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  “The maroons think that I will have to choose between survival and revenge, but for me, revenge was survival. It is the survival of my soul, and without it, I might as well die here and now.’

It is the year 1728, and the age of piracy is now over. After being defeated in battle by pirate hunters, a survivor named Casper Nait is left stranded on an island. After surviving there Casper is reunited with the same hunters that almost killed him; and is now forced into a brutal battle for survival against them. Fuelled by the deaths of his captain and crew, Casper embarks on a dangerous quest for revenge; with only himself to rely upon in a new post pirate world.

 



 

“Till I Bleed No More is a daring and tragically lonely adventure with strong ties to a British or Australian audience. It avoids looking at pirates and the colonial expansion as black and white adversaries, good vs evil, or boiling either party down to a caricature.’

— Isabella, Australian reader

‘Interesting premise and a colourful picture of the days of colonialism and the post piracy period.’

— Sally, Australian reader

“Till I Bleed No More follows the conventions of the historical fiction genre but it is in no way formulaic or predictable.’

— Sumudu, Australian reader
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 Past Transgressions

It all happened so quickly… the end of an age that I thought would last forever, but it didn’t.

“We need to check for survivors Casper, survivors or corpses, either way we must search for them.”

The voice belonged to a boy named Fletch, a young redhead that I hardly know.

“We need to find our provisions first, once there unearthed we can worry about the others.”

“But Casper! The men, they’ll need us,” urged Fletch.

“I outrank you still, so provisions first, then we’ll look for the men.”

I’m on the southern beach of an island, and anyone that had survived the last encounter would wash up here. Past transgressions have left us stranded and alone, while the woman who’d killed us sails away in a pitiless fashion. It’s the year 1728, piracy is dead, and everything has gone to hell. My clothes are soaked, my body is tired, and my face is burning, in more ways than one. Salt from the water had seeped into the burns on my face, causing agony beyond imagining. I had no idea what it looked like, but I imagine they’d be no fixing it. There would be no respite from the scars of defeat, the woman who’d killed us had made sure of that. The sand beneath me is dry and shallow, and the air is humid, all though at least there’s a breeze. Seagulls and herons flew above us, and they cried in the background while Fletch and I gathered ourselves.

I approached Fletch and leant him my help, but he knelt into the sand afterwards, and I joined him. A large wooden crate lay behind us, and it was the raft that had brought us to this island. Fletch rose moments later and I helped him, then we headed further inland to find our supplies. A months’ worth of goods had been stockpiled on this island three months prior, and these goods resided inside two chests, two brown chests which contained our entire livelihoods. Our captain wished against it, but if we had listened, then we would’ve had nothing. We walked until we approached a peculiar patch of grass, then we started digging. Fletch dug sluggishly so I took over for him, and a while later I uncovered them, two brown chests just as I remembered them. I passed the first one to Fletch after lugging it out of the ground, then I repeated the process for the second one. Fletch opened his chest immediately while I returned the area to normal, then I opened mine.

Inside there was food, water, and rope, as well as some cloth. But there was also wooden planks, and a single whetstone. Fletch’s was very similar, the only difference being gun powder and shot instead of a whetstone.

We organised our goods then headed out to look for survivors, all though I assumed that there wouldn’t be any. We were familiar with the island but our fatigue would slow us down, so scouting for men could take hours, though I hoped that wasn’t the case. A long while later Fletch and I counted seven bodies that had washed ashore, three of them managed some brief words, but after that, we were alone. We took the bodies from the shore and put them to rest, but once they were buried our fatigue became too great.

“There’s a cove nearby, we should investigate it and perhaps stay there for tonight.”

“Can you take first watch?” asked Fletch.

“I can, though I’ll need to get us a fire while I do.”

Fletch and I headed towards the cove, and upon arriving its greyish exterior seemed to be eroding. Instead of grey it would soon be white, but it didn’t matter as long as it stood and housed us for the night. Fletch went inside and laid down, while I went out to gather sticks for our fire. The shallows teemed with pale crabs, and entering them required caution, all though they seemed to keep their distance. I wanted to stay close to the cove, but the surrounding area lacked tinder nearby. Large rocks occupied the cove’s surroundings, but grass and tree’s weren’t far from its position. At the beach there were three tree’s that almost touched its sands, and next to those trees resided grass, grass that barely popped out of the sand.

I settled for whatever I could find nearby, then I left and carefully moved around Fletch when I returned. I got to work on the fire and kept hand drilling until my hands turned red, it took an eternity to get a spark, but finally, I got the fire to rise.

With the fire’s presence night followed shortly after, and I was craving rest, so I woke up Fletch. Sleep did not come easily even though we’d switched places, but when my eyes finally drooped Fletch left the cove without warning. Fletch woke me however long after, but my body was like a log even though Fletch assured me that I’d slept for hours.

“So what do we do tomorrow Casper? How do we survive this? How do we do this without a crew?”

“We are the crew now Fletch, everyone else is gone so all we can do is survive and stay together, if we do that for long enough, then we’ll be ok.”

“Yeah maybe, but for how long? The war is over, they’ve won.”

“They’ve won for now, but once we return… things can change.”

“You can’t go after her! She just defeated us and the rest of the pirate world, you’d be mad.”

“I’m not mad, I’m just angry.”

“If we return to civilization we have to think about a new life Casper, we can’t afford not to, our captain should’ve been proof of that,” urged Fletch.

“Well I’m not my captain!! And I know it’s a long shot, but I want my chance at her: I’ve lost too much not to try and take one, you should too.”

Fletch sighed instead of replying, but I’m sure he wanted revenge as well: he was just trying not to admit it.

“I’ve had my fill of pirate hunters, and if you want to go after her then you’ll be doing it alone, and if you do it alone then she’ll kill you; you’re lucky she hasn’t already.”

I shook my head at him but he didn’t care, Fletch’s freckled face reeked of a man who was finished with life. He’s only eighteen years old and yet he seemed more jaded than I am, and I’m only twenty three, yet I feel much older. Fletch’s brown eyes pierced into my own.

“How did she find us? And how come no one knew anything about her? Do you think the captain knew?” asked Fletch.

“I don’t know, I just know that I have her to thank for my charred face, and less than ideal fate.”

Fletch smirked after my comment, and he seemed amused by my new appearance, but it was far from it.

“We should try and scour the wreckage tomorrow, it’s a long swim but with rest I think we could make it.”

“We need to hunt first, and we’ll have to save our rations for the night: we won’t make it otherwise.”

“We’re good at hunting ships not animals, how are we gonna do that?” asked Fletch.

“I don’t know but we’re gonna have to learn fast, we’ll learn more about what’s out there tomorrow, then we’ll make our decision after that.”

“Do you think she’ll come back? Do you think anyone will come back after what’s happened? Maybe we should take our chances with the sea.”

“No… I’m confident that if we survive long enough then someone will find us, the only question is, what will we do once that happens?”

Fletch shrugged his shoulders as a response, and I tried picturing what that day would look like on the inside.


  CHAPTER 1
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 New Arrivals

A month passed and it was now February 2nd, dawn was upon us and Fletch and I had awoken early to tend to the graves. The remnants of our crew were in these graves, the remnants of our comrades, even though our captain was not among them. We were never able to recover his remains, so all but him were buried here. Had there been more of us the chain of command would’ve fallen to me, Casper Nait, the naval man who’d turned pirate. I was once a naval instructor for Kingston before turning to piracy; and Fletch had a hard time believing that until I proved it to him through example. I said some final words then left, and I hoped that Fletch had our breakfast ready by now. The graves were just piles of stone, along with names that had been carved into the sand alongside them; unfortunately it was the best that we could do; and we had to be wise with our materials, so to our great shame we stripped them of their possessions. Clothes and belongings were valuable, so we had them leave this world in the same way as they’d entered it.

I walked back towards the small thicket of trees and bushes, and Fletch joined me while I walked. Upon return Fletch showed me his haul of four crabs, and afterwards we spent several minutes preparing them. We sat in silence while we cooked and ate the crabs, and Fletch broke the silence after eating.

“I’ve spotted something on the horizon, I think it’s getting closer but it’s hard to tell.”

“Do you think it’s a ship? Maybe we’ll finally get a visitor.” “I don’t know, but should we prepare anyway?” asked Fletch.

After our ships demise our spyglasses were lost at sea, so any look out beyond the shallows was difficult to report on. The island didn’t have any look out points, despite its distinct landscape of grass, sand, stone and water.

“We’ll prepare, you take first watch on its position then we’ll switch over after a while.”

“Agreed, but what are you gonna do for the time being?” asked Fletch.

“I’ll try and get you some more water for the watch ahead, after that I’ll work something out.”

Fletch nodded: then left the camp with haste.

I filled up my coconut siphon and brought some more water for Fletch, and when enough time had passed Fletch returned to me and I handed it to him. I followed him towards his discovery, and Fletch pointed to a spot on the horizon which I had to squint at in order to see what he wanted me to see. There was a glimpse of something on the horizon, but I couldn’t distinguish it any more than he could.

“A tall Englishman like you can’t spot something on the horizon, what gives Casper?” joked Fletch.

I ignored his remark but Fletch smiled to himself afterwards. “I’ll take over now you red devil, go and bugger something else.”

“Maybe I will,” said Fletch.

He jogged off after, leaving me to look on at the horizon in wonder. A few days after our incident we managed to recover barrels which served as our water catchers, but after a month they were pretty low, and there were days where’d we have to go without regular hydration. Fortunately they’d been scarce, but it was always a concern that resided within me. While I took my watch I thought back to the day the Revenant was attacked, and by some miracle our ship had survived two hunter attacks before that. We were in no shape to fight off a third, and there were only nine of us left when the third hunter found us. We established a reputation after sinking the first two hunters, and our ships namesake was truly earned after we did: since it refused to roll over and die.

We fought off two brigs until the colonials got serious, then they sent a frigate after us, and somehow it came from nowhere. It was terrifying, and we have no idea whether it found us through betrayal, or through luck. Intentional or not it didn’t matter once it arrived, its firepower was unyielding, and the damage was catastrophic. We never had a chance to fight back, but with cannons or crew it wouldn’t have mattered, either way the barrage was too much for us to handle. I remembered laying in the water afterwards with my consciousness fading in and out, then I received a glimpse of the woman who had destroyed us all.

A middle-aged brunette with rectangular glasses and a smoky grey coat, an English woman had done this, an English woman had defeated us. According to dying survivors she was the one who had killed off the other pirates at large, but no one knew who she was, not even our captain it seemed. I remember thinking that she was like a ghost, one who’d been sent here to haunt us until its task was complete. While I tried escaping from the wreckage she saw me, and I assume she watched while I desperately tried to find something that was floatable. She eyed me emotionlessly, then turned her head towards the floating bodies nearby.

‘The war is over pirate, be grateful that you lived through it.’

She assessed the wreckage and when she was finished I thought that she’d kill me… but she didn’t, in fact, she acted like I wasn’t even there. She sailed away afterwards and Fletch never got to look at her like I did, but my description seemed to enlighten him.

A presence suddenly interrupted me and Fletch approached from nearby, I’d failed to keep watch, and because of that my watch had turned into a sighting.

“We should get down to the beach, I’ve made some preparations in case there hostile,” said Fletch.

“That’s good, but no shots though, we might need that for later.”

“Ok, but without ammunition I won’t be that helpful.” “Use the slingshot if you want but rely on your bayonet, you’re not half bad with it.”

“I guess we’ll find out won’t we?”

While departing my eyes turned towards the sighting, and a schooner with grey sails came into view. It was very unusual but I suspected it was nothing to worry about, it was probably just a trick to try and hide its true identity.

Fletch and I arrived at the beach and the schooner suddenly came to a stop, which meant that a landing party was likely on its way. I took cover behind a log while Fletch moved towards the trees, and I was hoping that he could get some use out of his recently built slingshot. I thought back to last week when he was building and practicing with it, sometimes on me!! But only on rare occasions. I’d kept telling him not to use his pistols, so he got fed up and decided to make an alternative. Back in the day Fletch was something of a ranged specialist, always preferring firepower to cold hard steel. Being here I’ve tried to change that, encouraging him to fight with his bayonet more often: but his doubts usually trip him up. I’m glad that he was able to acquire the weapon from a redcoat though, since many of our comrades have died from that infernal contraption.

All though the schooner had stopped I couldn’t identify its figurehead, and even though the ship was clearer now, I still didn’t know anything about it. I kept low and observed the schooner from behind cover, then a longboat started moving towards us. I unsheathed my dagger and held it up so that Fletch could see it, this signal indicated that landlubbers were approaching, and when I brought it down Fletch would prepare his attack. Several minutes passed and the boat drew near, and I brought my dagger down and hoped that Fletch had his slingshot at the ready. I prayed that the new arrivals were oblivious to our signals, and the boat arrived and eased itself onto the shore. Fletch claimed that he’d practiced with the slingshot for at least three to five days, but now it was time to see if there was any truth to that sentiment. I’d only seen him practice with his bayonet, and that’s only because I frequently requested it. Training against it was invaluable to me, since I’d need it if I survived this place.

The arrivals dragged their boat further up the sand after reaching shore, and I prepared myself for what was to come while they did. I peeked from behind the log and became baffled by what was there, it started off as surprise, but then quickly turned into confusion. Women… what Fletch and I had prepared for, was women, women dressed as seamen.


  CHAPTER 2
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 A Divide in Decorum

They moved towards us until Fletch fired his first shot at them, and his large stone hurled towards a woman and struck her down instantly. The women stopped walking afterwards, and one of their comrades tended to their injured ally. One of them then stepped forward.

“Reveal yourselves! We are not here for trouble, in fact it’s quite the opposite,” said the woman.

Fletch and I remained quiet, and a deathly silence followed as a result. I observed the group more closely and the woman who’d spoke was a ponytailed Englishwoman, a young brunette with large blue eyes and a bright blue bandana around her head. She carried a sword unlike the rest of her crew, whereas the others carried other unusual weapons.

“We are the crew of the Serpent, and we seek only shelter from the colonials who have expelled us,“ she continued.

We hail from Kingston, but now we are banished from its shores.”

I contemplated her words, then moved to take another look at the group. While I did an axe was suddenly thrown towards me at high speed, and it swiftly ingrained itself into the log five inches away from me. I was a little stunned afterwards, and now I had no choice but to reveal myself. I stood up and gazed at the group more clearly, and my appearance frightened them, so I took my time.

“My friend and I have been stranded here for the past month, and we are the remnants of a pirate ship once known as the Revenant: so we’re also enemies of England.”

The women gasped after my revelation, and they whispered amongst themselves in the meantime.

“How are you alive? Piracy was declared dead weeks ago in Kingston, Governor Lee Manson himself gave the speech,” said the young woman.

“I can’t explain that, but we are who we say we are.”

Fletch emerged from hiding and appeared confused by what was happening, all though his appearance seemed to help convince the women of my claims. A serpent crewman moved to retrieve their axe, but Fletch fired another stone at the woman, and she limped back empty handed.

“Fletch! What are you doing? There was no need for that.” “She had no permission to move, I want to know more before we drop our guard,” countered Fletch.

The young woman eyed Fletch and I dirtily, then I went and retrieved the axe myself. I handed it back but Fletch remained unfazed by his actions, and he moved towards me afterwards. “My name is Avery, and I am the nominated captain of the Serpent, this here is Bellamy, my quartermaster”, said the woman.

A blonde radiant woman approached us, and she had faint blue eyes and milky white skin; like Avery her hair was in a ponytail, all though it was prettier, far prettier. Fletch and I were quite smitten with her, and my eyes couldn’t help but stare.

“If all is well between us I’d like to get my crew settled for the noon, may we do that?” asked Avery.

I turned to Fletch and he expressed no displeasure, under some basic unspoken rules I guess.

“Keep your camp away from ours and your crew under control, if you do that I’m sure things will be fine.”

“Great.”

Avery turned to Bellamy who smiled and nodded at me while leaving, all though Fletch received a blank gaze from her, which was understandable I suppose. Stern looks were thrown my way from the Serpents crew, then they left to settle themselves on the island. One particular woman was very displeased with us, a tanned blonde who was treating her friend’s facial wound. She glared at me then turned away out of contempt, and she was unusually young, more like a girl instead of a woman. While they went back to fetch there supplies Fletch and I left the area, deciding it was best to leave them for the time being. We walked back and a rush of footsteps suddenly approached us.

“Wait! Don’t leave,” shouted a woman’s voice.

I stopped near a thicket of trees and bushes, and it was Avery’s voice that had called out to me.

“May I walk with you? Sailor to sailor if you would?” asked Avery.

Fletch and I were surprised, but I obliged and Fletch left until it was just the two of us. She breathed and composed herself, and I guess she needed to since I’m sure she’s travelled far today.

“Shall we?” asked Avery

I nodded, and we began our walk.

I didn’t know what to say at first, and Avery didn’t know how to begin, an awkward silence developed between us, all though Avery appeared to be brooding.

“It’s been a long time since we’ve encountered another pirate, the colonials kept preaching about their demise, and yet here you are; two young men surviving the odds.”

“We’re not pirates anymore miss, we have no ship, no crew, no captain, that line of work is gone now.”

“Maybe so, but I’m aware of the Revenants history, so don’t think that you can lie to me about it,” warned Avery.

“Wouldn’t dream of it miss, so don’t worry.”

“How did you survive? The attack, the marooning, it’s a story that someone should know.”

“I survived and then I was spared, that’s all you need to know.”

“Spared? By who? The commodore?”

“I guess that’s what she is now, so yes… by the commodore.”

“How very odd.”

“She left me here to die, there’s nothing odd about that, she was just sure that I’d perish and be done with it.”

‘But you didn’t, you denied her that, and yet you still seem certain that you’ll die here.”

I turned to Avery to reply, and I stumbled on it, and that cost me my cue to keep talking.

“If you’ve survived this long then you must have a plan for leaving here?”

“We had a raft at some point, but without a way to navigate the sea I was too scared to leave. Fletch wanted to take the chance, but I convinced him there was no point.”

“We’d last longer here than we would out there,” I added. “So the last of the pirate republic will die here, I’m sure society will take great comfort in that.”

We walked until we exited the green thicket of nature, then we arrived on the eastern side of the island. The shallows and the seagulls came into view, and the feisty birds patrolled the sands nearby.

“What would you do if you could leave this place? What would you be?” asked Avery.

“Is that an offer? I’d remain the same; I can’t walk away from piracy, not without trying to reclaim it first…not without avenging its losses, and mine.”

Avery fell quiet after my response, and she diverted her gaze towards the horizon while she brooded.

“My crew was formed due to an insurrection in Kingston, myself, Bellamy and Kaleen created it because we were tired of colonial injustice, along with piracy. We revolted against them, but only so that we could move on and start anew. If you commit to this path then you’ll lose everything, and whatever’s left of your life will be gone.”

“I know… but I’ve given too much to let it go, so if you’re offering to take me away from here, then this is what will happen.”

Avery fell silent again, and her eyes showed that she wanted to leave.

“I better get back to my crew, but thanks for the walk and talk.”

I nodded and thanked her also, then I walked back after contemplating our discussion.

I wasn’t sure if I believed her insurgent story or not, but she believed my pirate one so I suppose I should. For a so called rebel there seemed to be much fear and anxiety within her, she kept gazing away from me at times, but with my appearance I’m sure that was normal.

Several minutes passed and I returned to the shoreline that Avery and I had met on; only to find that no one was here, only the longboat that had been left on the sand. I betted on Fletch still being here, but I guess he took my walk and talk as a chance to do something more practical. I continued walking until one of Avery’s crewmen came into view, and they sat alone next to a shrub. It was a dark skinned girl with black hair and brown eyes, and she drew into the sand with a stick or a branch. I quietly observed her and she appeared to be unarmed, then while I moved closer a commotion suddenly came from my camp. The young girl heard it and looked at me, then she turned away out of sorrow.

I didn’t have time to try and figure out what was going on, so I raced towards the thicket of trees, then brushed past the bushes while trying to avoid getting cut by them. The young girl called out to me, but I couldn’t distinguish her words while I ran. A few minutes passed and a yelling sound lured me towards the origin of the commotion, and I ran towards it. I arrived several moments later, then spent a few more trying to stomach what was in front of me. Two of Avery’s crewman assaulted Fletch, and Avery and Bellamy just watched them. I moved towards them and Bellamy instantly turned to me with a nervous expression, Avery turned as well, and I unsheathed my dagger and pointed it at her. I wanted to do more, but the fight was still going, and Fletch had just been knocked down, and his groans told me all I needed to know.

I turned away and the two culprits beat Fletch with large sticks, and they offered him no quarter, no reprieve from there merciless assaults. I glanced back at Avery in disgust, then confronted the two women who were beating Fletch.

They saw me approach and there gaze immediately diverted to Avery, then they turned it back towards me. The blonde tanned woman was among them, the one who’d nursed her friend after Fletch’s attack, suddenly this all made sense, but it had to end.

“If you hurt him again you’ll have to fight me as well.”

I drew my cutlass to validate my threat, then they moved to double team me, but I remained still and they quickly backed off. I cautiously approached after and Fletch was groaning and crying from his injuries.

“All right everyone let’s go, what’s done is done so let’s leave the pirate’s be,” said Avery.

Everyone left the area afterwards until only Fletch and I remained.

“I know this looks bad, but he attacked us and the crew demanded a response, I couldn’t sway them from retaliation,” said Avery.

“If your there captain then your word should be absolute!! It will take weeks for Fletch to recover, and this is far worse than what he did to them.”

Avery’s reply was disrupted by the presence of a lingering crewman, and suddenly the maroon girl reappeared close by.

“Zaria? What are you still doing here? I told everyone to leave.”

“I’m sorry, but I wanted to see if everything was ok; I overheard what you had planned and I couldn’t ignore it, it was too difficult,” said the nervous girl.

Zaria came closer and her features became clearer, for a maroon she was cute, and I could see why she wanted to be away from this. Fletch started slipping away in my arms, and he would lose consciousness soon due to his wounds. There were cuts and marks all over his arms and chest, and I placed my hand on his back and he instantly yelped in pain.

“It’s over now, whatever grievance that has been dealt is behind us, and starting tomorrow we can begin repairing this rocky beginning that we’ve had,” said Avery.

“I want you to leave and keep your crew away from us, and if they don’t then I’ll retaliate in kind.”

Avery nodded then quickly left, but Zaria still remained, and I didn’t have the strength to dismiss her.

“I’m really sorry about your friend, if there’s any way I can help him please tell me.”

I turned to her with a mix of rage and sorrow, and I sensed that the slightest misstep from her would set me off into one of those two directions; but Zaria waited for me, and when I was calm, I quietly looked at her. I struggled to formulate words, so in the end I just settled with these.

“Will you help me?”

That was all I could manage.
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 Control or Collapse

After the unpleasant events of the morning I spent most of the afternoon watching Fletch. I had nothing to heal him with, so all I could do was cover his wounds and hope for the best. Fletch was still unconsciousness so at least he’d feel nothing while I tended to him, and Zaria still lingered in the camp, all though I was reluctant to talk to her. The evening was approaching and all I wanted to do was meditate, to take my mind off things, but with Fletch’s condition I wasn’t sure if I could. Zaria noticed that I wanted to leave and be alone, and she sat next to Fletch and watched him.

“You should take some time to be alone, Fletch will still be here once you return.”

“I can’t leave him here, if he dies then I’ll quickly follow in his stead.”

“He won’t, I promise he’ll be fine with me.”

“Forget it, I’ll just do it somewhere over here.”

“Do what exactly?”

“Meditate, it’s been a great help while I’ve been stuck here.”

I moved ten steps away from the camp, then sat down and prepared for my meditation. I was close enough so that if anything happened I could reach Fletch in time, but since Zaria was unarmed I trusted her enough for now. I usually had a specific spot where I liked to meditate, a spot where the moon was clearly visible, and where the canopy of trees was perfect. There were two oval shaped stones which were positioned behind and in front of me, along with a winding sand path which led to the secondary reef this island possessed. I still had the sandy grass patches, but I wished I was there currently. I placed my sword out of reach, and kept my dagger in my lap, then I prepared for my activity. Several minutes passed and my attention finally gave out, and a few moments passed while I sat there, contemplating the images that I’d just seen.

When I first started this it was to deal with my growing stress and concerns, but it soon evolved beyond that, and instead it became a way for me to relive my past memories. These memories were growing fainter the longer that I stayed here, but I was holding onto them as long as I continued with this. The commodore’s ship appeared in my mind, firing upon us and causing panic all over our vessel. I remember trying to find captain Maroo amidst all the chaos, only to learn that his leg had been broken in the attack. His life was forfeit then, yet still he spoke to me, in order to give me hope for what lied ahead.

“You must find my maps Casper, you and any survivors must find them and keep them safe; there our only hope now,” said Captain Maroo.

“Is this what your plan was captain? You should’ve told us this earlier.”

“I know, but I wanted them kept safe in case our enemies ever found them.”

Cannon fire continued peppering the hull of our ship, and I quickly took cover as one hurtled towards me nearby.

“You have to leave me behind boy! Whoever’s left will look to you now, you’re in command as of now.”

“I can’t do this without you captain! You’re our leader, and you’re also mine.”

“Not anymore son, and if you don’t leave then you’ll die, so go to my cabin and find them, find them before it’s too late.” The image ended, but there was still more to play out afterwards. During that moment I understood what failure was like, but there was more to it than that. In order to rise everyone had to fall, but for me it wasn’t like that, for me it was the fight that motivated me… not the outcome. The fight to determine my own fate or my own fall; that is what I needed to reclaim. A chance to cross the finish line, before I inevitably hit the wall that awaits me if I do. Pirates don’t get happy endings, and most of us don’t deserve one, but we deserve a moment in the sun, before the shade comes along and smothers it. I got up and left and while I did footsteps quickly approached, then something sharp suddenly grazed the side of my cheek. I held my dagger at the ready and wiped the blood off my face; then a shadow suddenly leapt up, and it kicked me right in the nose.

I stumbled back a few paces and tried squinting my eyes to locate my shadowy attackers. It was hard to see straight but eventually two women came into view, and both of them were armed with a various assortment of knives. They were tall and they each had long hair, all though one of them was tanned, and I surmised that these were the women who had attacked Fletch earlier. The tanned woman attacked and I lunged for my sword, and she slashed at me while I reached for it. The knife cut into my shoulder and I tried containing the pain; then both of them suddenly charged at me, and I swung my sword at the tanned woman first. She avoided the slash and easily outmanoeuvred me, then her friend thrusted towards me, and I caught her blade in my daggers cross guard.

I pushed away from the blade lock and swept her legs, and she fell momentarily. While she was down her tanned friend swung wildly at me, and even though she was quick, she was reckless, which would cost her. She swung once, then twice, then a third time and she opened herself up after. I thrusted my sword into the side of her rib, but my aim was off, and instead of just grazing her, I accidentally penetrated and sliced off a small slab of her skin. She screamed terribly, and even for me it was sickening, this woman looked no older than Fletch, and yet I’d just stabbed her. Her friend attacked me in a burst of rage, swinging just as wildly and recklessly as her friend. I could’ve done the same again, but I didn’t want to misjudge the attack like last time. I intercepted her next swing and quickly grappled and overpowered her, and she resisted after.

Unable to pull away the girl kneed me heavily in the crutch, forcing me to use all of my willpower to hold on, then I retaliated with a knee of my own. The blow copped her right in the belly, and she fell to the ground winded. A few moments passed and both of us recuperated from our bout, and her friends struggling movements distracted us from one another. Cries and sobs echoed now that the clash of blades was over, and I almost felt bad, but they brought this on themselves. It was getting dark and we couldn’t keep this up for much longer, so I had to defuse the situation.

“Your friend needs help so whatever this is you have to call it off, and I’m willing to help her if you’ll walk away and keep quiet about what happened here.”

“Why should we trust you? You’re a pirate and we were supposed to kill you, then we could take this island for ourselves.”

“Well you’ve failed, and now she’s bleeding out and possibly dying. Let me take her back to my camp, then she can rest there for the night and we’ll see how she is tomorrow.”

Uncertainty spread across the girls face, then her friend’s cries prompted her into agreeing.

“Before we do anything I have to ask, did Avery or Bellamy send you? Did they have anything to do with this?”

“No they didn’t, this was our idea and nobody else knows about it.”

“So you all sailed here together yet you have your own plans? That’s very dangerous.”

“We can talk about this later if you want, just help her please.”

There was a quaver in her voice while she spoke, and I remained quiet to see if she had anything else to say. She said nothing and I helped carry her friend, then I turned around and Zaria was nearby. She’d made a fire for us at some point, and she remained quiet while she saw the woman’s friend being carried towards it. Zaria and the woman exchanged subtle gazes, but I wasn’t sure what they were derived of. I placed the woman’s friend by the fire, then Zaria approached me and led me away from the woman.

“Your friend is awake, he called for you shortly after you left.”

I nodded my thanks and moved straight towards him.

“Hey what are you doing!? My friend is injured and you’re just leaving her to die,” shouted the girl.

“He needs to talk with his friend Leri! The friend you and Daze attacked, let him have his moment with him,” said Zaria angrily.

Leri cursed and mumbled unpleasantly, and I turned to Zaria with gratitude and she nodded to me with a slight smile.

Fletch sighed in relief upon seeing me, but he was struggling to hold himself together.

“You’re going to be all right Fletch, you’ll survive: you have to.”

“I should’ve been more careful Casp, I’m sorry for putting you through this.”

“No, this isn’t your fault, it’s theirs: and I will deal with it, I promise.”

“That maroon girl, she might be the only decent prospect of the bunch, how long has she been here?”

”A while it seems, I haven’t really got to know her.”

“She’s nice, that’s all I know, and she’s unarmed, so she’s different to the rest of them.”

“You trying to set me up with her are you?”

Fletch laughed and it quickly became too painful for him, so he was forced to stop and smile instead.

“There’s something you should know Fletch, the women that attacked you are here, and I’ll be treating one of them tonight.”

Fletch sighed and turned his gaze from me, clearly showing his displeasure with my words.

“You were always too nice for your own good Casper, always had that naval man mentality of trying to improve everyone around you.”

“If I don’t then there could be further trouble for us, I have to help her in that regard.”

“Well obviously I can’t stop you, so go ahead, do what you must,” said Fletch bitterly.

I lowered my gaze after he’d spoke, and Fletch turned away from me uncomfortably, remaining quiet except for a few grunts of pain. I moved back towards Zaria and Leri, then I began preparing for Daze’s treatment. I lifted her shirt up and assessed the wound, and the patch of skin that I’d penetrated had begun to scab, and I dampened the cloth and started washing it. Moist blood still remained near the wound, and I started there then moved on towards the scab. Leri cupped her friend’s mouth during the process, and she tried helping her friend manage the pain in the meantime. A few minutes later I finished cleaning the wound, then I bandaged her up afterwards.

“It’s all done, now you need to leave and come back tomorrow, you can check on her then.”

“I’m not leaving her here with you, what if you hurt her while I’m away?”

‘Unless you want to carry her back alone then you’re gonna have to take that chance, but you’re going to leave now, otherwise I’ll make you leave.”

Leri’s expression quickly filled with spite, but I was growing tired and my lack of empathy was starting to show.

“Come back tomorrow and make sure your alone, but for now, leave us be.”

Leri sighed angrily, but she did as I asked and ran off without another word. Zaria moved along as well, but I reached out for her to stay a little longer.

“I think we should talk more tomorrow, and give each other some time to get to know one another. Fletch seems to like you, so I feel like I owe you that much.”

“I’d like that, it’s a bit lonely with the Serpents crew sometimes; I’m not really with them by the way.”

“I guess that’ll be a story for tomorrow then.”

“Only if you’d like to hear it.”

She left with a wave, and I gently waved at her back.


  CHAPTER 4

  

  [image: Image]

  
 A Tale of Caution

A loud groan awoke me from my sleep, and I turned to see Leri trying to help Daze get to her feet. It was early morning and after I awoke Leri stopped trying to help Daze.

“Can you help me get her back? If we work together then we could get her to the ship before anyone notices.”

“I helped patch her up but I have no interest in doing anything else for her, besides she needs to stay here, if you move her then you’ll only make things worse.”

Leri’s reply was suddenly interrupted by Daze, who whispered something into her friend’s ear. Leri looked displeased with her friend’s words, but she respected them and let them be. Fletch suddenly groaned and I moved to check on him, and I quietly hoped that he was ok. He awoke and I helped him sit upright, then he saw the two girls in our camp.

“Are they staying or leaving?” He asked.

“Daze has to stay, but Leri can leave unless she wants to help me with something?”

Both girls looked surprised, but Leri was uninterested in my proposal.

“I’ll come back later to check on Daze, since I’m sure I’ll have other tasks that Avery will want me to do.”

She said goodbye to Daze afterwards, then shot off without another word. Fletch’s eyes remained fixed on Daze after, still treating her as a threat even though she was just as injured as he was. Daze remained still while she sat next to the campfires ashes, and she kept looking at Fletch and I, but said nothing while doing so.

“If you have something to say then say it, what’s on your mind?” asked Fletch.

“Why did you bring me here? You could’ve killed me and Leri and yet you didn’t, for someone claiming to be a pirate that seems odd.”

“That’s a question that I’d like answered as well, why did you spare the women that tried to kill you and I?” asked Fletch

“Because I don’t want a blood feud on this island, I’ll save that for when I leave it, if I leave it.”

“So you’re a coward? You’re too afraid to fight while you’re here.”

“It’s not fear its smarts, and if it weren’t for that then you wouldn’t be here right now.”

“True, but you showed mercy to an enemy, what kind of pirate does that?”

“The kind that hasn’t always been a pirate, and the kind that’s not used to fighting women who think that they can play alongside the men.”

“Ouch,” added Fletch.

Daze looked away in guilt, probably because she knew that I was right, she was out of her depth here. Zaria approached the camp afterwards and waited just outside.

“I’m gonna take a walk with Zaria, and I expect the two of you to play nice, don’t disappoint me.”

Daze nodded in understanding, and Fletch begrudgingly did the same. I beckoned Zaria to come walk with me, then we left the camp moments later. Several minutes passed and eventually I spoke up.

“So how does a maroon girl end up with a gang of Kingston insurgents? Unless you’re not actually a maroon.”

“I’m not, I used to work in my family’s shop selling clothes and other accessories, until we closed down due to a robbery.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, what happened?”

“Bandits happened, at least that’s the theory, after that I turned to piracy to try and help my family; but I failed to steal from them, and I was press ganged into their service for a time.”

“You were a pirate!? That’s astonishing.”

“Not by choice, eventually when I’d had enough I tried to leave, but the crew held me against my will, and if it weren’t for my friend then I’d still be with them.”

“Who was the captain? Anyone I would know?”

Zaria didn’t answer, and she seemed uncomfortable with the question.

“Never mind, I’m sorry I asked.”

“My friend died because of them that’s all you need to know, but nevertheless I never believed in the lies that England and Spain had spun about piracy, I know that some of you are decent men; and I’ve seen a few examples of it in the past.”

“So you joined Avery’s insurrection as a result, to get away from that life? Or maybe it was something else.”

“It was just to get away, to get away from colonials, pirates, and Kingston, to start again elsewhere.”

“I see.”

My seeds of suspicion started growing, and there seemed to be a lot of discourse amongst this crew.

“But why are you here Casper?” asked Zaria.

“I’m here because of colonial rule.”

Zaria giggled slightly in response, then she repeated her question.

She knew that I was hiding something, and there’d be no lying to her, even though I wanted to.

“I’m here because I bet my life on this island, and because I foresaw an end of an age that I wanted to be prepared for. Fletch foresaw it as well so he helped me, and we brought a months’ worth of goods here, and left everything else to fate.”

“You foresaw it but you became convinced that it would come to pass? Why? Piracy existed before, and someone brought it back, so why did you prepare for its demise instead of trying to fight it?”

“Because I lost faith in it, and I lost faith in my captain, because for as long as I could remember he was piracy; captain Maroo was the man who’d brought it back, and yet he’s also the one who let it die all over again.”

“How so?”

“Because he changed, I didn’t know him for very long
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