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The Ship

The fire flickered low, a quiet, listening sentinel in the gathering dusk.

The room, unchanged in its furnishings, held a different air. Tall shelves groaned beneath the weight of forgotten tomes. The green-shaded lamp spilled its mossy glow, and the grandfather clock in the corner ticked its broken rhythm: a beat, a pause too long, then two quickened together. Yet something had shifted.

The silence was old smoke, pressing upon the library, seeping through floorboards and hovering behind the mirror’s tarnished glass. It was not absence, but a presence, an attention. The Curator sat still at his desk, not from weariness, but in reverence.

Before him lay a salt-stained journal, resting, a salt-stained relic upon the blotter. Its corners were frayed, spine bowed by moisture. Wax seals, deep crimson and brittle, clung to its edges, resisting even now the temptation of revelation.

Beside it stood an ancient bottle, its glass fogged with time. No label adorned it, no markings survived scrutiny. Yet, when the light caught it just so, the words Red Wake shimmered within, visible only at the edges of sight. Inside, something stirred: a lantern half-swallowed by brine. Once, sails unfurled within, then vanished, a breath drawn beneath waves.

He dared not linger his gaze. He never did.

Instead, his eyes found the hearth. Above it hung a painting, newly acquired, a testament to his own hand's careful placement.

It showed a plantation, Southern in its very bones. Cotton fields stretched into a dusk eternal, heavy with unspoken screams. Figures moved through shadowed rows, but only when unobserved: crude effigies, bound in rough thread, limbs swaying from gnarled branches unnaturally still. Beneath the porch, symbols of bone and ash whispered cold magic. Something ancient and hungry lurked beneath the floorboards, its presence a weight upon the air. He recognised the brushwork but not the artist, only the dreadful truth of its subject. His gaze drifted once more to the journal, its cover a tapestry of time's gentle erosion, the name inscribed thereon a whisper, elusive yet familiar. Stone. A name that stood solitary, neither Blackwood nor Eleanor. "This one," he mused softly, "was ever a shadowed figure in their narrative, a spectre at the periphery, unseen by those who would chart the obvious paths."

His gloved hand lingered above the seal, an unbroken promise. "Yet stories need not entwine to be woven from the same loom." He leaned forward, the light catching the hard line of his cheek. His voice dropped, almost reverent.

"This is no mere chapter. No footnote. This is a story that stands alone. Yet, you'll feel the echo. You always do."

The fire cracked, a single note. A creak whispered through the ceiling: neither wood nor wind. The mirror at the room's far end clouded slightly.

"Stone was not a seeker," the Curator continued. "Not like Jonathan. Not cursed. Not brave. But he woke. And on the Red Wake, that is often enough to doom a man."

The bottle pulsed faintly, a phantom touch from an unseen hand. The lamp dimmed.

He reached forward.

The wax broke with a brittle sigh.

The journal's spine groaned as it opened, not old leather, but timbers under pressure; something submerged, recalling the surface."The entries are wrong," he whispered. "They loop. They forget. They rewrite themselves. Some days appear thrice. Others not at all."

He placed a palm against the open page, not reading, listening.

"There is no mirror in this story. No manor. No stairwell leading astray. There is only the ship. And those aboard."

He looked up, his gaze drifting beyond the flickering lamplight, beyond familiar shadows. His eyes, ancient and knowing, settled on a point beyond the room, beyond the very page. A breath passed between you both, though none was taken. Shadows along the far wall stirred, as if something unseen turned to listen. His lips parted, a silent, knowing whisper.

"Very well," with his fingers spreading over the page in the manner of a priest at an altar. "Let us begin. Not where it ends..." His gaze sharpened, voice low and certain.

"But where it forgets."
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Aboard in Fog

Scrabster, Caithness, Scotland - 1835

The sea stretched before him, a tarnished chalice of ancient pewter, vast and silent, its depths quite hidden beneath a grey veneer. From his perch at the prow, Mire struggled to discern the place where sky and sea conspired as one, for all lay cloaked in a muted shroud, enfolding the ship, a sign they had slipped beyond the world's edge, unnoticed by those left behind. In this quietude, he found a strange solace, having departed without public notice or ceremony. Yet, within the heavy veil, an occasional shiver pricked his skin: the dread awareness of unseen eyes upon their solitary course. The sensation settled between his shoulder blades, a cold finger pressing on the cloth, accompanied by the faintest whisper, a sound neither wind nor breath, that ceased the moment he turned to catch it. The Red Wake, once a proud barque, three-masted and broad of beam, now bore the weariness of too many refits, moving with the solemnity of a coffin set adrift. Beneath him, the ship groaned, a deep and rhythmic creak whose vibration he felt through the soles of his feet and the aged wood of the railing. The sound was not the ship's own, but the lament of something vast and fatigued holding it aloft.

His hands smarted from rope burns, the labour proving harsher than he had foreseen, biting and relentless. He thought of home, not with sorrow, but with the dull ache of knowing it lay so far behind, a candle extinguished in the next room. He missed his mother's hands more than her face; their touch as she tucked a small wooden token into his shirt, pressing it to his chest with a quiet, knowing nod, her love concentrated into a charm small enough to fit between his ribs.

Though merely three days had passed, it felt an age, a span of time in which he had not spoken, for none had bid him to.

"Deck," came a voice, sharp and clipped. "Wash down. Report."

He turned slightly, at once recognising the voice of First Mate Stone, a man who always spoke in a manner that presupposed disappointment in reply. Mire offered a small nod, just enough to be seen, not enough to draw undue notice, for he was uncertain what "report" entailed and supposed it mattered little in the end.

The deck remained encrusted with dried salt and the faint, sickly bloom of mildew from the storm that had nearly capsized them two nights prior. He took up the swab and bucket without complaint, allowing the simple labour to draw him from his thoughts, for its rhythm soothed him: clean, soak, scrape, then move along, a pattern that offered solace where all else had ceased to make sense.

Above, the barque's sails drooped, reminiscent of old curtains in an abandoned chapel, bereft of wind or will, the fog having stolen the wind entirely to leave the crew marooned in silence. The air hung heavy with the scent of wet wood and salt, and something else beneath it: a faint, stale odour from the cargo hold below, carrying the sepulchral chill of the grave.

Near the helm stood the captain, ever with his book. He read it each morning with the stillness of a man deep in prayer, his lips moving ever so slightly as his eyes darted across pages no other was permitted to see. The sailors gave him a wide berth during this ritual; Mire had learned not to stare. No man dared touch the bell, for it tolled of its own accord. Some said it was once tied to the captain's wrist, long before this voyage, long before the Red Wake had changed her name.

As he worked his way down the port side, something near the water barrel caught his eye, a small carving in the aged timber. He leaned closer, bracing himself against the worn rail. It was his name: MIRE. Carved deep. It did not appear new, yet neither was it faded; the edges remained sharp, a fresh wound in the old wood. Below it, another line appeared: a date. Two days hence.

He blinked and looked again, his fingers tracing the carving as he half-hoped it might smudge or lift away, a mere trick of the wood grain. But it remained stubbornly real, unyielding and cold beneath his touch. Something wound tight in his belly, a frozen wire drawn taut beneath his ribs.

From the bell housing behind him, a single bell tolled, its one long, clear note hanging suspended in the thick fog, impossible and undeniable. Though Mire knew no one had climbed the rigging, the other sailors continued their tasks, their movements unchanged and their conversations unbroken by the sound, the sound unheard by the crew, a toll for a world where only Mire existed to hear it.

It was not the sharp report of an alarm, nor the measured call of a signal, but something older: a summons. Standing alone with his name etched into the timber before him, Mire felt the first shiver of something beginning to unravel in his chest. It was not panic, not just yet, but a small, unsettling ripple that was the beginning of a dream he was certain he did not wish to reclaim, yet somehow knew would arrive the moment that date carved below his name came.
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The Boy

Mire lingered at the periphery of the crew's bustling rhythm aboard the Red Wake, moving with a quiet grace through the ship's narrow confines; a silent observer of men, never tarrying in one place for long.

There was the cook, old Grub Hayden, a figure seemingly born from the very soot of a chimney, his form perpetually hunched and his visage ever smudged with the shadow of ash. Within the galley he reigned without the bark of authority, his grumbling a manner more comforting than cantankerous, for which Mire found a certain fondness in the old man's perpetual discontent.

Each morning, following the deck's ritual cleansing with water cold as a winter's breath, his hands aching from the toil, Mire would descend unbidden to the galley to lend his aid. He stirred the thick, unappealing stews that simmered in their barrels, peeled the endless potatoes, and fetched water from the damp stores. The cook never offered thanks, yet always reserved for Mire the crusty heel of the bread, a small treasure given before the others descended.

"You stir better than most men twice your size," Grub muttered one morn, his eyes fixed on the cleaver's task. "Least you don't talk shite whilst doing it."

Mire allowed a small smile, for such words were the highest praise one might hope to earn aboard the Red Wake. He required little else, finding the simple routine and the cook's small favour to be sufficient anchors in his world.

Later that day, as the first mate's voice pierced the air summoning all to inspection, Mire was swabbing near the starboard rail. He worked with a slow precision, laying the wet boards smooth in a manner that recalled the folding of sheets upon a sickbed, an image of clean linen and distant shores that flickered at the edge of his mind before being swiftly banished. When he finished, he tucked the rag beneath the bucket, surveyed his work, and looked skyward.

There, perched upon the rigging, was a bird, grey and slight, a sparrow in form yet darker, its stillness unsettling against the misty air. It neither preened nor twitched, its gaze unyielding and too steady for a living creature.The fog bent around it, a recognition, it appeared, from the mist itself of something unnatural in its presence. Mire raised a hand, not in greeting nor to shoo it away, but in silent acknowledgement of its impossible presence, a wordless accord between two grey wanderers adrift. The bird tilted its head, a gesture so minute and unnatural that for one breathless moment, Mire could have sworn its eyes reflected not the grey sky, but something deeper and older, the colour of stagnant water in a forgotten well. Then it vanished into the clinging fog, leaving behind only the faintest impression that it had been watching far longer than mere moments.

That evening, he nestled behind the galley door in a space redolent of stale fare and sweated wood, mending a tear in his sock with the bone needle Grub had bestowed upon him. The quietude of this place was a balm, a refuge from the ship's capricious moods, from the sudden, eerie creaks and groans that whispered of secrets not meant for human ears. From here, he could hear the men above, their boots a ceaseless thrum, their laughter sharp and brittle, a facade that could not quite conceal a soft weeping from beneath.

It came from below deck, a distant sound, perhaps from the cargo hold or the ship's shadowed depths. The sound was not loud, nor panicked, nor particularly sorrowful, yet its gentle rhythm chilled Mire more than any scream could. It was the sound of a child sobbing, quietly forlorn, each breath drawn with the patience of one who had wept for far too long; a thing that should be impossible on a vessel where every soul was a man, each accounted for.

He listened, his blood turning to ice despite the galley's faint warmth. The needle trembled in his fingers, so that he could not draw another stitch and did not stir.

The ship groaned then, a long, drawn-out lament from its very timbers, deeper than before, as if consuming the very air. As it groaned, the crying ceased abruptly, cut off mid-sob, a door slammed shut between worlds. He knew it would not be the last time he heard it.

He spoke to no one of the bird, nor the weeping, for what words could suffice?

The next morn, he found a nail lying upon the threshold of his hammock, a place he had deemed his own sanctuary. It was a solitary iron nail, thick and ancient, rusted at the tip and stained with old blood, exuding a chill far deeper than the surrounding air. It possessed a weight beyond its size which seemed to carry within it the memory of some terrible purpose. No other had been nearby; none could have placed it there. He pondered if it was left by an unseen hand, or if the ship itself had bestowed it, the Red Wake marking him with tokens he did not understand. The metal was unnaturally cold, its surface rough with a corrosion that seemed to shift beneath his touch. He kept it, wrapped in a spare cloth and tucked deep into his pocket. He continued with his duties, the rusted nail a small, heavy secret against his thigh, growing warmer only when the child's weeping began again.
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Clean the Hold

The hold was a realm of oil and rot, where decay and machinery waged an eternal war within the ship's entrails. Though Mire, ever the hopeful soul, had wished for a morning less burdened by such oppressive scents, his stomach twisted with only a dry biscuit and scant water to sustain him as the air thickened into a suffocating shroud.The lower decks possessed a peculiar quality, the very atmosphere a damp, woollen fabric clinging to the skin, each breath a labour through the ship's sour, swollen exhalation. He uttered no complaint, knowing that to do so was to invite unwanted attention, a perilous venture aboard the Red Wake.

Silently, he dragged the heavy bucket down the creaking stairs, each step a groan reverberating through the confined space as his lantern cast a frail, flickering glow along the narrow passage that cleaved the cargo hold in twain. Barrels lined the walls, bound with ropes frayed into ancient sinew and slick with an unnatural sheen; some wept from their seams, oozing dark, greasy rivulets that defied identification, carrying a sickly metallic tang that whispered of long-forgotten things.

"Clean the hold," the first mate had instructed, his words unremarkable save for their deadpan delivery. "Start early. Don't leave 'til it shines." Stone had spoken them twice that morning, once as Mire scrubbed the deck and again as he lingered by the galley, the same words in the same hollow cadence, a mechanical repetition, a hollow cadence the ship itself seemed to echo back in some unfathomable jest or foreboding. Mire had nodded each time, a reflexive, thoughtless gesture.

Now, as he guided the mop through arcs of grime, his fingers brushed against the wall, drawn by a subtlety he could not name to a place where the wood was warm. It was not the warmth of flesh nor the heat of a lamp, but a curious pulse that emanated from within the timber itself, a disturbing anomaly in the pervasive damp. He pressed his ear to the wood and listened intently, hearing only the distant thud of boots above and the shallow hiss of his own breath. No scurrying rats, no lapping water; just a profound silence, save for that inexplicable heat.

"You're not scrubbing fast enough." The voice, unmistakably Boatswain Milton's, echoed with a chilling resonance that enveloped him, seeming to emanate from the corridor's end near the stairs, a hollowness that spoke with the ship's own anticipation of the coming confrontation. Mire started, his heart a frantic drumbeat against his ribs, yet the corridor lay empty, the lantern's light revealing only the silent procession of barrels fading into shadow.

Moments later, the heavy tread of boots descended the stairs, the lantern's glow shifting as a figure emerged. It was Boatswain Milton, precisely as the phantom voice had predicted, his coat dampened by the ship's chill, his eyes narrowed with familiar irritation.

"You're not scrubbing fast enough," Milton repeated, his voice rough and tangible. The repetition was undeniably real this time, and Mire's heart became a leaden weight in his chest, for he knew words of excuse would be futile.

Milton approached, his boots marking the freshly wiped floor, his gaze sweeping the walls before pausing near the very barrel where Mire had sensed the warmth. "Who scratched this?" he asked, his voice low and dangerous.

Mire turned slowly, his eyes tracing the jagged lines freshly etched into the timber:

"HE COMES BACK."

The boatswain straightened, his gaze fixed first on the carving, then on Mire. "Did you do that?"

Mire shook his head in a firm, decisive denial.

Milton's eyes narrowed. "Do not lie to me, boy."

Another shake, resolute.

"So the barrel carved itself, then?" Milton sneered, gesturing at the wood.

Mire opened his mouth to protest, then closed it, for what could he say? That the wood had been warm? That a voice had spoken before its owner's arrival? Such truths sounded only of madness.

Milton did not strike him, not this time, but instead leaned close, his breath carried the bitter gust of dried kelp and stale stew. His eyes held a knowledge Mire had not seen before; not mere anger, but a disquieting awareness, his gaze holding a disquieting awareness, perceiving not just the boy but the unseen forces gathering about him.

"You think you're clever, boy," he whispered, the words sharp as broken glass, "playing games. But this ship remembers. It sees. You shall find that out, below or above, the same as the others." He turned and departed without another word, his steps receding up the stairs, leaving Mire alone once more in the hold. Mire remained for another hour, his scrubbing slow and mechanical, his hands trembling so fiercely he could scarcely grip the mop. He knew not what unnerved him more: the ominous message, the impossible voice, or the fact that when he dared touch the timber again, it remained warm. It pulsed faintly beneath his fingertips, a gentle throb, a hidden vein beneath the bark, a living pulse under the raw words:

"HE COMES BACK."

It throbbed gently, a vein beneath the bark, and with each pulse, the carved letters seemed to deepen, the ship itself carving the message anew, over and over, ensuring it would never fade.
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Something In The Timber

Russell Stone had weathered enough voyages to discern the subtle dissonance between a ship's customary symphony and the ominous hush of something amiss. A vessel always spoke in its own tongue through the creak of timber flexing with the sea, the taut pull of ropes, the sails' restless dance in the breeze; yet now, aboard the Red Wake, that familiar chorus had dwindled to a muted absence where sound should dwell, the very air grown reluctant to carry the ship's voice.

The ship's bones, once lively with the tide's embrace, now lay still and unresponsive to the fog's woolly caress. The sails sagged, indifferent, whilst the scuttling of rats in the hold had long ceased and even the gulls that followed them from port had vanished, leaving behind an ocean devoid of wings or cries. It was a silence that bore not tranquillity but void, leaving Stone to ponder whether his senses had dulled or the world itself had turned its back on this forsaken craft. The endless grey, the acrid tang of staled water, the wary glances of the crew, these he could abide. This watchful lull, however, gnawed at his seasoned instincts, a language he could not decipher, a quiet that tugged at the fringes of his sanity, fingers pulling at the loose threads of his mind.

He stood upon the deck, arms crossed against a chill that seeped into his marrow, a cold deeper than any winter fog should penetrate. Young Finn passed by, whistling a tuneless air, seemingly unperturbed by the pervasive stillness, though Stone noticed the boy's eyes darted constantly to the shadows, his whistling possessed of a tremor that spoke of forced bravado. Stone watched him go, then cast his gaze to the boy labouring by the scuppers: Mire, he recalled, a diligent worker, swift and precise. Were he older, Stone might have offered a nod of approval, yet something in the lad's movements troubled him; a wariness beyond his years, the posture of one who listened for sounds others could not hear.

A gull's cry pierced the fog, or a mimicry of one, from a throat unfit for such a sound. Stone could not place its origin, for the mast tops were lost to the mist and no bird perched upon the crossbeams. The cry came again, closer now, and with it a wrongness that made his skin crawl, for it was too hollow, too knowing, the sound of a creature that had once been a gull, its memory of life warped into a hollow, knowing cry.

Behind him, near the helm, the captain stood, eternally reading from a black-bound tome whose words seemed to anchor him in the ship's eerie stillness. Stone had begun to wonder if the captain spoke to the book or if the book spoke to him; the pages never seemed to turn, yet the captain's eyes moved with the conviction of one following new text, his mouth forming syllables in no language Stone recognised. It was useless, of course, for ink on paper could not repel whatever had taken root here, whatever grew stronger with each passing hour.

Having served under many captains and sailed through storms that turned the sea to liquid mountains, Stone knew this was different. This was not nature's whim but something deliberate, a voyage not through fog but through the breath of something vast and patient, something that had been waiting for the Red Wake to find it.

He turned to descend the port ladder, his boots echoing in the uncanny quiet, when a whisper brushed his ear, the caress of winter bones: "Turn around." Instinct overriding fear, he spun to find only the empty deck, where the wheel turned slightly in the windless air, its spokes moving with the deliberate pace of an invisible hand. He exhaled, the sound sharp in the hush, and murmured to himself, "Below decks, not enough sleep, just shadows," yet even as he spoke the words, he felt their falseness. Twenty years at sea had taught him to trust his instincts, and every nerve in his body screamed that something watched from the fog, something that knew his name and his fears. He gripped the ladder rail, forcing himself downward, each step a defiance against the creeping dread that threatened to root him to the deck.

As he descended, the whisper returned, this time resonating not in the air but through the timber beneath his hand. It was a voice from the ship's very bones, transmitted through grain and nail and rigging, the ancient heart of the vessel speaking with words that vibrated through his palm with the pulse of some monstrous thing. He paused, hand on the rail, listening as the wood beneath his feet pulsed with a gentle, rhythmic thrum, the stirring of something vast and unseen within the ship's frame. The air smelled wrong; not of bilge or decay, but of something older, a scent that caught in his throat, earthy and cold, a cold suggesting the ship was moored not in water, but in a grave, the surrounding fog not mist but the exhalation of things long buried.

He continued down, forcing his legs to move with the authority of command, for the men must not see the First Mate falter. Yet each step felt a descent into something that was no longer quite a ship, each breath a taste of copper and loam, the boundary between the living vessel and something altogether more sinister blurring with every heartbeat.

The lower deck stretched before him, familiar yet changed, its shadows deeper and more substantial, gathering in corners where no shadows should exist. The lanterns flickered as he passed, their flames leaning away from him, even fire seeking to escape whatever followed in his wake. In the hold, his own lantern's light seemed feeble, swallowed by an oppressive gloom that pressed against the glass with a life of its own. He noted with a jolt that the other lamps burned low, their flames mere embers, though he had filled them just hours before. A suspicion pricked at him: was time itself awry here, had hours passed in what felt as minutes, or had minutes stretched into hours while the ship drifted through this grey purgatory?

He passed Grub without a word. The cook was hunched over his table, sharpening a knife with mechanical precision, his eyes distant, fixed on a point beyond the horizon of sanity. Stone noticed the man's movements had taken on an odd quality, a task performed from memory rather than will, his hands moving while his mind wandered elsewhere.

"Did you top the lamps?" Stone's voice was rougher than intended.

The cook nodded with a slow, delayed motion, a response to a question from another realm. When he finally looked up, his eyes held a glassy quality that made Stone's stomach turn, his pupils dilated despite the lamplight, reflecting a light that was not quite flame.

Stone pushed open the supply room door, stepping into air that felt thick and wrong, a presence so heavy it made his lungs labour for each breath. He halted. The walls were bleeding. Not a torrent, but slow, thin streaks of rust and oil traced the dark wood in patterns of tears from unseen wounds, the scent metallic and layered over the smell of earth and decay. He touched a trail expecting dampness, but it was dry, the stains fresh yet ancient, evidence of a weeping that had only just ceased, or perhaps one that bled in moments parallel to his own.

He realised with growing unease that the stains formed patterns, not random streaks but deliberate marks, symbols that seemed familiar yet remained just beyond comprehension. They were words in a language he had once known but could no longer recall, speaking of voyages that should never have been undertaken, of destinations that existed only in the spaces between sanity and sleep.

From the timber itself, a voice rose, clearer now and heavy with sorrow: "Not again." It was a lament from the ship itself, from every nail and beam, a soul mourning a future yet unseen, the endless repetition of some cosmic horror. Stone froze.

"Please," the voice whispered, softer now, "not the boy, not again." He felt tears he did not understand prick his eyes. He spun, his pulse pounding against his temples as hammer blows, but the room was empty save for himself, the dim light, and the weeping walls that continued their silent testimony. The patterns seemed to shift in his peripheral vision, rearranging themselves into new configurations of despair, telling stories he did not want to understand.

Above, on the deck where the fog pressed close as a living shroud, Mire sensed the wind shift. It was not a gust, but a slow breath carrying a chill of earth and rust, tasting of graves and forgotten sorrows. He looked up through the mist, and for a moment, thought he saw shapes moving in the rigging: figures that might once have been men but had become something else, something that belonged to the fog and the silence.

The bell swayed once, then stilled. No sound came, but the silence that followed was vast and charged with unseen portent. In that silence, both Mire above and Stone below felt the Red Wake shudder, not with wind or wave, but with something deeper: the drawing of a breath as it prepared to speak truths that no living soul should hear.
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Measured By Pain

The bell's toll, as ever, was not summoned by mortal hand, for it rang but once, unbidden, from a rope no soul was near as the sky shifted from the hue of slate to a pallid ash. Mire, tasked with coiling the heavy lines by the mainmast, felt the coarse hemp biting into his already stinging hands when he heard it; the sound did not carry, nor did it echo, but simply descended, weighty and final, upon the deck, the gavel's strike from a vast and unseen court.

Instinctively, he looked up, his gut tightening as he beheld the deckhands gathering in a quiet, loose formation. No orders needed voicing this time, for they all knew the ritual: the ship had called for order, and punishment was due.

The transgressor on this occasion was a man named Ned Kincaid, of whom Mire knew little save for a faded tattoo of a bird upon his throat and a crooked, half-hopeful smile he wore even when unaddressed. Kincaid was neither lazy nor cruel, nor particularly reckless, yet this morn his boots bore mud, having traced a distinct line of dark earth across the quarterdeck near the helm, a transgression that was, it seemed, all that was required.

An unnatural stillness settled over the deck as they waited, a hush deeper than the surrounding fog, where the usual creaks of the ship ceased, the Red Wake itself holding its breath. The captain stood impassive at the helm, gazing into the mist, his presence alone a sufficient benediction for what followed. The First Mate called the charge aloud, his voice flat and stiff, each word clipped as a prayer read from a book of the dead: "Neglect of duty. Violation of deck sanctity. Dereliction of order."

Boatswain Crow Milton stepped forward, his movements disturbingly fluid, holding a length of thick, braided rope weighted at the end. It was not a mere tool of punishment but seemed in his thin, precise grip a thing more sacred, something ancient. Mire stood behind a stack of spare barrels, not hiding fully, but positioned so as not to be seen watching, his revulsion plain, yet not wishing to be seen ignoring the ritual, for that could be defiance. The rough wood pressed into his back, a small anchor in the rising tide of dread.

Ned Kincaid said nothing as they tied him to an old, salt-bleached timber near the mainmast that seemed to draw the shadows closer. The rope was pulled too tight, cutting into his wrists as part of the ceremony, while his thin shirt was ripped down the back to expose pale, sweat-streaked flesh. No one helped him, nor did any man look upon his face, which remained strangely blank save for the faint tremor in his jaw. Just as Milton raised the whip, Mire felt a deep vibration travel through the deck, a low groan from the ship's belly in vast, dark anticipation of the blow.

The first lash landed without sound in the strange hush, marked only by a sudden tightening of Kincaid's muscles as a red line rose on his pale back, a searing mark drawn by invisible ink. The second cut through the air with a sharp, wet crack. The coppery scent of salt and hot, fresh blood stung Mire's nostrils, mingling with the pervasive odour of damp wood and fear. By the third, Kincaid began to mutter, his voice strained but clear in the quiet: not cries, not pleas, but words meant for no one present which caused a subtle unease to ripple through the watching crew.

"Not here," he gasped, his body convulsing. "Not now... She's still beneath it."

The fourth lash cut deep, spraying fresh blood across the planks Mire had so recently cleaned. The fifth drew more. Milton laid on the strokes with chilling precision, his eyes sharp with a detached pleasure that suggested he responded to a silent command, a frigid grin touching his lips. Mire felt sick, a heavy nausea churning in his gut, and clenched his hands into fists so tightly his nails bit into his palms, the small, sharp pain a desperate anchor against the agony unfolding before him.

Ten lashes provided the brutal, mechanical rhythm before the Captain raised a single, almost imperceptible finger from the helm. The count continued: eleven, twelve. No one flinched among the crew; no one spoke, their faces masks of stone or simply turned away in deliberate blindness.

When it was done, the deck was silent save for Kincaid's ragged breathing. Milton meticulously wiped the whip on a rag, removing every speck of blood, then coiled the thin, deadly instrument, a sacred object, and he its devoted priest. Kincaid was cut down, not by any hand, for the ropes were simply loosened from above, letting him fall. He hit the deck with a sound that was not quite a thud but more a heavy sigh, a final breath made solid which Mire knew he would remember later.

Two men with averted faces moved to drag Kincaid away while the sky remained a dead grey, the fog hanging lower than before, curling along the rails, an unfeeling, watchful presence.

That night, Mire sat huddled in the galley alone, the air thick with stale food and a smell he could not place. The cook had gone early to his hammock, leaving the stew in the pot chilled and congealed. He ran his fingers along his palm, tracing the crescent-shaped cuts his own nails had left, the small wounds stinging with salt and sweat as he thought of the brutal rope, the chilling whip, and the captain's raised hand. He thought of Kincaid's strange words, questioning who 'She' was, and what lay 'beneath it'.

He closed his eyes, trying to banish the images, when from somewhere below, resonating through the unwarmed timber where his hand rested, the deck creaked twice. It was a low, heavy sound, exactly as it had been before each lash fell; not a memory, but a vibration through the ship's very bones, a deliberate communication. Then came a whisper from the ship's core, dry and sharp as autumn leaves. It was not a warning, but a memory, not his own, but the ship's, low and ancient. Though not meant for him, he heard it with perfect clarity, a chilling promise that became a cold stone settling deep in his chest. "Soon."
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Chapter 6
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Rope Below

Mire stirred from uneasy slumber to a sharp ache gnawing at his left shoulder with the persistent bite of some unseen parasite. As he roused himself, the hammock's coarse canvas grazing his cheek, his eyes blinked into the pallid light that seeped into the crew's quarters through gaps which admitted more shadow than illumination. The air hung heavy, laden with the acrid scents of sweat, dampened rope, and ancient oil, yet beneath these familiar odours lingered a metallic tang; the scent of rust and drying blood clung to the lower decks, a shadow that would not lift, a reminder of violences both recent and ancient. Above, the ship groaned, a long, languid sigh that stirred the silence, the sound of it awakening from reluctant repose, stretching limbs grown stiff with dark dreams.

His fingers sought the tender spot beneath his collarbone where the skin was swollen, bruised in hues of purple and green that shifted and deepened even as he watched. This was no mere soreness from a fall or the usual wear of shipboard labour, but the slow, insidious pain of something drawn from him, a memory plucked by the ship itself, extracted with the careful precision of a surgeon removing a vital organ. His last clear recollection was of sitting in the galley tracing the cuts upon his palm, the taste of stale stew lingering at the back of his throat. Then had come the whisper, a single word echoing from the ship's very bones: "Soon." Beyond that, nothing remained but a void where memory should dwell, a gap in his consciousness, a clean and deliberate blade's cut.

The bruise pulsed beneath his touch, each heartbeat sending fresh waves of discomfort through the discoloured flesh, each breath a laboured gasp in the stifling air. It was the kind of injury one might earn from a violent yank or a sudden drop from a considerable height, yet he had fallen nowhere and struggled with no man or rope; of this he was almost certain, though certainty had become a luxury he could no longer afford aboard the Red Wake.

Above, the crew stirred, their boots thudding in a rhythmic dirge upon the deck, less the sounds of men at work than the measured tread of mourners in a funeral procession. The few voices that barked commands were muffled, the fog that shrouded the ship having crept into their very throats. The ship's silence was not one of repose but the stillness of something listening intently, attuned to sounds only it could perceive, waiting for signals from depths no mortal ear could fathom.

Mire dressed in haste, donning his rough attire with fingers that trembled more than the morning chill warranted. Each movement sent fresh jolts of pain through his injured shoulder as he ascended the ladder to the deck, each rung a small agony reminding him of some mysterious night's adventure. He found the fog embracing the ship, denser than the day before and tinged with the sickly hue of aged parchment. The sails hung limp, shrouds upon a corpse, while the bell swayed gently in the motionless air, creaking softly yet refusing to toll, saving its voice for more significant announcements.

He found a bucket and began his task, the bristles scraping the wet wood with the familiar rhythm that had become his morning prayer. He needed no command from mate or boatswain, though his body ached as he moved, each muscle protesting with a deep, grinding soreness that spoke of exertions he could not remember, a memory etched into his very bones while his mind remained mercifully blank.

As he worked along the starboard rail, near the scupper where he had toiled the day prior, his blood turned to ice water in his veins. A rope lay coiled there, tied in a knot both intricate and strange, a pattern woven with malevolent intent rather than any practical purpose. Its weaving was a complex pattern of symbols born from a fever dream, and through its centre was threaded a single strand of vibrant red, a delicate line, a drop of fresh blood threading through dead veins, too bright for the muted tones of the Red Wake. His hand trembled as he uncoiled the rope, each loop falling away to reveal its horrible purpose, for beneath it lay a scrap of cloth pressed against the damp deck as an offering at some unholy altar. It was his own cloth, the very fabric he had wrapped around the rusted nail only yesterday, that small charm he had foolishly hoped might ward off the ship's malevolent gaze. The nail, however, was gone, vanished as completely as his memory of the previous night, leaving only the empty wrapping, the discarded skin of some supernatural chrysalis.

He stood there, the damp rag clutched in one hand, the peculiar rope in the other, his pulse a frantic rhythm that echoed the ship's own dark heartbeat. He wondered where the nail had gone, who had left this grotesque arrangement, and what had transpired in the hours stolen from his memory.

Then the whisper came again, dry and sharp as autumn wind through a graveyard, resonating through the very timbers of the ship with an intimacy that made his skin crawl: "You were beneath it." The voice was low and intimate, meant for him alone, carrying the weight of terrible knowledge. He turned sharply, his eyes scanning the empty deck and the shrouded rigging that disappeared into the thick, yellow mist. He found no one there, yet the sense of being watched persisted, the feeling of invisible eyes following his every movement.

Later, when the ship feigned sleep and the crew lay in their hammocks, corpses awaiting burial, Mire dreamt of a sea that was not the sea he knew. It was still, black as pitch, stretching endlessly beneath a sky that had never known sun or moon, its mirror surface unmarred by any wave, its perfect calm undisturbed by any wind. Only vast, shadowy forms moved beneath the surface, slow thoughts in the mind of something that had slumbered for ages and now began to stir. In his dream, he stood upon the deck of an older Red Wake, its wood black with age and stained with substances that were not tar or salt. The crew who moved about its deck were men he recognised yet had never seen, their faces familiar but wrong, the faces of beloved friends viewed through the distorting lens of madness. They worked in perfect, inhuman silence, and when they turned to look at him, their eyes held the depth and darkness of the impossible sea beneath.

He woke with a start, gasping for air, the sensation of drowning still raw and clinging. The dream's images clung to his mind with the persistence of prophecy while the bruise on his shoulder darkened to an angry purple, a spill of ink spreading across his skin, the pain within it pulsing with its own malevolent life. It was then he saw it, and his blood truly turned to ice. Resting against the unwarmed timber wall, positioned with deliberate care next to his hammock, lay the nail. It was thick iron, fresh with rust that writhed and shifted in the dim light, oozing a dark, brackish liquid that fell in slow, measured drops onto the floorboards. It appeared newly pulled from deep saltwater or from something far fouler, a thing that did not rot but brooded in the spaces between decay and life. The liquid that seeped from its surface was too dark to be water, too thick to be blood, yet it carried the metallic scent of both, mingled with some other odour that made his stomach turn and his soul recoil in instinctive horror.
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Chapter 7
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The Missing Day

It commenced, as such occurrences often do, with the morning repast. The cook, in his habitual gruffness, dispensed the usual watery porridge, the customary charred biscuit edges, his grumblings echoing about the boy's overzealous stirring. All appeared as ever it was, nothing Mire could definitively deem as peculiar. No phantom sound, no shadow displaced, no whisper from the ship's dark heart, save for the bread.

Grub presented him with the crusty end of the loaf, as was the custom. Yet, Mire knew, with an unsettling certainty more chilling than any sea spray, that he had consumed that very end the day prior. He recalled it with crystalline clarity: its precise shape, the scorch upon its bottom where it had nestled too close to the oven's flame, the small fissure in the crust where he had torn it with trembling fingers, savouring it with his stew the previous night, tearing it slowly whilst the fog clawed as spectral fingers at the galley windows. Each bite had been a small comfort in a world growing increasingly mad.

Now it returned to him, warm and familiar, time itself having folded back like a damaged sail. The echoes of yesterday's meal, yesterday's quiet dread, the whisper that had followed him into uneasy sleep, all seemed to have unravelled into nothingness, leaving only this impossible repetition. As he accepted it, a faint, queasy disorientation swept over him, akin to stepping onto a deck that was not there, a fleeting vertigo that threatened
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