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Dedication:

To anyone who loves Pirate Tales!

And who doesn’t enjoy a good Pirate Tale?

Note to Reader: 

I take certain liberties with the spelling of words throughout the book. I do this to remain true to the narrative expression and colloquial style of the character of the story. This is especially true in the story, "Bawdy, Bonny Sally," where I use the 'natuv' as opposed to the correct spelling of 'native'. The character of Riley is speaking—telling the story. This is true whether he is speaking to other characters, in which case there will be quote marks indicating dialogue, or whether he is speaking to the reader (you). You are, as you read along, still in his head, so to speak.

And in the story, “Awaiting Dickie Raggs,” where I am the narrator, I might also have taken some liberties. I don’t recall exactly. However, it was a case of being in the flow of the story, and my attempt to maintain the overall spirit of the book. Please forgive me. I simply wanted to keep things fun 

Of Pirates and Such

(A Seafaring Ditty)
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Of Pirates and such,

Let me tell you a tale.

Sit and fill up your pipe, 

Before we set sail

Afore we’re through,

You’ll hear like and tell

of marauders, and cutthroats.

Scamps and scoundrels as well.

Of Chain-locked chests buried fathom-deep.

No matter the bones in the box,

nor mind what secrets they keep.

With treasure map in hand,

There might be booty as well.

Keep it?

Why, yes! Of course. I won’t tell.

Your secret’s safe, but should you dare.

Just trust others to come looking,

As they’ll want their share.

Someone, after all, 

Had buried treasure in place.

And that secret knowledge,

Will be just their ace.

When ready, they’ll come looking,

Pretty as you please.

What’s more, for the lock,

They’ll likely have keys.

Whether earned or not,

Won’t matter a bit.

So keep a strong lookout,

And match wiles with wit

Beware of the lady,

As well as the gent

The wearing of skirts

Doesn’t mean heaven-sent.

Some fine ‘n’ fair ladies 

Will lift skirts with pleasure

And with the same smile

Cut your throat for the treasure.

Aside Swashbucklers and swordsmen,

Crossed bones, skulls and ghosts.

You’ll hear of haunted caves,

And what coves line the coast.

You’ll have your ear full,

afore we leave shore.

When first tale’s finished,

I’ll tell you some more.

There’ll be doubloons and jewels,

And blades dripping blood,

Skulls set a staring,

Half-buried in mud.

You’ll need a swig of rum,

Trust, before we are through.

But heed what I say, if you drink,

if you do

If rum be your fancy, 

Be it not under sail.

Stand steady on deck,

Mind your swab and your pail. 

There is a time 

When drink has its place.

‘tis once the order is given

to ‘splice the mainbrace.’

Be true to your duty,

Eye the wind in the sails.

Keep this in mind

As I tell you these tales.

If you’re manning the capstan,

Mizzenmast or main,

Beware of the boom.

It moves all the same.

If you’re high in the Crow’s nest,

With spyglass in hand,

Know to stay on the lookout

For more than just land.

Ship spied, how’s she running?

Be she fast or slow? 

How’s she set in the water?

Be she very high, or very low?

What direction’s she headed?

And how full’s her sails?

Which way’s the wind,

And how strong the gales?

Is she way afar?

or might she be nigh?

What ensign’s she flying?

Half-mast, or on high?

If hoisted rag’s waving

The Jolly Rodger,

Avast!

Call out loud.

And cry out fast.

Scamper down the rigging

to warn all the crew.

There’ll be much to prepare for,

And yet much more to do.

Then scamper back up

And look once again.

Count the guns to be sure.

Eyeball ship, end to end.

How was it she’s riding?

Was it high or low?

If she’s low, she’s full up,

And might pass us by.

We’ll have to just see,

Which way fortunes lie.

She might just then run, 

But we’ll have to be ready.

If she turns keel,

We’ll hold nice and steady.

Study her wake,

To see if she turns.

She’ll have to get close,

afore powder she burns.

Then it’s guns ablaze;

I’ll lay to on that.

Keep a good lookout,

I’ll tip you my hat.

Guns will be daylight

At night they’ll try an’ board.

If there’s one, there’ll be fifty.

A rampaging horde.

Fire your pistols

But make sure your aim’s true.

Death cares not a whit,

Whether it’s the other or you.

All this, of course,

I’m sure you well know.

Bury cutlass deep,

Before powder kegs blow.

That they’ll blow I’m quite certain,

Flames licking the night.

Rest assured, mates, that then

We’ll have us a fight.

Keep an ear for the whistle,

Heed the bo’son’s call.

Rogues? 

Aye, aplenty.

And Scallywags all!
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The Chinaman wobbled as he strode along. His legs were bowed and he had a limp. He was a small man, wiry and lean, dirty. A grimy bandana covered his head. His brown face was scored with time in general; and in particular with a nasty scar that started beneath his left eye and ran craggily down his cheek. The scar ended just at the corner of his mouth. At the scar’s end there was a tiny patch of patterned white, just about the size of a nail-head. This discoloration separated the end of the scar and the very corner of his mouth. He had just come up over the small mound of ground that led to the beach. He paused for a second and looked out across the beach, a pickaxe rested across his left shoulder. The sun beat down hard. The Chinaman saw the captain in the distance and wobbled toward him. It took a few minutes, but soon he stood just a couple of feet from the captain. He waited.

Captain Markham gave no indication that he was aware of the Chinaman’s presence, or that the man was waiting. The captain simply stood with his spyglass raised, looking out across the far reaches of the roiling ocean. Through the glass he could see whitecaps swirling and lifting violently, only to fall back and away. There was no sign of the sails he had seen on the horizon only a few moments before. He was sure he hadn’t imagined the ship. Still, he saw nothing. “Hmm,” he murmured, and then cleared his throat. It was just a small sound After a minute or so he brought the glass down and looked over at the Chinaman. “Is it done?”

The Chinaman nodded. The captain needn’t have asked aloud. After twelve years, the two men had a sort of shorthand, the ability to communicate without words; a simple glance and a hint of a nod would have sufficed. The captain looked beyond the Chinaman to see another man striding toward them. This man emerged from the same area as had the Chinaman. He walked up and over the same small mound, but with much less trouble. This man carried two shovels, holding the both of them in one hand. Behind the man standing on the mound was the overgrowth. The palm trees stood high, swaying in the breeze. Birds rose up and flew away, having been disturbed as the large man had moved along the path, pushing through the foliage. This man too, paused at the top of the small mound before parading out onto the open expanse of sand. He looked out across the turquoise ocean, the rolling caps of churning white shifting and sliding and then falling back again. A hazy shimmer of heat rose upward, pushing toward the sky. The large man brought forearm up and wiped it across his brow, pushing sweat and gritty sand across his forehead. He brought his gaze back to where the captain and the Chinaman stood. With lumbering effort, he pushed forward, moving toward the two men.

The captain was a tall man of solid build. His face was darkly tanned to a walnut color. He wasn’t much cleaner than the Chinaman. His countenance was solemn; a serious and intelligent face overall. Sharp lines etched outward from his squinting eyes. He looked to his left, noting the large man moving toward them. One minute he saw Jarvitz walking toward him and the Chinaman and then there followed a bright and sudden flash. The sun and the blinding white of the beach sent a bolt of light racing to his eyes. Darkness followed. A sharp, jagged slice of pain shot cleanly through his skull. He tried not to double over with the pain, and yet his upper body bolted forward. His knees went weak. He straightened as best he could, trying to hold steady. The spyglass toppled to the sand, escaping his grasp. He resisted the urge to grab hold of his head with both hands, and yet his arms rose upward as if intent on doing just that. The whole episode lasted only seconds. He heard a sound and saw a blurred vision of Jarvitz moving quickly now, toward him. The man was running, hollering something.

“Cap’n . . . Cap’n . . .”

“I’m all right,” the captain wanted to say, but didn’t. This hadn’t been the first incident. The pain had come in intervals as of late. The time between the intervals was lessening. The pain was growing stronger each time. If he had to show weakness, it could only be shown in the presence of the Chinaman and Jarvitz, none of the others. Still, he fought the showing of any weakness, even with these two. “I—”

“Cap’n!” Jarvitz was still hollering.

The captain’s vision became clearer. He saw Jarvitz’s outstretched arm. Jarvitz was pointing out toward the sea. 

“Sails,” Jarvitz was yelling. “A ship.” 

The captain looked to where the large man pointed. There was the faint speck of a sail on the horizon. It was then the captain realized he had dropped the spyglass. He spotted it in the sand and quickly retrieved it. Looking through the glass, he saw the growing dimensions of a ship. Jarvitz and the glass now confirmed what he was sure he had seen earlier. The distant vessel moved at a steady clip. The captain brought the glass down. The Chinaman was already at the longboat, and Jarvitz was running to help. The captain hadn’t had to give a command. The three men pushed the boat into the water and climbed clumsily and hurriedly into it. Jarvitz had control of the oars in a matter of seconds. The boat rose and fell, rocking and pushing against the shifting and swirling tide. They seemed to be pushing against the oppressive heat. The captain’s only thought was that perhaps he had been too hasty in having the other two men killed. He might need them. But it was done. He brushed the thought quickly aside. And so too was his illness, whatever it was, gone from his mind.

***
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CAPTAIN MARKHAM COLLAPSED into his chair in his cabin. The battle had been hard-fought. He, Jarvitz and the Chinaman had made it back to the ship in good time. The initial push had been slow, but the water had smoothed out beyond a point, and then pushed them toward the waiting schooner. The crew stood alert and ready. 

Though there is never enough time, it always seemed, to prepare for battle. And, of course, sometimes one can be ready for the fight well in advance and the extra time weighs on the nerves. His crew had fared well, however, on this afternoon. They had only lost three men. The other vessel had been beaten. Whatever stragglers had been left after the battle, had been summarily executed. In some cases not, but this time it had been warranted. The captain had been familiar enough with the commander of the other ship, and the men who had manned it. He knew enough not to trust a single man aboard. Had it been a different vessel he might have allowed survivors to join his crew. It was solely his discretion and his alone. He rubbed his eyes. He was exhausted. Thoughts of his illness rose up again in his mind. No, he thought, it would have been a bad idea to take on more men at this point. He sighed. He was in a foul mood. There hadn’t been much of a bounty to take possession of. Not this time. He was happy to have gotten the bounty from past adventures safely buried. Though he hadn’t been happy about losing the two men, even if the two had been the least trustworthy. No way around it. The less the number of men who knew where the strongbox was buried, the better. So you selected two from the crew to carry the box and bury it. And then you had them killed . . . Of course, that required two more men, hopefully more trustworthy, one to do the killing, and the other for safety’s sake. Couldn’t have the two condemned attack and overpower the one overseeing them. Could have only one man doing the digging, but that meant the overseer had to help carry the box and help dig. And you still needed a trusted man to watch and make sure all of the treasure got safely tucked away in the ground. It was a complicated affair in any case. But still—

The sound against the deck caused the captain to sit bolt upright. He could still see the tiny pebble bouncing. It had hit the tabletop and skittered onto the deck. He grabbed the guns, one in each hand and sat still, waiting. The door crashed open and he fired, emptying both guns. The man who had come through the door fell forward, landing with a loud thud. The captain reached down and grabbed the man’s hair, raising the head. The man’s eyes bulged in fear, the whites gleaming up at the captain. He wasn’t quite dead. The captain helped him along. The captain then waited, listening. Silence. He glanced to the deck of the cabin, scanning it, looking . . .
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THE CHINAMAN ROSE SLOWLY from the deck after replacing the small knot of wood in the hole, and pulling the coil of rope over to cover it. He had heard the sound behind him. He rose slowly, calmly. Jarvitz stood before him in the darkness. The Chinaman saw the glint of the knife in the man’s large hand. Moonlight traced out the blade’s edges in the darkness. The boat rocked and wood creaked. The larger man shifted his weight. The Chinaman’s vision flashed to earlier in the afternoon, to the sweat of Jarvitz’s brow. He knew that Jarvitz had been close with one of the two condemned men, the ones picked to carry the box and then dig. The Chinaman had walked away before both executions had taken place. Partly out of respect, to allow Jarvitz to perhaps say a few last words to his friend and then . . .

“Now to carve out the Cap’n’s eyes,” said Jarvitz. He feinted a lunge forward. His lip was curled in a derisive manner, teeth showing dimly. The man’s own eyes were aglow in the moonlight. 

The Chinaman stood calmly, waiting. He had made peace with death long ago. Death would come whenever it pleased. The Chinaman knew that the glow in Jarvitz’s eyes wasn’t just the moonlight. Jarvitz too was thinking about earlier in the day, only his mind was afire with visions of the treasure. Greed was what was showing. The Chinaman had sensed it then, at least a hint of it. And that hint had been confirmed when Jarvitz had lowered the boat at dusk, while the other men had been busy with the aftermath of battle. The Chinaman knew then that Jarvitz was going back for his friend.

And so the Chinaman and Jarvitz now stood in the darkness, the boat rocking beneath them. The Chinaman took in the night, his senses heightened. He stood appreciating the night breeze, the scent of the ocean. His only movement was the slight raise of his head, the flaring of his nostrils as he breathed it all in, awaiting death.

And death came swiftly. There was the flash of the blade in the moonlight just before it slid smoothly across Jarvitz’s throat. The large man tumbled clumsily to the deck, his bulbous eyes now glistening with a shocked horror as dark liquid pumped out into the night air. A faint clatter sounded as the knife Jarvitz had been holding landed beside him on the deck and bounced.

The Chinaman and the Captain’s eyes met in the dim light. The captain grinned. The Chinaman gave a slight nod in acknowledgement. The two held this communiqué only momentarily. While the Chinaman had been aware earlier of his heightened senses, the smell of the ocean breeze as it caressed his cheek in the moonlight; now it was different. His senses receded back to normal. He saw only the outline of the coiled rope on the darkened deck. And while the captain slid the knife across his pant leg to wipe it clean of Jarvitz’s blood, the Chinaman slipped away into the darkness, careful to avoid the coiled rope. He knew he would spend the rest of the night playing over in his mind the senses that had come to him in that moment or so before the captain arrived. He wouldn’t ponder those moments in any significant or philosophical way, regarding life and death. No, he had already accepted death. He would only enjoy the sensations, the raw scent of the salty ocean breeze, the sound of the creaking wood. He truly appreciated all he saw, heard and smelled . . .

***
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THE CAPTAIN, ONCE AGAIN in his cabin, sat back in his chair. He had removed the body from his cabin deck. He had personally tossed it over the side. The captain supposed that he and the Chinaman could have done the same with Jarvitz’s body, but no; It was best to leave Jarvitz on the deck, to be discovered in the morning by the crew. Jarvitz would be a message, a signal to the other men that it would be best to stay in line. Jarvitz’s accomplice, however, had to be gotten rid of. The others couldn’t know that the man hadn’t been killed back on the island. They couldn’t learn that there had been a slip up or mistake. But had it been? The captain suspected that perhaps the Chinaman had deliberately walked away earlier in the afternoon. He suspected that the Chinaman had sensed Jarvitz’s disloyalty and greed. The Chinaman, the Captain thought, had set the trap, and allowed Jarvitz enough rope or leeway to reveal himself. Of course, Jarvitz could have not chosen to show himself. The man had been loyal for years. The captain knew that Jarvitz had seen a weakness. Jarvitz had witnessed the captain’s illness. Jarvitz’s plan to steal the treasure might have already been set in motion, but witnessing the captain’s sickness must have brought more glee to him, more confidence that he could carry it out. The captain chuckled to himself. The other men would never have followed Jarvitz’s command. Nothing but mayhem would have ensued. The captain could count on two fingers the men who could have won out in the end and taken over the ship. If there was one thing the captain knew, it was men. One of the two men he had in mind would take over the ship more than likely. The captain was sure that he, himself, wouldn’t be around too much longer. He glanced at the pistols on the table. When he started to become too weak to command, he would use them. He pushed the thought away and came back to the present. A man couldn’t look too far ahead. It wasn’t good. Only death lay in the future, for all men.

For now, for the present, all was well. There are very few people in life a man can trust. The Chinaman was the only one on board that the captain truly trusted completely. To-night was a case study. And the trust went both ways. When the second pebble hadn’t fallen through the knothole, he knew the Chinaman was in danger. And since the man lying dead on his cabin floor wasn’t Jarvitz, the Captain knew that the Chinaman’s peril was at the hands of Jarvitz.

The captain had had faith in Jarvitz too; Jarvitz had been his right-hand for years. Somewhere along the line Jarvitz had faltered. He hadn’t noticed it. It was damn good, the captain thought, to have an extra pair of eyes—and ears for that matter. It was uncanny the way he and the Chinaman were able to communicate so quickly and easily. Good thing too! It had only taken a minute or two for the Chinaman to convey Jarvitz’s betrayal. If the Captain had to think about how it happened, if he had to put his finger on the method, he would be hard-pressed to do it. The Chinaman couldn’t write, not English. He could probably write Chinese, though the captain wasn’t even sure of that. And even that wouldn’t have helped because the captain couldn’t read Chinese. And the man couldn’t talk. The captain had had the Chinaman’s tongue cut out years ago; After all, a man can’t reveal where treasure is buried if he can’t speak. And the Captain hadn’t needed an extra voice, just an extra set of eyes. 
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Dancing Seraphim
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No more than a shimmering form in the moonlight, she dances . . .

––––––––
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YOUNG DANIEL LEFLEUR’S body slid easily from the upturned board. Wrapped in linen and weighted, it dropped from the board and plopped into the ocean, sending up a frothy spray that danced in the bright morning sun. A gull called out. The body sank, disappearing into the depths. Captain Freeman waited another minute or so. The gull cried again. The crew, or most—those not on duty, stood with bowed heads, all silent. Once he felt a respectful enough time had passed, the captain turned and walked away. Passing the first mate, he spoke. “See you in my quarters, as soon as possible.”

A salute transpired. “Aye sir,” was the response. Then the first mate cleared his throat and addressed the crew. “All hands back to work.” The men obliged, in a languid, lugubrious fashion.

***
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“I’LL NOT HAVE IT,” said the Captain. The first mate stood silently before him. “I won’t.” 

“What’s that, sir?”

“Calvin, don’t try me? You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

The first mate sighed. He did in fact.

“I won’t have it on my watch, nor on my ship.”

“How shall I proceed, sir?”

“However you must. Keep them too busy to think about such things. Dispel the notion, any notion. There’ll be none of it on my ship. Understand?”

“Aye, sir.” And with that the first mate left the captain’s quarters.

***
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“’TWAS HER SURE ENOUGH,” said Marley. Stokes and Raskin just looked at him. “’Twas.”

“Y’don’t think it coulda been nuthin’ else?” said Raskin, his young face soft and white, eyes bright with wondrous expression. It wasn’t so much the conversation, however, as it was the fact that he was young and green. All the world was a wonder to him, sea life not an exception.

“Like what?” scowled Marley, a sea dog sure enough, hardened and salty; harmless in his own way, however.

“They says looked as like as not he mighta hit his head,” Stokes piped in.

“Hit ‘is head against her breast, she that took him.” Marley’s eyes widened and he leaned in close. “He rested ‘is head there and she sucked ‘im dry a life’s blood.” Marley paused for just the right effect. “Then ‘e fell.” And with that, Marley slammed his fist against a locker. “P’raps ‘e hit ‘is head then, when he hit the deck. But trust me lads, I lay to ‘e was dead long afore ‘e hit the deck.” He smacked the locker with an open hand this time. “Just a lifeless body, an empty vessel. I lay to that’s just how it went.”

Stokes was a couple years on beyond Raskin, but not much the wiser. He knew his way around the ship in the daylight, but wasn’t so sure in the darkness on the rolling sea. And the darkness of this tale had him flummoxed. He wasn’t sure that old Marley wasn’t just havin’ him and Raskin on. But he also wasn’t sure that there couldn’t a been some truth to it. So there he stood, halfway between the two compass points, not sure which direction to set his sails.

“What’s all this yammerin’ on about. Hop to, men. Theer’s decks to be swabbed an’ brass to be polished up.” It was the boatswain. “Get busy now.” He stood for a second, short, stout, and on bowed legs. He looked at them, one to the other and then moved on. The two younger men started off, but Marley caught Raskin’s shoulder with a pinch. He leaned in close to the boy. He held his unlit pipe in his hand for emphasis, pushing it toward Raskin’s button nose. 

“You take care, if’n you got aft lookout, mate, so’s she don’t take ya.”

Raskin stood with eyes growing all the wider. He indeed had duty on lookout tonight, wasn’t totally sure it wasn’t aft. He backed slowly away and then turned and almost ran toward the ladder leading up topside.

Marley studiously watched where the boy had just been standing at the bottom of the ladder. Raskin had stopped and looked back, only for a second, his eyes still wide, panic on his face. Marley gave a slight nod, just a tilt of his head and then watched as the boy scurried on up the
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