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Chapter One
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Colm O' Lantierne was a vast property owner in Ireland. Land that his family had worked for six generations. They all had the touch: the land had always been fertile and profitable.

He and his family — a fifteen-year-old son, an eleven-year-old daughter, a ten-year-old son, and his wife. 

Seamus, the fifteen-year-old son, looked just like his father and was just as strong. Not because of working the land — they had others for that — but because Colm had taught him how to fight when Caitlin was born, and Seamus was nine years old.

Caitlin was beautiful and stole Colm's heart the moment the midwife laid the bairn in her father's arms." Ahh, my lad," Colm had said to Seamus, "We will be fighting to keep this one's honor."

When the last child was born, the midwife and priest were present—Brighid, his wife, and trouble throughout the pregnancy. Survival was uncertain for the mother or the bairn. Colm could lose both.

Mother and son survived, both as frail as they could be. Colm was afraid to hold the newborn as he sat next to Brighid. "His name shall be 'Angelus,'" announced Colm, a single tear tracing his cheek before disappearing in his beard. "He's as pretty as an angel."

As he turned to Seamus, now a ten-year-old, he declared," We're going to need to be stronger still."

The years went on, Colm and Seamus had practiced a mix of practical, close-quarters combat skills—Irish wrestling, such as "Collar-and-Elbow" or "catch-as-catch-can." This involved grabbing the opponent's clothing and using tripping throws, shin kicks, and ground fighting techniques to overcome them. 

Irish bare-knuckle boxing, known as Dornálaíocht, involves the basics of striking and blocking with bare hands. 

And the most iconic weapon of Irish fighting: the bata, or stick, often a walking stick made from blackthorn wood and known as a shillelagh. Colm taught his son the art of bataireacht, a form of stick fighting—a variety of techniques for striking, blocking, and disarming an opponent.

The O’Lanterne's lived in troubling times. A time when even the wealthiest landowners could have their lands seized by the British government for the only crime of being Catholic.

Some people may receive compensation for their land, but only a few. Authorities might offer other, different land, smaller and not fertile. 

Colm O’Lanterne had shown his loyalty, and the British Parliament knew him well. Enough to go to London to meet and negotiate. As well as having a private card game known as Basset. 

The air in the private London club was thick with the scent of cigars, port, and desperation. Above the mahogany table, a chandelier of polished brass cast a flickering glow, its light dancing on stacks of gold coins and the flushed faces of the men gathered. At the center sat the Member of Parliament, Sir Reginald Talbot, the banker of a high-stakes game of Basset. His wig was askew, a sheen of sweat on his brow as his hands, once steady, now fumbled with the cards.

Across from him, the punters laughed and chattered, their piles of money growing with each turn of the deck. They were winning, but Talbot's losses were becoming catastrophic. His personal fortune had vanished first, swept into the hands of a dozen grinning men. Now, the stakes had risen, and Talbot's breathing was shallow. He wiped his brow with a silk handkerchief before placing the final, heavy bag of gold onto the table. It bore the royal seal. A hush fell over the room; the players exchanged nervous glances, but none of them left.

Colm O’Lanterne watched it all. He sat quietly at the table's edge, his expression unreadable. His bets had been large, larger than anyone else's, yet he showed no elation with his winnings. His gaze never left Talbot, cataloging every twitch and every tremor of a man on the brink of ruin. He saw the cold sweat, the frantic shuffle of the cards, and the frantic desperation in Talbot's eyes. He knew Talbot's luck was an illusion, a last act of a man who had lost his own soul.

The Talbot turned the final card. A collective gasp rose from the table. The card was a losing card. Talbot's shoulders slumped, his entire body deflating in defeat as he fell back into his chair. He was broken. The other players moved, their hands reaching for the remaining gold, their conversation once again filling the room. But Colm did not move. His gaze was still fixed on Talbot. Colm slowly leaned across the table, his hand not reaching for the winnings, but gently resting on the royal bag. He said nothing. Talbot saw his face, and in that silent look, he knew he had lost far more than his fortune. He had lost his freedom.

"I know you've lost the King's money. I can expose you and ruin your life, or you can make a deal with me," suggested Colm with certainty.

The defeated Member of Parliament continued to sweat, but more profusely now. He dared not utter a word for others to overhear. He tried to look calm and almost dismissive, but he knew he had been beaten. 

Keeping a calm expression, Colm added, "I will sell you my land." A beat. "But I want equal land and safe passage for myself and my family to the New York Colony."

Talbot's eyes narrowed as he hissed, "I'll need time to gather that much money and grants."

Colm slowly blinked once. "Time is on my side." As he looked around the room nonchalantly, he added, "As are all who played against you. Especially those who lost."

About three months had passed when a lone messenger on horseback arrived at Colm's front door. As Colm opened the waxed, sealed envelope, he pulled out a small handwritten note: 'The debt will be settled.' Just the PM's signature. No official seal of authenticity. Colm looked at the rider and simply smiled as he said, "No reply."

One week later, Sir Reginald Talbot hands the reins of his horse to one of Colm's stable hands. Colm opened the door before Talbot knocked. There stood a man who rode his horse hard and was covered with dirt from his journey, and not the man who had been spotless, well-dressed, and had worn a wig at their first encounter. 

With an air of defiance, he suggested to Colm, before he allowed Colm to receive his bill of exchange, 'What say you to one last chance for me to recover my losses?"

Standing there with an eyebrow raised from the surprised question, Colm asked flatly, "What are you proposing?"

Pleased with the response, Talbot moved his head backward and answered with an air of aristocracy, "Piquet." It was the way Talbot said it that amused Colm. 

"And the stakes?" Colm asked before accepting the challenge.

Without saying a word, Talbot reached into his satchel and handed Colm some papers: legal deeds of sale to his mansion and properties, ready for signature. Colm invited him in. 

Once seated at a table, Talbot reached into his satchel and pulled out a pristine appearing deck of cards. Colm held out his hand and challenged, "You don't mind if I inspect them?" Talbot looked at Colm half-lidded as if he was being accused of being a cheat. As Colm looked at each card carefully, he called for Seamus and handed him the cards. Colm and Talbot's eyes were locked on each other as Seamus glanced and felt each card.

Satisfied that the cards had not been tampered with, Colm asked, "To keep us both honest, would you object to a neutral dealer?"

"Not at all," replied Talbot in a voice of derision. 

Seamus sat between his father and Talbot, shuffling the cards, when Angelus appeared, freshly bathed and dressed in his nightgown. Colm wrapped an arm around Angelus's waist and gave him a playful shake. "First three winners win?" he asked Talbot.

Talbot gulped, a bead of sweat forming on his brow, and gave a small nod while Colm playfully jostled Angelus at his side. He forced his gaze toward Colm, who met him with a wry grin. Then, as Seamus prepared to deal, his light blue eyes suddenly locked with Talbot's calculating stare.

Colm won the first hand. "You must be my lucky charm," he said to Angelus, pulling him into a tighter hug with a laugh.

Talbot won just one hand out of the four played.

Defeated, he rose slowly and fixed Colm with a pleading look. When he realized no further chances would come, he snatched the legal deeds to his property, scrawled his signature, and shoved them across the table with the bill of exchange. "I curse the day I met you! I curse you and your family!"

Without another glance, he strode to the door, leaving his cards abandoned on the table.

Colm had played more than one game of cards that night. While Talbot's gaze lingered, he failed to notice the handsome young Seamus quietly marking the cards with his fingernail, each mark different depending on its value. Colm, knowing Talbot's appetites, drew Angelus close now and then, so the boy's nightgown rippled with each playful movement. That faint stirring was enough to draw Talbot's eye, pulling his attention away from the hand he was meant to play.

One should be careful when uttering a curse upon another. On the way back to London, Sir Reginald Talbot's horse had been spooked and thrown Talbot, tumbling him backward from the saddle, and he hit his head on a rock, where he met his death. If only he had traveled a more traveled route, a route he knew. Still ... a curse is a curse. Would it have mattered?

The year was 1695. For three months, Colm O’Lanterne had moved with the quiet certainty of a man who held all the cards. He had completed the sale of his ancestral lands, a legal transfer that felt less like a transaction and more like the severing of a lifeline. In Dublin, he had presented the official deeds and the signed bill of exchange, exchanging the paper promises for the hard currency of a new life. He had spent his mornings in the hushed, smoky offices of lawyers and bankers, his afternoons on the bustling docks, where he secured a private passage on the finest vessel he could find, and his evenings packing his family's legacy into crates. His victory was a silent, meticulous triumph.

At the docks, the air was a cacophony of shouting sailors and the sharp cries of gulls. A great three-masted ship, its rigging a delicate web against the sky, was preparing for the long voyage. The livestock—a prize bull, three ewes, and a mare—had been loaded into their stalls below deck, their restless movements a low thrum against the hull.

Caitlin, her face a mask of eleven-year-old worry, stood close to her mother, her fingers twisted in the hem of her cloak. She was old enough to grasp the finality of this moment, the weight of leaving behind everything and everyone she had ever known. She had said goodbye to her friends, her favorite riding paths, and the small, secret garden behind their manor house.

Seamus, now fifteen, was a study in controlled reflection. He watched the crates being hoisted aboard, his expression mirroring his father's. He knew the reason for their hasty departure, and the burden of that knowledge had aged him. No longer a boy but a young man, he carried himself with new gravity, a silent partner in his father's gamble. His gaze shifted from the horizon to the surrounding men, measuring each sailor's glance — especially those that lingered on his mother, Caitlin, or on Angelus. 

Beside him, ten-year-old Angelus was a whirlwind of energy, his light blue eyes wide with excitement. He saw only a grand adventure, a ship full of mysteries, and a new world to explore. He darted between the crewmen, his innocent wonder, a stark contrast to the quiet solemnity of his older sister and brother. Colm watched him, with a small, weary smile playing on his lips. Angelus's innocence was the prize he had risked everything to protect.

He took his wife's hand, feeling the tremors of her unspoken fears. "It is done. We leave the past behind for a greater path forward." Brighid said, her voice a low, sweet murmur against the wind. Half trying to convince Colm and half trying to convince herself. The last crate had been loaded, the gangplank was being raised, and the ship's massive sails unfurled. Colm took one last, long breath of the salty Irish air, then turned his back on the land of his ancestors and led his family aboard, sailing not from a threat, but toward a promise.
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​Life Onboard 
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The captain stood at the head of the gangway, a weathered figure in a wide-brimmed hat, but it was the first mate who stepped forward to guide them. His boots struck the deck with authority as he gestured for a young cabin boy to assist. The boy darted past Seamus and Angelus, eager to impress, carrying only what his small arms could manage. Angelus glanced up at the captain, half-expecting a pirate's patch or a looped earring, remembering the tall tales Seamus had spun. When he saw the cabin boy, relief and excitement mingled — perhaps here was someone he could play with, better than Caitlin and her doll.

The family was led below deck. The air changed immediately — cooler, damp, tinged with salt, pitch, and the faint sourness of old voyages. Lanterns swung from hooks, throwing a dim, uneven light along the narrow passage. The boards creaked with every footfall, and overhead came the muffled thud of sailors securing cargo.

The first cabin was pointed out to Colm, Brighid, and their daughter. It was small but serviceable: a fixed berth built into the wall, a narrow shelf for belongings, and space for their chest tucked beneath the bedding. The single lantern mounted on the bulkhead gave the wood a dull glow.

Farther along, the second cabin was shown to Seamus and Angelus. It was tighter still, little more than a box with beams close overhead. Hooks in the walls allowed hammocks to be slung across the space, their canvas stiff from salt and use. A small porthole, shuttered from the outside, gave a trace of light when opened. The floor was bare planks, already damp from the sea air.

The mate gave a sharp nod, then left them to settle, his steps retreating up the passage as the lantern swayed with the roll of the ship. Above, the gulls cried again, and the first heavy coil of rope struck the deck as the crew readied to cast off. Seamus and Angelus swung their hammocks and adjusted their bedding, the smell of salt and timber filling the small space. Slowly, the afternoon light faded, and the faint scent of the galley — bread baking, stew simmering — drifted down the passage, reminding them it was time to join the family for the evening meal.

Dinner with the captain included a mate and the ship's surgeon, someone usually provided only for families with young children and women. As they ate and learned about life at sea, Colm spoke up.

"We don't expect to be treated like royalty," he said. "We'll care for our livestock — feeding, cleaning, and catching any rats or mice. My boys can help with whatever chores you assign. My wife, Brighid, and daughter Caitlin will assist in the galley and with other duties. I, too, would like to help and learn new skills."

By the end of the meal, word had spread: though the family could afford a private voyage, they weren't above work, and they respected the crew's labor.
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​Day 2: First Chores and Orientation
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Morning:

Colm supervised the livestock pens, showing Angelus and Seamus how to feed and clean. "You'll learn what our stable hands did every day and night," he said.

Brighid and Caitlin worked in the galley, washing dishes, preparing simple meals, and learning the rhythms of the ship. Angelus was paired with a cabin boy to fetch water, sweep the deck, and handle minor chores.

Afternoon:

Seamus took it upon himself to "toughen" Angelus: balancing on the rolling deck, moving with the sway, and lifting light crates. He also began teaching him how to fight — gently, with shoves and nudges, showing where to grab or knee for a quick escape.

An older cabin boy, near Seamus' age, circled them like a minor storm. Boots clanging, he barked, "Steady now! Don't fight the roll, or ye'll end up flat on yer face!"

Seamus stumbled, cheeks burning, as the boy circled again. "Yer feet, lad! Plant yerself, or ye'll be dancing with the tide!"

Frustrated and embarrassed, Seamus jabbed back too hard. The cabin boy stumbled, raising his hands in mock surrender. "Easy! Don't let yer blood boil faster than yer brain!"

The watching crew snickered, whispering. Seamus lunged again in fury until Colm's firm hand gripped his shoulder.

"Enough, Seamus. He's teaching you skills I never could. I taught you on land; he's teaching you at sea. No need to fly off at every shove."

Seamus exhaled, chest heaving. The cabin boy grinned, rubbing his shoulder. Rough, but fair. Seamus offered a hand in apology; it was accepted.

Evening:

The crew watched the family's competence, respect quietly earned. The boys helped empty chamber pots and clean the heads — unpleasant, but necessary lessons in resilience.
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​Day 3: Routine and Bonding
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Morning:

Angelus tackled the less glamorous side of ship life. The older cabin boy showed him how to empty a chamber pot over the side. "Keep yer eyes on the horizon," he warned, "and mind the wind."

Angelus nodded seriously, clutching the pot. He tipped it carefully — then immediately regretted it. A sudden gust sent cold brine arcing back over him. He yelped, spinning to shake off the salt, while the cabin boy struggled to hide a grin.

Seamus couldn't keep a straight face. "I told you to watch the wind," he said, half exasperated, half amused. Angelus glared, dripping and muttering, while the cabin boy whispered, "I may have... forgotten that part."

Sticky and salty, Angelus grumbled, but a small smile tugged at his lips. Sea life was harder than he imagined, but never dull.

Afternoon:

Colm inspected the livestock and supplies with the mate, showing the boys how business aboard worked. Brighid continued in the galley, teaching Angelus and Caitlin minor tasks.

The family faced their first rough sea. The ship pitched and rolled violently. Seamus steadied Angelus, while Colm leaned over the rail, emptying his stomach. The mistress of the sea humbled even a man of his size.

Evening:

Dinner with the captain again. The family showed their competence, earning mutual respect. The boys reflected quietly in their cabin, tired but proud, beginning to internalize life aboard ship.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Ocean's Gifts
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One night, while Angelus was attending to the horse, a younger, drunk crew member entered the paddock and cornered and pinned him against a wall. "You're so pretty," he said with sour breath. He reached down and fondled Angelus through his pants. As he dropped Angelus' pants, he noted the first sign of puberty, a small tuft of hair. He turned Angelus to face the wall as he dropped his pants and leaned up against him. "I've gone too long without comfort." 

As he spat into his hand, Seamus had come in and pulled him away from what he was about to do. 'And you're about to get even less," he sneered as he rammed his knee into the would-be assailant's crotch. As the assailant screamed out in pain and fell to his knees while protecting his crotch, Seamus landed another knee on his chin, hurling him backward, causing the horse to step aside. Seamus straddled the downed crewman and pummeled his face with his fists as Angelus pulled up his pants and watched. 

While Seamus continued to pummel, Angelus stood behind his brother and between his assailant's legs and rammed his shoed foot repeatedly where Seamus had kneed.

Once Seamus realized what Angelus was doing, he stood and gently pushed Angelus away. "He's learned his lesson." The crewman wheezed, unable to talk or move. 

As luck would have it, the ship's surgeon had walked in, curious about the noise of groans of intense human pain. Angelus told him what the man did to him, and Seamus finished with the accusation of attempted rape, and what he did to subdue the situation.

"I'll take care of it," the surgeon responded with care and understanding. He knelt beside the young man and pulled his pants back up, which caused the crewman to writhe and hiss. He placed the man's arm around his shoulder and walked him toward the deck. "Feed the bloody hay to the hog," he instructed the boys, "They'll eat anything.". 

While Seamus comforted Angelus and guided him toward their parents' cabin, a shout rang out.
"Man overboard!"
Crew members hurried to the rail beside the surgeon, but it was too dark to see into the water. One crewman called back, "I saw him earlier — stumbling from too much ale."

Angelus slipped into the cabin first, whispered to his mother, "Where's Dad?" 

Brighid met his anxious eyes. "He's playing cards with the captain and the mates," she replied softly, before Angelus motioned to Seamus that all was clear.

Once the immediate danger passed, they explained everything that had happened — the threat, the struggle, the beating. "Angelus, fetch your brother different clothes!" Brighid said urgently. As he turned, she added to Seamus, "Take off anything bloody and wash up. I'll handle the rest and toss your clothes overboard with the dirty water."

While undressing, Seamus hesitated. "The surgeon saw us." Brighid stiffened at the revelation. Seeing her fear, Seamus quickly added, "He told us to feed the hay with the blood to the pigs — they'll eat anything."

Examining Seamus' clothes, Brighid saw no sign of hay, nor on Angelus when he returned with fresh garments. "Then feed the pigs," she said firmly, handing over the bloody clothing. "And not a word to your father... you know his temper."

Seamus's grin revealed his mischievous boyishness. "I think the surgeon took care of that. We heard him shout, man overboard!"

Brighid exhaled deeply, relief washing over her. The captain would likely learn of the incident soon enough, but for now, her boys were safe.

​Storm at Sea

The storm struck with no warning—one moment, a hard wind and steady rain, the next, the sky splitting open in a fury of black water and screaming gale. The sea rose like a wall, hammering the ship broadside, the deck shuddering beneath each blow.

"Haul the sheets! Secure that yard!" the captain roared, his voice raw against the howl of the wind.

Men scrambled like ants on a sinking log. The sails snapped and ripped under the strain, canvas exploding into shreds that whipped across the deck and lashed at bare skin. Colm, blinded by the downpour, stumbled until a thick rope slapped into his hands.

"Pull, damn you, pull!" the bosun barked, rain running off his beard like a waterfall.

Colm braced his legs against the tilting deck, back screaming as he heaved on the sodden line. His shoulders burned, his palms tore, but he dragged with every ounce of strength born of years behind a plow. He didn't understand the knots, the rigging, the cries of "clew line!" and "reef-tackle!" all around him. But muscle was muscle, and that he knew.

Thunder cracked so close it rattled bones. The ship lurched, pitching hard, and then — a deafening snap, like the world itself splitting. The foremast shivered, bent, then gave way with a sound that cut through storm and surf alike. Wood shrieked as it tore free, raining splinters like daggers across the deck.

"Clear the deck! She's coming down!"

The mast toppled, smashing into the rail with a force that splintered it apart. A man's scream was cut short beneath the thunder of wood. The yard-arm swung like a falling scythe—Colm dropped the rope and lunged, dragging a sailor half his size out of the mast's path a heartbeat before it crushed the deck where they'd stood.

Rain blinded him, salt stung his torn hands, but the groan of timbers and the crunch of breaking wood rang louder than all. The ship reeled under the weight, its body trembling as if it too felt the wound.

Below decks, Brighid threw herself over the children as the crash split the night. The walls quaked; dust and splinters sifted down from the beams. Little Caitlin screamed, Angelus and Seamus clutching her as tightly as she clutched them.

Brighid's heart pounded like a drum in her throat, but she forced her hands steady, stroking damp hair, whispering against the roar. "Hush, my loves, hush... I have you... I have you..." Her words were soft, but her arms were iron. Their fear ebbed against her steadiness, and though tears still streaked their cheeks, their sobs grew quieter, as if her heartbeat anchored them against the storm.

Above, men hacked at ropes and shoved wreckage clear, the captain bellowing over the chaos. "Cut her free! Don't let her drag us under!" Axes flashed, wood groaned, until at last the sea swallowed the broken mast.

The ship floated free but wounded, its deck littered with splinters, its crew panting with exhaustion. Salt stung in every cut, rain still hammered down, but the worst of the gale was passing.

The captain's voice came low and steady, carrying across the soaked deck: "She's crippled. We've lost the foremast and been blown gods-know-where. At first light, we take our bearings. Until then, pray to every saint and sinner that she holds."

Colm collapsed against the rail, chest heaving, his hands raw and bleeding. He had no sailor's craft, but in the storm's fury, he had pulled, lifted, dragged, and saved. And when the silence settled, it was the silence of survivors.

Below, Brighid loosened her grip, her chest rising and falling with a shaky breath. Relief flooded over her—thin and fragile, but sufficient. She kissed each damp head in turn, and as the children's sobs turned into hiccups, they curled against her, worn out from fear.

The storm bled away into gray silence. The sea still heaved, but no longer in fury — more like a slow, aching breath after a night of rage. The sky cleared enough for pale light to seep across the horizon.

The deck was wreckage: ropes tangled, splinters everywhere, a gaping hole where the foremast had once stood. Men moved slowly, bruised and limping, but alive.

The captain emerged from his cabin with his quadrant under his arm. A master's tool, brass and wood, polished despite the storm. He had the first mate bring up the ship's log, wet but still legible, and the sandglass that marked the watches.

"Sound the bilge," he ordered. Buckets and pumps were worked; the ship hadn't sprung a dangerous leak. That was one mercy.

He raised the quadrant to the horizon, waited for the low sun to clear the line of sea, and called for silence. Crew watched, hushed, as the captain measured the angle against the sun. A scratch of chalk on slate. A frown. He handed the numbers to the mate, who traced with wet fingers across the chart nailed to a barrelhead.

"We're off our course by nearly fifty leagues," the mate muttered, pointing to open sea far south of where they should be.

"Aye," the captain growled. "Blown east, and half a mast gone. She'll not take full sail again till we find timber for a jury."

The captain gave a single nod. "Nearest safe harbor it must be. She'll not make her homeward run without a mast to stand on."

Orders sounded, and the battered crew got to work. Spare spars were pulled up from the hold and lashed into a makeshift jury mast. Palm and needle sliced through wet canvas as the sailmaker patched torn fabric into something that could catch the wind again.

Seamus reached out with his hands where he could, carrying a coil of rope over one shoulder. His fingers were raw but steady as he copied the knots he'd been shown. The mate barked at him once, but not unkindly — and when the rope held, the boy felt a flicker of pride.

Below, Colm led Angelus into the livestock pens. The animals had weathered the storm in terror: one goat bruised from the thrashing, a horse scraped where the timbers had shuddered, all of them wide-eyed and trembling. Angelus stroked a muzzle, murmuring softly until the horse settled, though both he and Colm could smell the sour reek of fear. Colm crouched low near the hull, running his palm over damp planks. The wood groaned but held; no water seeped through.

When they climbed back up, Colm gave a small nod to the captain. "Livestock's standing. Hull's sound enough."

The captain only grunted, his attention fixed on the ragged canvas above.

By midmorning, the patched sails looked rough and ragged. They flapped strongly in the wind and turned the bow. The ship shuddered as if in pain, but it kept moving, limping forward toward whatever harbor could be reached.

Below, Brighid held Caitlin close, relief softening the sharp edge of fear when her sons came down — one smelling of tar and rope, the other of hay and frightened animals. For now, the family was whole, the ship still afloat, and the sea — at least for the moment — had spared them.

During the night, a faint but steady wind stirred, enough for the patched sails to catch hold and pull them onward. By dawn, a sharp voice rang from the crow's nest.

"Land ho!"

The crew scrambled to the rails, pointing and shouting in disbelief. According to every chart, they should have been days from the nearest coast.

The captain narrowed his eyes against the morning glare. Gulls wheeled above, their cries sharp—birds that seldom strayed far from shore. He lifted his spyglass, steadying it against the roll of the ship.

There it was.

An island, lush and green, rose from the sea as if conjured by a dream. White beaches rimmed it, but he could see no harbor or inlet wide enough for the ship. From this distance, there were no huts, no canoes, no smoke rising—only the restless wingbeats of birds.

He stood silently, full of anticipation. He had spent most of his life at sea. Starting as a cabin boy, he worked his way up through the ranks. Now, he owned his own ship and crew. He enjoyed a good mystery like any other man, but he also listened to stories from older sea captains and their loyal crews.

He looked around at the damage and estimated his ship's worthiness. Then he looked upon his crew, who looked at him with the same anticipation. 

"I need six volunteers for an exposition ... nothing more. Scout the area for life. Look for fallen trees we could use for repairs. And most of all, look for fresh water."

Colm was the first to volunteer. Brighid knew better than to talk him out of it. After all, he was Irish through and through, and once his mind was made up, it was firm. Seamus volunteered, but the captain denied his request. "If anything happens, your mother is going to need you," was a simple explanation that Seamus accepted, but not wholly.

It wasn't long before Colm and five others climbed into the rowboats and paddled their way to the shoreline. The captain kept watch on them the whole way. They made it to shore in good time as the tide was in their favor almost like it was waiting for them.

On the beach, the six split into two groups of three each. Each group headed in a different direction along the shoreline. They had been given landmarks to reach and then meet again where they had separated. The sand was firm and strangely patterned in some areas, as if shaped by the wind and waves in unfamiliar ways. The groves loomed ahead, thick with trees and vines, their shadows deep and shifting. Every rustle of leaves, every snap of a twig made the men pause, hearts pounding. The air was heavy, damp, and earthy, carrying a faint, almost imperceptible musk of the unknown.

The captain watched them disappear through the groves of bushes and trees. A few hours later, they were rowing back to the ship. This time, the tide wasn't as kind. They struggled with each paddle of their oars, but the waves wanted them to stay.

Onboard, Colm reported to the captain what they had observed.

There were signs on the sand that the tides hadn't washed away. One showed ripples as if something had been dragged from the ocean; another looked as if something had been dragged into it. He paused. "Inland, we came upon broken rowboats. Pieces from a broken ship looked as if they were used for huts, but they appeared ... ancient. Nothing as modern as yours." His skin turned pale, and he shuddered as he said, "We found remnants of human skeletons ... scattered as if they had been ripped apart. If anything lives on that island, it must be starving as hell!"

Another volunteer added, "Or it comes from the ocean to feed."

The captain listened intently and was afraid to ask, but he had to say, "Any fallen trees we could use?"

Flabbergasted, his men looked around at each other. One man answered with a shaky voice, "Plenty. They were all snapped apart at the same height and fell away from each other. They fell in such a way that they created a pathway to the broken ship."

The captain knew he wouldn't get
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