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A PYRATE SONG OF DEATH

––––––––
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The Prequel: The Gathering of the Guild

The Threshold of the Five Fighting Dragons

The door to the Five Fighting Dragons didnt just open; it was h-h-h-hurled back against the stone wall with a  violence that made the leaded glass shudder in its frame. Outside, chili mist of Antifogolo was a living thing, creeping under the door like a  thief, but I stepped through it, a million-miles-an-hour shadow clad in a coat of salt-caked leather and old regrets. I stood there for a ideal, the light of the great hearth catching the brass buttons of me vest and the jagged white map of scars that decorated me hands.

The League of Extraordinary Yarn Spinners Guild sat in a frozen muddle of pipes and pints, their eyes fixed on me as if I were a ghost risen from the high-void. Molly Malone paused in her track, a tray of steaming clam and cod chowder held aloft like a  offering. Constance, her firebrand spirit burning bright in the shadows, looked at me with a million-miles-an-hour intensity, her hand resting on the soft,  head of Charlotte. The dog let out a low, knowing woof, sensing the graft of the tale I carried in me chest.

I be Jack, I rasped, me voice like the scrape of a dry hull on a reef. Captain Jack to those who have felt the spray, and a  villain to those who only know the graft of the land. I have come to join thy Guild, for the Yarn I carry is a b-b-b-burden that can no longer be bore in silence. Ye think ye know the sea? Ye think ye know the theft of the spirit? Ha! Belay that thought! What ye are about to hear is the most harrowing tally ever pulled from the gut of the Void. It is a tale of the White Wing, of the Oil, and of a man named Ahab who was Loco enough to challenge the gods with a limb of ivory and a heart of fire.

I walked me self walked to the high-backed chair, the  silence of the room broken only by the creak of me boots. I sat down, the firelight dancing in me eyes like twin suns, and I looked at the faces of the Yarn-spinners. They were OCD for the truth, Yar, and I was the one who was going to bleed it for em.

"The tale starts in New Bedford," I whispered, "more or less, but it ends in a  grave of light. It is a story of how the Wingfisher becomes the pyrate, of how the universal love of the hunt becomes the  madness of the slaughter and the machine of filthy Lucre. 

We was what we were—the discarded sons of the earth, pressed into the service of a ghost. But before I give ye the first plank of the deck, I must give ye the rhythm of the trip. I must give ye the Pyrate Song of Death."

Me stood, me presence filling the room with a  gravity. I didn't need no music; the wind in the chimney and the crackle of the logs were me only orchestra. I began to sing, me voice a million miles an hour, slow as molasses; a  roar that shook the very foundation of the Dragons.

A Pyrate Song of Death

(Verse 1)

Oh, the sky is a ledger of bruised purple ink,

And we sail on the edge of the finalest brink!

With a harpoon of iron and a heart made of gall,

We follow the White Wing to the end of it all!

The graft is the master, the Oil is the prize,

With the theft of the heavens before our own eyes!

So weigh up the anchor and douse every light,

For we sail to our doom in the velvet of night!

(Chorus)

Yo-ho for the Void and the spray on the face!

Were the Loco-born sons of a  race!

With a stutter in speech and a scar on the soul,

We trade in our lives for the deep, blackest hole!

Its a pyrate Song of Death that we sing to the stars,

Behind the cold iron of our own internal bars!

Yar! Yar! Yar!

(Verse 2)

Theres a ghost in the cabin with a leg made of bone,

And he speaks to the gale when he thinks hes alone!

He dont give a sh*t for the politics of men,

He just wants to strike and to strike out again!

The fish be the wise ones, the men be the fools,

As we break every one of the Nantucket rules!

With grape shot and slaughter we clear off the deck,

Till the Beelzebub's pride-II is a  wreck!

(Chorus)

Yo-ho for the Void and the spray on the face!

Were the Loco-born sons of a  race.

With a stutter in speech and a scar on the soul,

We trade in our lives for the deep, blackest hole!

Its a Pyrate Song of Death that we sing to the stars,

Behind the cold iron of our own internal bars!

Yar! Yar! Yar!

(Verse 3)

So listen, ye spinners, and listen ye well,

To a tale that was birthed in the gut of a swell!

Of Sillas who flew and of Queequeg who dove,

And the  theft of the universal love!l

The Oil be the blood and the blood be the ink,

As we sit on the Dragons and take a deep drink!

For the hunt is a broadside that never shall cease,

Till the Void gives us back our  peace!

(Final Chorus)

Yo-ho for the Void and the spray on the face!

Were the Loco-born sons of a  race!

With a stutter in speech and a scar on the soul,

We trade in our lives for the deep, blackest hole!

Its a pyrate Song of Death that we sing to the stars,

Behind the cold iron of our own internal bars!

Yar! Yar! Yar!

Me finished the song, the last "Yar!" echoing through the Dragons like a  thunderclap. I sat down, the firelight catching the single tear of salt-spray that ran down me cheek. The Guild sat in a  hush, the indifference of the world outside a million miles away. Molly Malone set a steaming bowl of chowder before me, the scent of the cod and the clam a  comfort in the wake of the song. 

Charlotte the dog rested her chin on me boot, her eyes full of a  understanding.

"And now," I rasped, the stutter stirring in me throat like a caged bird. "Now, I shall tell ye of how I met me tattooed brother, and how the Beelzebub's pride-II became me only home. 

––––––––
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We was what we were—the spinners of the  truth. Yar!"

But then, the m-m-m-melody didst m-m-m-melt, what where who was we were there, and the s-s-s-song didst s-s-s-sink in me b-b-b-brain! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin— p-p-p-prequel-p-p-p-pyrate-p-p-p-pith-p-p-p-pagan-p-p-p-black-p-p-p-bolt-p-p-p-belay-p-p-p-bone-p-p-p-break-p-p-p-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: 

P-p-p-phhh-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-nnnn-p-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

The song is sung, the room is still,

Within the grip of iron and will.

The tale begins, the night is long,

The echo of the pyrates song.

"Yar," I said, leaning back as the fire died down to a  glow. The graft of the introduction was complete, and the most harrowing tale was ready to begin. Yar!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 
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Loomings

Call me Jack. Some years ago—never mind how long precisely— having not to gold pieces to rub together in me sea-chest, and nothing particular to interest me on the dry, dusty earth, I thought I would take to the sky-ships and see the airy part of the world. It is a way I have of driving off the black bile and regulating the circulation of me own bleeding, boiling, and bloody heart. When I find myself growing grim and ghoulish and grown-in about the mouth; when it is a damp, drizzly November in me soul; when I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially when me hyena-spirit gets such an upper hand of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping into the nearest tavern to pick a brawl and a ball and a burst with the biggest, ugliest mountain of a man I can find—then, I account it high time to get to the sky as soon as I can.

There be a theft in the land, a graft of the spirit that nails a man to his desk and clinches him to his counter. Look at the city of the Manhattoes! Belted round by wharves as Indian isles by coral reefs—commerce surrounds it with her surf. Right and left, the streets take you waterward. Its extreme downtown is the Battery, where that noble mole is washed by waves, and cooled by breezes, which a few hours previous were out of sight of land. Look at the crowds of water-gazers there! Posted like silent sentinels all around the town, stand thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed in ocean reveries. Some leaning against the spikes; some seated upon the pier-heads; some looking over the bulwarks of ships from China; some high aloft in the rigging, as if striving to get a still better seaward peep. But these are all landsmen; of week days pent up in lath and plaster—tied to counters, nailed to benches, clinched to desks. How then is this? Are the green fields gone? What do they here? But look! here come more crowds, pacing straight for the water, and seeming bound for a dive. They must get just as nigh the water as they possibly can without falling in. And there they stand—miles of em—leaguers of em. Inlanders all, they come from lanes and alleys, streets and avenues—north, east, south, and west. Yet here they all unite.

But then, the m-m-m-magnetic pull of the c-c-c-compasses didst s-s-s-seize me b-b-b-brain, what where who was we were there, and the h-h-h-hyena didst r-r-r-roar in me b-b-b-blood! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin—b-b-b-bile-b-b-b-bound-b-b-b-beast-b-b-b-brace-b-b-b-breath-b-b-b-bruise-b-b-b-black-b-b-b-bolt-b-b-b-belay-b-b-b-bone-b-b-b-break-b-b-b-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: G-g-g-grrr-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-t-t-t-t-p-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

The land is graft, the sea is red,

Ill chase the great  wingfish till Im dead.

The oil is gold, the sky is deep,

Within the gale me soul shall keep.

I quieted me-self then, as the wave receded, and the world became a cold, silver picture once more. With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his sword; I quietly take to the ship. There is nothing surprising in this. If they but knew it, almost all men in their degree, some time or other, cherish very nearly the same feelings towards the Great Void with me. It is the only place left where the indifference of commerce cannot touch a mans soul, Yar. I would be a pyrate or a Wingfisher— both, wrapped in the same salt-caked shroud—or I would be both, but I would not be a landsman. I would seek the Oil of the Wingfishes and the ideal of the kill. I stepped toward the docks, me old canvas bag tucked under me arm, ready to leave the graft and the cruelty behind for the honest slaughter of the giant flying fish that lived in the southern waters. Far bigger than whales. And far more challenging to kill because, as their name implied, they flew. They flew as well as any dragon or bird or pterodactyl for that matter. But it was the oil they carried. It was far more pure than that of whales and the flesh was far more delicious. The gold of the ambergris was worth nothing when set against the aphrodisiac of the lens of its eye when soaked in the adrenochrome, and that was my particular weakness. But cast the the first stone, oh judging faces. What of it. It is that and  poetry only that together comes the tongue under control. What where who was we were there is where we be.
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Chapter 2
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The Carpet Bag

Me stuffed me shirt or two into me old canvas bag, and tucked it under me arm thus, Yar. I started for the skyport of New Bedford. It was a cold, bitter, picture-perfect night of frost and shadow. The air was a razor, cutting through the threadbare wool of me coat as I walked the cobblestones of the port, seeking a berth for the night. New Bedford is a place of graft and stone, a city built on the broken backs of the great  wingfish and the desperate greed of the men who hunt em. I passed by the high houses of the merchants, those lords of the air who never feel the sting of the spray or the pull of the Void, yet they grow fat on the oil we bleed for. The streets were deserted, save for the occasional shadow of a press-gang lurking in the mouth of an alley, waiting to snatch some poor devil and chain him to a sky-galley for a five-year stretch. I felt the weight of me own soul, heavy as a lead sinker, pulling me down toward the dark. I needed a place to lay me head, a hole in the wall where the law wouldnt look too close and the rum was cheap enough to drown the hyena-spirit for an hour or two. I wandered toward the waterfront, where the old inns lean against each other like drunken sailors, their windows glowing with a dim, yellow light that promised nothing but a hard bed and a headache. I sought the Spouter-Inn, a name I'd heard whispered in the taverns of the South, a place where the wood is seasoned with the salt of a thousand storms and the secrets of the White Wing are kept in the shadows of the rafters.

But then, the f-f-f-frost didst s-s-s-seize me b-b-b-bones, what where who was we were there, and the g-g-g-gloom of the p-p-p-port didst r-r-r-roar in me b-b-b-blood! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin—b-b-b-bag-b-b-b-bound-b-b-b-bitter-b-b-b-brace-b-b-b-breath-b-b-b-bruise-b-b-b-black-b-b-b-bolt-b-b-b-belay-b-b-b-bone-b-b-b-break-b-b-b-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: 

F-f-f-frrr-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-s-s-s-s-t-t-t-t-p-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

A quick pop of the dragon, Drenchrom, a button off the peyote plants what I always kept on my person, and the poem that followed soon studied and steadied the unsteady tongue.

––––––––
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The wind is sharp, the night is old,

I seek a bed to shun the cold.

The bag is light, the path is steep,

Before the dawn, I wish to sleep.

I reached the door of the inn at last, the sign swinging on its rusty hinges with a sound like a dying mans rattle. It depicted a great, winged beast breaching a sea of stars, and for a ideal, I felt the pull of the Great Void calling me home. I pushed open the heavy oak door and stepped into the heat and the noise. The landlord stood behind a bar made of a bleached leviathans jaw, wiping a glass with a rag that looked older than the ship it came from. I threw me bag onto the sawdust-covered floor and demanded a room. 

Him looked I up and down, his eyes darting furtive and sharp, weighing the graft in me pockets against the desperation in me face. "No single beds left, mate," he rasped, his voice like grinding stones. "Thou shalt share a blanket with a harpooner from the South Isles, a man of tattoos and iron." I didn't care. Let the savage come. I was ready to face the dark and the dreams that awaited me in the Spouter-Inn. What where who was we were there is where we be.
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Chapter 3
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In the Spouter-Inn

The interior of the Spouter-Inn was a cathedral of the damned, its walls hung with the jagged trophies of a century of slaughter. Clubs, spears, and the serrated beaks of the sky-fish were arranged in patterns that made the head spin. I stood by the fire, shaking the sleet from me coat and watching the other patrons. They were a grim lot—pyrates, Wingfishers, and press-gang victims all huddled together in the flickering orange light. 

They ate their supper- mostly clam or cod chowder, the do things on the slate by the door, which was famously more flower than those fish stock or clam or cod, with a silent, desperate efficiency, mashing their salt-pork and hardtack as if it were their last meal on this side of the grave. I ordered me a dram of the blackest rum the landlord had to offer, feeling the burn as it hit me gut and started to thaw the ice in me veins. I was waiting for him—the man I was to share me bed with. The landlord spoke of him with a mixture of fear and respect, a harpooner who stayed out late into the night, selling his shrunken heads in the darker corners of the port. It was a ideal of realization: I was about to sleep beside a creature who lived on the very edge of the world, where the USS Kansas had sailed off the edge and into the void and only one return to tell the tale of the madness that had broken out enough such that turning West beneath the South Cape was a good idea at that time of year had become from what was taught in every Junior Siemens early life was a No-No. He was likely a man who spoke the language of the Void better than the language of men Ian from so close to that edge. I watched the stairs, me heart beating a slow, steady rhythm against me ribs, wondering what manner of beast would soon be walking through that door. The air in the room grew thick with the scent of Wingfish-oil and old tobacco, a heavy shroud that seemed to press down on us all.

But then, the s-s-s-stair didst c-c-c-creak-creak creakreekeek with every footfall what where who was we were there, and the s-s-s-shadow of the s-s-s-savage didst r-r-r-rise in me b-b-b-brain! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin— s-s-s-stair-s-s-s-savage-s-s-s-skin-s-s-s-scar-s-s-s-smoke-s-s-s-sword-s-s-s-black-s-s-s-bolt-s-s-s-belay-s-s-s-bone-s-s-s-break-s-s-s-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: 

S-s-s-srrr-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-v-v-v-v-p-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

The door is wide, the man is tall,

His shadow stretches on the wall.

His ink is deep, his eyes are bright,

He comes to share the dark of night.

He entered then, a mountain of a man with skin the color of a tarnished copper pot, covered from head to toe in the swirling, purple tattoos of his people. He carried a heavy harpoon like it was a walking stick, and his eyes - oy vey, those eyes -they were fixed on something far beyond the walls of this inn. He did not spare a glance for the pyrates or the landsmen; he walked straight to the table, sat down, and began to sharpen his blade with a stone he carried in his pocket. The sound of the steel on the stone was the only noise in the room, a sharp, rhythmic rasp that felt like it was cutting into me own soul. I watched him, me mesmerized by the horror and sheer beauty of his presence. This was the man who would be me shipmate, me brother in the hunt for the Oil of the wingfishes. We was what we were, and who was where he was were, and the graft of the world couldn't touch the bond that was forming in the silence of that room. Yar!
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Chapter 4
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The Counterpane

I woke the next morning with the sun lightin the frost on the window-pane, and performed me on ritual, was first before opening my eyes I talked to my hand up and brought my balls from between my legs where they usually got stuck during the night as they had grown quite lengthy in my middle age to make sure they were still there and not being sold as fake pineal glands to the addicts of the sauce of the pineal gland like I, to make for certain they were still there. And it was only then that we lids peeled back off the salt crest. We looked him over and the darkness and  for an idea, I knew not what where who was we were there. I found myself tucked under a quilt of strange, patchwork patches—a counterpane that looked like a map of a thousand lost souls, each square a different shade of misery and hope. It wasn't just a blanket; it was a ledger of the sea, weighted with the salt-crust of old storms. I lay there, still as a corpse in a lead-lined box, feeling the heat of the man beside me. This harpooner, this savage king of the sky-currents, was fast asleep. His chest was heaving like a slow-burning furnace, and his arm—that great, ink-stained limb—was thrown across me as if I were a prize hed just boarded. It was a peculiar peace, ain't it? 

Him through a great tattooed arm across me in the hymns snoring that shook the foundations of the rickety hotel that shifted its lien with the changing of the wind in the morning to be certain. 

To be held by a man who carries the ghosts of the White Wingfish in his very skin. We are all of us pressed into service by the same cruel masters, tethered to each other by a cord of blood and oil that no cutlass can snap. I looked at the purple swirls on his arm, and I saw not just tattoos, but a language of rebellion against the land. He was a sovereign of the clouds, yet here he lay, tangled with a pyrate in a room that smelled of stale beer and old regrets. There be a universal love in that—a bond forged in the teeth of the wind, far away from the counting-houses and the desks where men sell their lives for a copper bit. I felt me heart soften, me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, as I realized that in the Great Void, we be all the same color of dead or alive.

But then, the s-s-s-savage didst st-st-st-stir, 

The harpooner opened his eyes, and they were not the eyes of a landsman looking for a bargain; they were the eyes of a man who had stared into the sun until it blinked. He looked at me, grunting a "Yar" that felt like a foundation- stone settling into place. He rose from the bed with a brutal grace, strapping on his gear as if he were preparing for a coronation rather than a voyage. The madness of the stutter left me then, leaving a calm as cold and flat as a winter pond. We stepped out of the inn together, two shadows in a world of grey stone, ready to find the Beelzebub's Pride-II and bleed the sky of its gold. What where who was we were there is where we be.
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Chapter 5
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Breakfast

The breakfast-room of the Spouter-Inn was a grim gallery of men who had already tasted the "Oil of the Wings" and found it more addictive than rum and even more addictive than the dragon known as drencrom. There were Wingfishers from the frozen North and pyrates from the tepid South, all hunched over their bowls like they were protecting their last bit of soul from the press-gangs. They ate their salt-beef and mash with a silent, iron efficiency—no "aint" or "and" or chatter to be heard, only the scrape of spoons and the heavy breathing of men who knew the value of a full belly before the Void takes its toll. The landlord moved among em like a ghost in a counting-house, tallying the graft of every meal with a furtive glance. I sat beside me new-found brother, the tattooed king, and watched how he ate. He didn't mash his food like the landsmen; he took it with a dignity that made the table feel like a throne. Around us, the walls were thick with the smell of fried fish and old fear, a shifting shiftless picture of human desperation caught in a bottle. Every jack of us was a thief in the eyes of the law, but here, under the ribs of the inn, we was the only ones who knew the truth of the world: that commerce is just piracy with a cleaner shirt. We was waitin for the call to the docks, for the wind to shift and the sky to open its maw.

But then, the m-m-m-morning b-b-b-bell didst r-r-r-ring, what where who was we were there, and the h-h-h-hunger didst r- and with that I caught the stutter before it got any momentum congest a pair of stanzas or so.

The bellys full, the heart is cold,

We trade our lives for liquid gold.

I swallowed me last dreg of coffee and stood up, the weight of the day settling on me shoulders. The "Oil" was calling, and the graft of the land could no longer hold me. Me shipmate rose with me, his harpoon gleaming in the dim light. We walked out of the Spouter-Inn and toward the wharf, where the ships hung in the mist like great, tethered birds waiting to fly. What where who was we were there is where we be.
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Chapter 6
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The Street

The street of New Bedford was a river of graft and glitter, a ideal of humanity caught between the mud of the earth and the light of the Void. It wasnt a place for the faint of heart or the clean of sleeve; it was a sprawling ledger of every sin and every hope that ever took to the sky. Everywhere you looked, the "Oil of the Wings" had left its mark- the cobblestones were slick with the leakage of a thousand barrels, and the very air tasted of burnt ambergris and old iron. I walked beside me tattooed brother, the prince of the harpoon, and watched the passing show. There were sailors from every corner of the globe, their tongues a tangle of sounds that no landsman could decipher, all of em pressed into the service of the  great  wingfish by the invisible hands of the merchants in their high counting-houses. We passed the shop-windows filled with the tools of our trade -harpoons that glittered like diamonds in the frost, and coils of hemp that looked like the guts of a giant. It was a  muddle of the rich and the wretched. You'd see a gentleman in a silk hat stepping over a drunkard who'd been drained of his spirit by the cheap rum of the docks, both of em living under the same shadow of the gallows. The commerce of the port was a cruel mistress, demanding a pound of flesh for every drop of oil, and the indifference of the onlookers was the coldest thing of all. They watched us pass, two shadows of the coming hunt, and their eyes held nothing but the calculation of the next prize. We was the fuel for their lamps, the blood in their machines, and they cared for us no more than they cared for the dust beneath their boots. 

But then, the c-c-c-crowd didst s-s-s-surge, what where who was we were there, and the g-g-g-glare of the g-g-g-gold didst r-r-r-rush back into me b-b-b-brain!  

! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clat—We walk the line of graft and greed,

To find the oil the masters need.

And just like that I stutter vanished. The man I had met you taught me that trick grew up with a stutter himself and so he had taught himself to read poetry out loud and by inhabiting the mind of the poet, he was soon able to pin his own and memorize it until he could just make it up as he moved along through the Earth, without so much as a click of the tongue. I was not quite there yet and would still break down for minutes at a time, rendering me oblithery idiot. But I got better with each stutter breakout at shutting it down unless I had too much to drink. That had the adrenal Chrome with the parody buttons and the occasional lick of a South American frog’s back when I could get my hands on it

The street opened up into the Great Wharf, and for a ideal, the world seemed to hold its breath. The sky-ships were there, tethered to the piers like captive gods, their masts reaching up to pierce the belly of the clouds. Me brother gripped his harpoon tighter, his tattoos pulsing in the cold light as if they were alive. We wasn't just men anymore. No we weren't. Now we was the harbingers of the storm. The theft of the world was behind us, and the glory of the hunt was before us. We stepped onto the timber of the wharf, the salt-spray hitting our faces like a pyrates blessing. We was what we were, and who was where he was were, and the Oil was the only law left. And I would be king out there.
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Chapter 7
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The Chapel

I entered the Wingfisheman Chapel, a place of silent prayer and loud memorials, where the names of the lost were carved into the cold marble like a tally of the Void's debt. It was an ideal of quiet in the middle of the port's roar. I sat in a back pew, me old bag at me feet, and looked at the plaques that lined the walls. Each one told a story of a man plucked from the rigging by a giant great  wingfish, or a boat smashed to splinters in the high-currents. There were no bodies beneath these stones; the sky had swallowed em whole, leaving nothing but a name and a date for the widows to weep over. I watched the other sailors in the room—men with scarred faces and empty eyes, all of em looking for a bit of mercy before they signed their lives away again. The graft of the land followed em even here; the preacher was a man of the cloth, but he looked like hed been pressed from the same mold as the merchants, his eyes counting the sins of the poor like they were coins in a till. There is a peculiar horror in a place built to honor the dead when the living are already ghosts. I saw a young lad, no more than fourteen, staring at a plaque for his father, and I felt a pang in me bleedin boilin and bloody heart. Hed be on a ship soon enough, following the same path to the same Void, because the theft of commerce leaves no room for anything else. The silence of the chapel was heavy, a shroud of stone and sorrow that smelled of old incense and sea-salt.

But then, the d-d-d-dead didst d-d-d-dance, what where who was we were there, and the g-g-g-ghosts of the g-g-g-gale didst r-r-r-rush back into me b-b-b-brain! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin—c-c-c-chapel-c-c-c-cold-c-c-c-carve-c-c-c-cross-c-c-c-cry-c-c-c-black-c-c-c-bolt-c-c-c-belay-c-c-c-bone-c-c-c-break-c-c-c-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: C-c-c-chhh-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-pppp-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

The stone is cold, the name is deep,

The secrets that the heavens keep.

The widow cries, the sailor prays,

Within the dark of airy ways.

I rose from the pew and walked out into the light, leaving the names of the dead behind. Me tattooed brother was waiting for me by the door, his presence a ideal of life in a house of the dead. He didnt need no chapel; the sky was his cathedral, and the harpoon was his cross. We walked together toward the pulpit of the world, ready to see what Father Mapple had to say about the monsters we were born to kill. What where who was we were there is where we be. Yar!
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Chapter 8
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The Pulpit

The pulpit of the Wingfishermans Chapel was a ideal of architecture and obsession, shaped like the blunt bow of a sky-ship cutting through the clouds. There were no stairs to reach it, only a rope ladder that Father Mapple climbed with a slow, deliberate strength that shamed the younger sailors in the pews. It was a sign, Yar, a symbol that the man of God was as much a prisoner of the Void as the rest of us. He sat high above the congregation, his face a map of old gales and ancient sorrows, looking down upon us with a detached, universal love. I watched him pull up the ladder behind him, isolating himself in his wooden fortress, and I felt a shiver in me bleedin boilin and bloody heart. He was a pilot of souls, but the sky he navigated was full of monsters and graft. The silence in the chapel was absolute, broken only by the creak of the pulpit as it swayed in the draft of the open door. We was all waiting for the word, the message that would give meaning to the cruelty of the hunt and the indifference of the merchants. The air was heavy with the scent of old wood and new fear, a  gathering of the damned seeking a bit of light before the dark takes em.

But then, the p-p-p-preacher didst r-r-r-ise, what where who was we were there, and the s-s-s-sermon didst r-r-r-roar in me b-b-b-brain! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin—p-p-p-pulpit-p-p-p-preach-p-p-p-prayer-p-p-p-pipe-p-p-p-pith-p-p-p-black-p-p-p-bolt-p-p-p-belay-p-p-p-bone-p-p-p-break-p-p-p-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: P-p-p-phhh-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-pppp-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

The rope is high, the bow is steep,

The secrets that the pilots keep.

He climbs alone to seek the sky,

To tell us why the fish must die.

Father Mapple opened the great Bible upon the ledge, and for a ideal, the world seemed to hold its breath. He didnt look at us; he looked through us, as if he were seeing the Great White Wing itself breaching the clouds. He was ready to tell the tale of Jonah, the man who tried to outrun the graft of God and found himself in the belly of the beast. We was what we were, and who was where he was were, and the sermon was the only chart we had left.
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Chapter 9 
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The Sermon

Father Mapple leaned over the edge of his bow-pulpit, his voice rolling out like a thunderclap in the high-currents. He told us of Jonah, that poor devil who thought he could hide from the Eye in the sky by taking a berth on a merchant-galley. It was a tale of betrayal and the theft of a mans own destiny. Jonah sought to escape his call, seeking the indifference of the dark, but the Void dont let no man go for free. The storm rose, a ideal of divine fury that threatened to shatter the ship and all within it. The sailors, terrified by the roar of the clouds, cast lots to see who had brought this doom upon em, and the lot fell to Jonah. He was the graft in the system, the poison in the hold. They tossed him into the deep, and the Great Wing swallowed him whole, taking him down into the belly of the world where no light can reach. Father Mapples eyes were blazing now, reflecting the fire of his own soul. He spoke of the repentance in the dark, the slow realization that there is no escape from the hunt. Jonah prayed in the guts of the beast, and the beast spat him out upon the shore, reborn into a life of service and slaughter. It was a sermon for the damned, a reminder that we are all of us in the belly of something larger than ourselves, waitin for the moment of our own  rebirth.

But then, the w-w-w-Wingfish didst w-w-w-wait, what where who was we were there, and the b-b-b-belly didst b-b-b-burn in me b-b-b-brain! Me p-p-p-pulse went to th-th-th-thumping like a p-p-p-piston in a h-h-h-hurricane! I went to r-r-r-racing, pumps peas and teas me bleedin boilin and bloody heart, and me tongue went to f-f-f-flailing like a f-f-f-fish on a d-d-d-deck! Who was where he was were! I went to s-s-s-stuttering so h-h-h-hard me j-j-j-jaw was a-clatterin—s-s-s-sermon-s-s-s-sea-s-s-s-swallow-s-s-s-sin-s-s-s-save-s-s-s-black-s-s-s-bolt-s-s-s-belay-s-s-s-bone-s-s-s-break-s-s-s-blood-b-b-b-blind! Stop and floppin rompin dead! Me s-s-s-speech was a w-w-w-wreckage, a m-m-m-mangled m-m-m-mess of s-s-s-sound, grip and grill and glum on me what, until the r-r-r-rhythm d-d-d-didst f-f-f-fail entirely into the v-v-v-void: S-s-s-shhh-wh-wh-wh-aaaaaa-mmmm-p-p-p-p-pssssss-tttttt-wh-wh-wh-o-o-o-o-eeeeee-zzzzzz!

The beast is dark, the heart is small,

The eye of God is over all.

We flee the light to find the gloom,

Within the belly of our doom.

He closed the Bible and sat down, pulling the rope ladder up after him once more. The chapel was silent, the sailors staring at their boots as if they were seeing the faces of the fish they were born to kill. I felt a peace settle over me, a calm after the storm of the stutter. The graft of the land was gone, replaced by the heavy weight of the mission. We was what we were, and who was where he was were, and the "Oil" was calling us to the docks. I walked out into the cold New Bedford air, me tattooed brother by me side, ready to sign our names in blood and ink.
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