid-day sun into a sickly grey smear.

Captain Elias Thorne stood at the helm of the merchant brig Providence, his boots planted wide on the slick deck. He was a mountain of a man in those days, thirty years old and built like the oak ribs of his ship. His beard was thick and dark as roasted coffee, not yet dusted with the grey of grief and rum. He possessed a vitality that seemed to draw the very wind into his sails, a strength that made his crew sleep soundly even in the wildest gales.

He smelled the change before he saw it. The crisp salt air suddenly thick with something else. Something acrid.

Burning tar. And desperation.

"Eyes sharp, lads!" Elias bellowed, his voice cutting through the damp muffling of the fog. He gripped the wheel, his knuckles white. On his left hand, a thick band of gold glinted—a tether to the land, to Eleanor, waiting in a warm house in Bristol. It was a tether he often strained against, for the sea was a jealous mistress, but it held him fast.

The attack was an absurdity. A violent, bloody anachronism.

The schooner emerged from the mist like a phantom from a bygone century. It was sleek, predatory, and flying colors that should have died out fifty years ago: the skull and crossbones, stark against black canvas.

"Pirates?" his first mate stammered, staring slack-jawed as grappling hooks iron-clawed over the Providence’s taffrail. "In this day and age?"

"They bleed the same as any era," Elias growled, drawing the heavy Navy colt from his belt. "Repel boarders!"

The ensuing chaos was brutal and swift. These weren't the romanticized swashbucklers of storybooks; they were starving, vicious dogs trying to resurrect a golden age that wanted them dead. They swarmed the deck with rusty cutlasses and boarding axes, screaming theatrically, desperate to be feared.

Elias met them with the cold efficiency of a sledgehammer. He dropped the first two with his pistol, the reports deafening in the dense air. When the gun clicked empty, he used it as a club, shattering the jaw of a man trying to gut him with a marlinspike. He fought with a roaring joy, a pure, kinetic release that he never felt on land.

For a moment, it seemed the sheer brute force of the Providence’s captain might turn the tide.

Then, the fog parted on the quarterdeck, and she stepped through.

She didn't rush. She moved with the terrifying stillness of deep water. She was tall, dressed in a captain's coat patched with stolen finery. But it was her face that held Elias frozen for a critical second. A thick, ropy scar, pale against her weather-beaten skin, bisected her face diagonally from brow to jaw, pulling her left eye into a permanent, grotesque wink.

She held a curved hanger sword, balanced perfectly in a scarred hand.

"Captain Thorne," she said, her voice like grinding stones. "They call me The Sea. And I’ve come to collect my tithe."

"You're a relic," Elias spat, shoving a dying pirate off his boot. "A ghost playing dress-up."

Her good eye narrowed. "Ghosts can still cut throats."

She lunged. She was faster than the wind, fluid and lethal. Elias parried, the clash of steel ringing out, but she was relentless. She fought dirty, kicking at his knees, throwing salt in his eyes. It was a duel of brute power against vicious desperation.

Elias overcommitted to a swing, his boot slipping on blood-slicked timber. It was all the opening she needed. The heavy brass hilt of her sword slammed into his temple. The world tilted sideways, dissolving into sparks.

He hit the deck hard, the breath driven from his lungs. Before he could scramble up, a heavy boot slammed onto his chest, pinning him.

The Sea loomed over him, her scarred face a roadmap of cruelty against the grey sky. She looked down at him, not with anger, but with a terrifying possessiveness.

"You fight well, Elias Thorne," she murmured. "You fight like you belong to the ocean, not the land."

Her gaze dropped to his left hand, splayed out on the deck planks, trying to find purchase to push himself up. The gold wedding band caught the meager light.

Her lip curled in disgust. "A shackle," she hissed. "You serve two masters, Captain. The ocean does not tolerate rivals."

She raised the heavy hanger sword high.

Elias roared, thrashing against her weight, but he was dazed, too slow. "No! Damn you, no!"

The blade came down with sickening precision.

There was a crunch of bone against wood, followed instantly by a searing, white-hot agony that eclipsed everything else. Elias screamed, a sound torn from the very bottom of his soul.

The Sea stepped back, breathing hard. She stooped and picked something up from the bloody deck. She held it up—his ring finger, the gold band still encircling the severed flesh.

She slipped the bloody trophy into her coat pocket. "Consider this a down payment. You belong to the deep now, Elias. Eventually, I’ll come back for the rest of you."

Elias writhed on the deck, clutching his mutilated hand to his chest, watching through a haze of pain as the pirates retreated with their meager loot. The fog swallowed their schooner as quickly as it had disgorged it.

He was left alone with his dead crew and the rhythmic slapping of the waves against the hull. The pain in his hand was agonizing, but it was nothing compared to the terrifying, hollow ache opening in his chest. The tether was cut. The gold was gone.

And as he lay bleeding on the salt-soaked wood, Elias Thorne realized with chilling certainty that the monster with the scarred face had been right.

The sea had claimed him.
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE STORM AND THE SILENCE
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Newfoundland, 1905

The ache always started in the missing finger.

It was a phantom pain, a throbbing coldness where his left ring finger used to be, a twenty-seven-year-old reminder that the sea collected its debts. Tonight, with a nor’easter hammering the granite cliffs of the Avalon Peninsula, the ache was a roar that rivaled the wind.

Elias Thorne poured another three fingers of Demerara rum into a chipped glass. The liquor was dark as bog water and thick as molasses. He didn’t drink it for the taste anymore; he drank it for the silence it brought to the crowded rooms of his mind.

His house felt like a ship run aground on the cliff edge. It groaned under the assault of the wind, the timber frames shuddering. Inside, the lamplight flickered over dust motes dancing around a lifetime of nautical clutter. Brass sextants sat dull on shelves; rolled charts of the Gold Coast and the Indies turned yellow in pigeonholes; a flawless model of the brig Providence—the ship he’d commanded when he was a whole man—sat inside a glass bottle on the mantelpiece.

Elias didn't look at them. They were artifacts of a dead man.

He downed the rum in one burning gulp, grabbed the bottle by the neck, and shoved open the heavy oak door that led to his balcony.

The balcony was his folly. Built cantilevered over the sheer drop to the churning Atlantic below, it was shaped like the prow of a ship. When the storms came, this was where he stood.

The wind hit him like a physical blow, instantly soaking his grey wool sweater and plastering his beard to his face. Below, the sea was a chaotic mess of foam and black water, smashing against the cliff face with enough force to shake the very stone beneath his boots.

Elias staggered to the railing, gripping the wet wood with his good right hand and the four remaining fingers of his left. He leaned out over the abyss, the spray stinging his eyes.

"Is that all you have?" he bellowed into the maelstrom. His voice, gravelly from years of salt and spirits, was snatched away by the gale almost instantly.

He raised the rum bottle toward the black horizon like a challenge. "You took my finger! You took my wife! You took my life!" He took a swig, the rum mixing with seawater on his lips. "Come and take the rest, you bastard! I’m right here! Swallow me whole and be done with it!"

A jagged fork of lightning split the sky, illuminating the terrifying height of the waves. Thunder cracked directly overhead. Elias threw his head back and laughed—a jagged, broken sound.

He waited for the rogue gust that would finally knock him from his perch. He wanted it. He prayed for it in the only language he knew now: fury.

But the sea, as always, was cruel. It refused him the mercy of a quick end.

Instead, through the howling wind, a different sound cut through. Small. Metallic.

Clang. Clang.

The rusted iron bell at the front gate. No one came here. Not in good weather, and certainly not in a gale that could snap a carriage axle like a twig.

Elias lowered the bottle, squinting back toward the landward side of the house. A single, swaying lantern light bobbed at the end of his overgrown track.

He cursed under his breath, spat over the railing, and retreated inside, slamming the balcony door against the wind. He grabbed an oil lantern, his movements unsteady, and marched through the shadowed hallway to the front door.

He yanked it open. A terrified horse, slick with rain, stood hitched to a mud-spattered wagon. The driver, bundled in oil-skins so tight only a pair of frightened eyes were visible, looked like he wanted to be anywhere else on God’s green earth.

"Are you Thorne?" the driver yelled over the rain.

"Who’s asking at this hour?" Elias growled, holding the lantern high. The light caught the glint of his Colt revolver tucked into his waistband—another relic he couldn't let go of.

The driver didn't answer. He just jerked his thumb toward the back of the wagon. "Delivery. From St. John's. Paid in full to drop 'em and leave."

"Drop what?"

The driver scrambled down, moving with frantic haste. He ran to the back of the wagon and pulled down the tailgate.

There were two bundles wrapped in sodden wool blankets, huddled together among mail sacks. They looked too small to be cargo.

The driver grabbed them, one under each arm, and practically ran them to the porch, depositing them at Elias’s feet like sacks of flour.

"Wait a damn minute," Elias demanded, the rum fog in his brain momentarily clearing.

"Ain't waiting, mister. This place is cursed. Everyone says so." The driver hurried back to his wagon, leaping onto the seat. He cracked the whip, and the horse bolted, turning the wagon in a tight, mud-slinging circle and disappearing back into the stormy dark.

Elias stood in the open doorway, the rain lashing his face. He looked down.

The larger bundle moved. A blanket fell away, revealing a girl of perhaps ten years, her hair plastered to her pale forehead. She stared up at the hulking, bearded man with the lantern, her eyes wide with terror. Clinging to her side was a smaller boy, maybe eight, who refused to look up from his own boots.

They were soaked, shivering, and utterly silent.

Elias felt a cold stone drop into his stomach that had nothing to do with the rum. He recognized the eyes. They were Sarah’s eyes. His daughter's eyes.

"Well," Elias rasped, the word sounding foreign in his throat. "You’d best come in out of the wet."
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