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Live Bait
By Jude Reid

	 

	We were all dead from the moment the torpedo hit the Grangemouth. It just took some of us longer to realize than others.

	There were five of us in the lifeboat: my brother Iain and I, a Lieutenant of Marines named Horton, the ship’s telegrapher Charlie Sengupta—listed at fourteen years of age, but who looked closer to twelve—and a big Maltese stoker who spoke no English but whose name, Charlie told us, was Joe Abela. We had the luxury of a week’s water supply meant for ten, but at Horton's insistence, we kept the ration short. Abela was suffering more than the rest of us, an eight-inch gouge torn out of his thigh by a piece of shrapnel. The wound opened every time he moved and gave off a sickly, pungent smell of decay.

	There must have been other survivors. We’d seen the other lifeboats cast off during those last, desperate moments on board, and surely not all of them had been pulled down with the ship as she broke deep and took on water—but once we were out in the open sea, we might have been the only men alive in the world. Half our crew had been killed outright as the U-boat’s torpedo ripped a twenty-foot hole through the stern, most of the rest drowning below decks as she sank. I thought we were lucky, those of us who found a space on the life-rafts and made it far enough away that the ship couldn’t drag us under in her wake. If I’d known what was to come, I’d have gone down with the Grangemouth and thanked God for my good fortune.

	On the first day, we put our backs to the oars and headed on an eastward bearing, thinking we might retrace our ship’s route across the Aegean, but we soon gave up any hope of that. We had tarps to shield us during the blistering heat of noon and the freezing nighttime air, a case of flares, and a portable wireless transmitter-receiver that would have been a lifesaver, if only it had been working.

	Close to dawn on the third day, Charlie woke us with a yell, the boat rolling wildly under us.

	“Sit down before you have us over,” Iain said, eyes still closed.

	“It’s land,” Charlie said. “Lieutenant, wake up. There’s land ahead.”

	The boat pitched as Horton got to his feet, leaning across the side as if getting three feet closer would make a difference to the quality of his view. “The boy’s right, by God,” Horton said. “Could it be Malta, do you suppose? Ask Abela, Charlie.”

	The lascar knew a few words of Maltese and seemed to have a natural flair for languages. Abela’s eyes remained unfocused, but he answered the boy’s halting question with a few words of his own.

	“He says there’s lots of islands out here. Too far south for Malta, he thinks.”

	“I’ll take a desert island over another day of this,” Iain said, getting up from the bottom of the boat. “Up you get, Gus, give me a hand.”

	Horton nodded with approval. “Take the oars, men. Give way together.”

	Iain rolled his eyes at me. Horton seemed to have appointed himself cox of our crew, maintaining rigorous attention to discipline that the rest of us had more or less lost in our new role as castaways. My brother had never shown much reverence to the officer class, and he reserved special contempt for the Grangemouth’s Marines, who were, in his opinion, an inferior sort of seamen compared to the rest of us. I was sure that when the water ran short, Horton would be first over the side.

	I took the other oar, and between us, we navigated toward the rocks. The worst heat of the day was yet to come, but my mouth was already dry and my skin chafed with salt. Charlie was leaning over the bow like an eager dog, the waters below us turning from midnight to a clear pale turquoise.

	"Doesn’t look like much,” Iain muttered, as we got our first sight of the island—little more than a bare rocky spur sticking up from the ocean.

	“It’s land,” I reminded him. “Count your blessings.”

	Iain and I dragged the boat up the beach, while Charlie helped Abela limp his way through the shallows and settled him with his back to a rock. Even that small exertion had turned him grey with exhaustion, and thick greenish pus was leaking through the bandage around his thigh. Horton was already striding away from us.

	“Hello?” he shouted. “Anyone home?”

	I glanced at Iain, who shrugged.

	The report of a pistol echoed off the cliff face, and the rock erupted in a shrieking cloud of black, fluttering shapes that obliterated the sun. Seabirds—gannets, cormorants, shearwaters, and petrels—took the air, screaming at the invasion of their home, feathers and droppings littering the rocks. The shot had come from Horton’s Webley revolver, which was pointing skyward.

	“Did you see something, sir?” I asked.

	He shook his head, a brisk, impatient movement. “Let off a shot to attract attention,” he said. “I’ve no wish to wait any longer than necessary for the natives to arrive.”

	If there were humans on the island, I thought, they’d be heading straight in the opposite direction right now.

	"Nobody home, sir?" Charlie asked, and Horton shook his head.

	"Hurry up," he snapped, putting his foot upon a rock as though he were a game hunter and the island was his prize. “Inland. That’s where we’ll find water and shelter if there’s any to be had.”

	I glanced back at Charlie and Abela. The big man’s eyes were closed. Charlie was looking up at me with a pleading expression.

	“Best to leave a lookout on the beach, sir, I’d have thought,” I said. “Be a shame to miss a ship if one came in sight.”

	Horton scowled at me, turned, and strode away. “Be quick, then. Those two can wait for now, we’ll get the work done. See if you can catch us some fish for supper.”

	“And what’s he to use for bait?” Iain asked. “Ship’s biscuit?”

	Horton ignored him, and Charlie flashed me a quick smile of thanks. Iain and I hurried to catch the lieutenant, and the three of us picked our way across the rocks, following the line of the shore and attempting an uneasy scramble up the sloping rocks. The stone was warm under my hands, the clear sky holding the promise of scorching heat to come. Used to masts and rigging as we were, Iain and I made light work of the climb, and soon we were at the top, our legs dangling over the edge.

	“Good view,” I said.

	We were perched on a flat plateau of scrub grass and bare rock, spattered with bird droppings and downy feathers. To the west, a gentle slope led part-way down the hill, ending abruptly in a sheer cliff that promised a fatal drop onto the rocks below. No smoke, no houses, no boats—only the mirror of the sea that stretched to the hazy horizon.

	“I’d have preferred a bit more land and a bit less ocean, if I’m honest with you,” Iain answered.

	“You’re never happy.”

	Horton, scarlet-faced and sweating, heaved himself over the cliff edge where he lay, gasping like a landed fish.

	“Nothing up here,” Iain said with a cheerful smile. “Might as well head down, eh?”

	Horton glared at him. I hurriedly passed the Lieutenant my canteen, and he took a few grudging gulps of water, wiping his mouth on the cuff of his shirt.

	“There might be land westward,” I said, pointing into the hazy distance. “Once the mists clear, we’ll get a better look. And if we could get a beacon going, they’ll see it miles out to sea.”

	I didn’t add that there was nothing to burn. Iain knew, and I think Horton did as well, that by the time the sea brought us enough driftwood for a half-decent fire, the water we’d brought would be long gone—and us with it. The little island had looked like salvation from the life-raft, but now it seemed we’d simply swapped one death for another.

	Charlie was waiting for us when we got down. It must have been close to noon by then, our shadows barely visible on the yellow sand. He’d made good use of the time, emptying the boat of the tarps and the precious jerry cans, dragging them up the beach.

	“I found a cave,” he said, pride beaming from his round face.

	“Good lad,” Iain said, and even Horton’s sour expression seemed to soften.

	From the outside, our new home wasn’t much to look at—little more than a fissure in the rock shoulder height and half as wide—but inside, it opened into a roomy cavern, lit with one of our surviving electric lanterns, shadows receding into the hillside. It stank of fish and rotting seaweed, but the shade was welcome after the burning light outside. Abela was propped against the cavern’s wall, all but insensible, a thick film of sweat coating his skin. I put a hand to his brow and brought it away hot and clammy.

	“Not so good?” I said to Charlie, who shook his head.

	“I washed the wound and put sulfa powder on it,” he said. “Not sure it’s doing much good though.”

	“He’ll not last long in that state,” Iain said under his breath, and I was forced to agree.

	“One of us’ll have to keep a lookout on the shore,” I suggested. “In case a ship passes, we can maybe attract their attention.”

	“And hope they see you waving your shirt?” Iain’s voice was thick with scorn. “They’d best have keen eyes.”

	“What about the wireless?” Horton said.

	“It’s broken,” Charlie said. “Must have been damaged, maybe the shock when the torpedo hit us.” He looked at his feet, the dim light not quite hiding the color that spread across his face. I thought back to our desperate scramble from the Grangemouth onto the lifeboat and the clatter as he’d dropped the case that held the wireless. I decided to keep my silence.

	“Can you fix it, then?” Horton asked.

	Charlie spread his hands. “I don’t know.”

	“Well, strip it down and try,” Horton said, as though explaining to a child. “You’re hardly going to make it worse, are you?”

	Iain had wandered away a little distance and was listening intently to the depths of the cavern. A moment later, he turned and motioned for me to join him. “Do you hear that?” he asked me.

	I listened, trying to block out the scuffing of Horton’s feet and Abela’s rapid, labored breathing. And there it was—the softest of trickling sounds as if water was flowing in the deepest recesses of the caverns.

	“Water?”

	“Must be an underground spring,” he said. “Good news, Lieutenant—there’s water down here.”

	The three of us left Charlie to work on the wireless, Abela still tossing feverishly on the cavern floor. He was muttering something I couldn’t make out, and Charlie had shrugged helplessly when I asked him for a translation. “He doesn’t like the dark, I think,” he said, moving one of the lanterns closer. I took the other, and one of the jerry cans, its contents decanted into the others and followed my brother and the lieutenant into the darkness.

	The sound of water led us deeper into the caves, our rope paying out behind us like a diver’s air-hose. Several times we thought we’d lost our way, the trickle sometimes almost inaudible and sometimes a rushing torrent that seemed just a few inches of stone away. The winding tunnels were taking us deeper into the rock, and when I put my hand on the wall, it came away moist—a good sign, I thought. Iain stopped abruptly in front of me and I bumped into his back, the electric lantern casting weird shadows as it swung in my hand. There was a fork in the tunnel ahead, both sides leading off into equal darkness.

	“You wait here and I’ll go ahead,” Iain offered and without waiting for a reply, took the rope and the lantern down the left fork. Horton produced a pocket flashlight, and while the bulb cast only a poor yellow glow by comparison with the one in my brother’s hand, it at least kept us from total darkness.

	“Your brother doesn’t think much of me, does he, MacKinnon?” Horton said, once Iain and his lantern were out of sight.

	“I wouldn’t say that, sir.” I turned to face the officer, startled by his question.

	“No, I suppose something even less flattering would be closer to the truth.” He smiled at me, a rueful expression that looked out of place on his ruddy face. I realized he was younger than I was, maybe not even twenty. Horton rubbed a hand through his sandy hair. “I don’t mean to be a prig. Only, I’m responsible, you understand? For all of us here.”

	“I’d put the blame on the U-boat, sir, not on you.” I tried to keep my voice gentle, and he laughed quietly, with what I thought was appreciation. I felt a sudden stab of pity for the man, so clearly out of his depth in dangerous waters. He opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. Iain’s footsteps were returning down the side tunnel. It seemed the conversation was over.

	“Dead end,” Iain said, looking from one of us to the other with a quizzical expression. “On we go then, I suppose.”

	The sound of running water was getting louder, and the tunnels were taking a definite downward turn. I wondered if we were below sea level by now, and found myself worrying about the tide, and how much time we would have to get back if the water started to rise. The tunnel was widening, too, and where before we’d been in a cramped single file, now we could walk three abreast. The lamplight was glinting on something ahead of us, that at first I thought was merely moisture on the walls, but as we drew closer turned out to be glittering crystal set into the wall of a vast cavern, echoing with the sound of a rushing river.

	Iain caught his breath audibly as he stopped, gazing up at the glistening stalactites that clung to the cavern’s roof. Horton took the jerry can and began to pick his way forward through the rocks. “I’ll fill it,” he said. The sound of water was coming from the far side of the cavern, running in what must have been a little brook behind a palisade of stalagmites. Horton opened the jerry can and leaned over as though to dip it in the flowing water—and then stopped abruptly. I saw him lean forward as if to get a closer look. The noise of water ceased, and for a second, the three of us stood in total silence. Then, in the torch’s unsteady beam, I saw a flash of white reach up from the blackness beyond where Horton was stooped. Horton let out a yelp of surprise, and then he toppled forward and vanished entirely from view.

	For a moment, neither Iain nor I moved, then I took a step forward and shouted Horton’s name. Only my own voice returned, echoing from the cavern’s walls, until that, too, faded into silence.

	“Did you see that?” I asked my brother.

	Iain shook his head stubbornly. I knew him well enough to think that he’d be the last to admit to fear, but his mouth was set in a thin line, and his face a shade paler than its usual.

	“Lost his balance, most likely,” he said. “Probably leaned over too far and went down a sinkhole.”

	“Yes—but what about the water?”

	“What about it?”

	“One minute we could hear it—the next, nothing.”

	My brother put a hand to his eyes and rubbed them. “Must have been an echo coming down a tunnel. Or maybe it was something else—wind, maybe, and it’s died down.”

	I stared at him. Then, without speaking, I followed the path Horton had taken through the stalagmites.

	“Leave it,” Iain said, a note of urgency creeping into his voice. “We should go back—there’s nothing for us down here.”

	I kept walking. I thought of Horton’s rueful uncertainty, back in the tunnel—how for those brief moments I’d seen something of him other than a brash officer. When I reached the point where he’d vanished, there was a stony ledge beyond which we’d thought the stream had been flowing. Instead of a riverbed—dry or wet, I wasn’t sure what I was expecting—there was a trench of around fifteen feet deep. Horton’s flashlight, the bulb still glowing, lay on the ground below, and from the darkness beyond I could hear the soft, animal moan of a man in pain.

	“We’re coming to get you, Lieutenant,” I called down, but got no reply.

	“No, we’re going back,” Iain said at my shoulder. “Let the bastard rot. He’s been nothing but a millstone around our necks since we set foot on the lifeboat.” I crouched, preparing to lower myself over the side. “Stop that, you fool. You’ll fall to your death, and what good will that do him?” Panic was creeping into his voice, but I didn’t stop. “Gus—if you’re intent on risking your neck for his, we’ll need more ropes at least, and something to serve as a stretcher—though how we’ll get him up here I’ve no idea.”

	I paused, forced to conclude he was right. “We’ll be back soon,” I called down to Horton, but received only a barely audible groan in return. I hurried back the way we had come, Iain with the lantern and I coiling the rope over my arm as we reeled it back in. I thought of the abrupt way the noise of water had ceased, as though a tap had been turned, and the flash of white I had seen a moment before Horton had fallen. Iain’s face, when I glanced at it, was blank and uninviting, and even if I’d wanted to talk to him about what I’d seen, I hardly knew how I’d form the words.

	We left out all the details when we told Charlie what had happened, saying simply that Horton had fallen down a sinkhole and we were going back with equipment to rescue him. The lines of worry on his face deepened, making him look older than his years.

	“How’s Abela?” I asked.

	Charlie shook his head. “Not good. Sleeping, mostly. I got him to drink a cup of water, but he just brought it up again.”

	The transmitter had been partially dismantled, and he had laid the components on his folded jacket on the ground in front of him. “I’ve been working on the radio. I think the problem was with the wiring.”

	“Can you fix it then?” Iain asked him.

	“With a miracle, maybe.”

	A hand locked around my ankle, and I almost screamed, swallowing the sound into a strangled yelp. I looked down and saw Abela’s eyes were open, fixed on mine with bloodshot intensity. “Gadajdu,” he said, forcing the syllables out with difficulty. With what seemed like the last of his strength, he pointed toward the tunnel and shook his head as if in warning. “Gadajdu,” he said again.

	“Charlie, what’s he saying?” I asked, bending down and gently loosening his grip on my leg.

	“It’s not a word I know,” Charlie said, biting on his lower lip. Abela was mumbling now, lips repeating words in his own language and that same jumble of syllables that made no sense to any of the rest of us. “He’s saying don’t go. Talking about the dark. Something down there. Whatever a gadajdu is.”

	Fear traced a cold finger down my back. I thought of the flash of white I’d seen before Horton fell. The lantern light had been poor, but whatever it was had possessed a sickly sheen, pallid, and discolored in a way that made me think of bruised flesh. It had reached up with inhuman speed, the merest suggestion of splayed fingers—then Horton had vanished, as though pulled down from below.

	“Gadajdu,” I repeated, and Abela nodded his head wearily, eyes closed.

	“I don’t know what it means,” Charlie said.

	I hoped we wouldn’t find out.

	We were quick in retracing our steps back to the cavern, fresh batteries in the lantern, another rope and a tarp to serve as a makeshift stretcher. There was no sound of running water this time, but occasionally as the tunnel twisted, I thought I could hear the distant sound of Horton’s moaning. Iain walked in sullen silence, paying out the rope between his hands as though he grudged every inch of it. When we reached the sinkhole, I secured our second rope around a pair of sturdy-looking stalactites and leaned over the drop. Horton’s torch was still there, but now the bulb was emitting only the faintest yellow glow, barely enough to light the ground it was lying on.

	“I’ll go first,” I said, “Then pass me the lantern and you come after. All right?”

	Iain gave me the briefest of nods. I lowered myself down the rope and pocketed Horton’s torch the moment I was on solid ground, then steadied the rope for my brother to join me. Down here I could hear Horton making a soft whimpering sound that filled me with a sort of revolted sympathy. I crept down the tunnel with Iain beside me, trying not to think of white arms reaching out of the blackness ahead.

	The tunnel ended at a sort of crossroads, a widened central area with several apertures leading from it. It gave me an uneasy feeling, too round to be naturally occurring. The soft moaning that we had been following was coming from one shadowy corner, and squinting in the dim light, I made out a slumped human shape.

	“Horton?” I said,

	There was a groan of reply.

	Iain, perhaps regretting his earlier indifference, crossed the room to Horton’s side. “Are you badly hurt, man? Why did you crawl so far?”

	Something made me hang back—cowardice, I thought at the time, though later I was to wonder if it was more than that. Iain crouched on his haunches beside Horton, put the lantern down, and rolled the Lieutenant by the shoulder into the light. There was something wrong about the way that he moved, I thought—slack and boneless, his lower half lagging behind his chest as Iain turned him over. His jacket, thrown over him by way of a blanket, slipped away, and Iain recoiled as a pale, slick mass tumbled from Horton’s belly onto the cavern’s stone floor.

	“Shit!” Iain tried to stand, stumbled, and fell. Whatever had fallen from Horton was still moving, writhing blindly and without purpose like oversized maggots, each as big as my fist. Iain scrambled backward until he reached the cavern wall. His hands were pressed to his mouth, muffling the sound of his quick, panicky breaths.

	I took half a step forward and lifted my own lantern for a clearer look. The lieutenant was dead, his head lolling to one side, his mouth and eyes open in a silent scream that I told myself had nothing to do with the manner of his death, and I knew I was lying. Careful to avoid the pale, wriggling mass, I moved over to Horton. His right arm was outstretched, his fingers wrapped in a death-grip around a spherical object that fitted his palm perfectly. His hand was as cold as the stone it lay on as I opened it and took its contents. It was a Mills bomb, the pin still locked in place.

	“He’s been dead a while,” I said into the silence. “What was making the noise?”

	Iain shook his head, lips pressed together.

	“You were right,” I told him. “We shouldn’t have come down here. Let’s go.”

	He made no move. Instead, his eyes were fixed on a point over my shoulder, widening until they were two black pools. I jerked my head to look behind me, my shadow partially blocking the lantern light so that all I could make out down the tunnel was something pale and human-sized and approaching out of the darkness in a many-jointed crawl. I looked at Iain, then back to the tunnels that reached out from the little chamber like the rays of a spider web, and saw that all of them were alive with movement, pallid shapes emerging from the darkness. I caught a glimpse of spindly arms ending in long-fingered hands, the legs bent so that the knees were high like a crawling insect, all the flesh pale and bare and mottled like a corpse. The faces, when I could see them, seemed unnaturally smooth and almost featureless, save for two glittering deep-set eyes, and a lipless mouth full of teeth. Iain screamed a high-pitched animal shriek that I had never heard him make, and I saw that two of them were behind him, their spider-hands locking around his neck and shoulders, pulling him back toward the tunnel from where they had come. One of his feet kicked the lantern, and it smashed, plunging us into darkness.

	I ran.

	I wanted to tell myself that I thought Iain was behind me, but the truth of the matter was that there wasn’t a single thought in my head other than to get away. I rushed headlong through the darkness, scraping my hands and forearms raw on the tunnel walls as I hurled myself into them, groping blindly around each curve, tripping and stumbling and picking myself up again, convinced that at any moment, a corpse-white hand would lock around my ankle and drag me screaming to the ground. It could only have been a few minutes, but by the time I could no longer sprint and had to slow down, I was exhausted and gasping loud enough that the whole island might have heard me—if there was anyone there to listen. I held what breath I could, straining my ears to hear the shuffle of bare feet over stone. But for now, the tunnels behind me were silent.

	I was in pitch darkness, the rope long abandoned, and as I groped my way along the wall, I realized I had lost my bearings completely. I fumbled Horton’s torch from my pocket, lit it, and used a few seconds of its dying light to try to orientate myself. The tunnel, as I had thought, was an unfamiliar one, but seemed to be sloping upward. I put my hand on the wall and followed it, fighting a rising panic in my chest that told me I would never escape these tunnels, nor the monsters that waited in them.

	I blundered through the tunnels for what felt like hours, stopping from time to time to waste the last of the torch’s battery. When I encountered a fork, I took whichever seemed to slope upward, and if there seemed little difference, I took the leftward one, reasoning that it would be easier to retrace my steps should I need to. The air was stirring around me, occasional gusts that smelled of the sea, and I turned my face toward them. There was a thin light seeping into the tunnels, I realized, and I picked up my pace to a run, desperate to see sunlight again. The tunnel was bright now, the light coming from just around the next corner, golden and fresh and carrying with it the promise of freedom from this subterranean nightmare.

	I turned the corner, and my stomach fell as though I had swallowed a lead weight. There was sunlight and fresh air, true enough, but it was coming from an aperture far above my head, the sun beaming through a hole that even if I had I been to reach it, it would have barely admitted my head, let alone my shoulders and hips. I shouted up at it, hoping that at least I might attract Charlie’s attention and get some idea of my position on the island, but the only ones to hear were the grey-headed gulls, who took flight at the sound and wheeled into the air. I shouted until my voice was hoarse, then I screamed, and then, at last, I sat down and sobbed. Freedom was so close, and yet it might have been across the ocean.

	I must have slept, because when I opened my eyes, the sun had moved from overhead, and the tears were dry on my face. In my pockets, I found Horton’s Mills bomb and a packet of lucifers and cursed myself for not taking his Webley as well. I could hear his voice being carried along the tunnels, faint and distant but unmistakable—not the dying whimpers that had guided us to him before, but something of his old, brash confidence. If I listened, I could hear Iain too, as if the two of them were deep in conversation. But that was impossible. They were stone dead, both of them, so either I was losing my mind, or the creatures—the gadajdu—were making the sound. Bait, I thought, just like the sound of running water had been. Most likely the sound of running water served to bring birds within their reach until they had found better meat in the humans washed on their shore and realized that the best bait to get us on the hook was each other. I got to my feet, clutching the Mills bomb tightly in my hand, and retracing my steps back into the darkness.

	The lucifers were all but gone by the time I came near the crossroads. Iain and Horton’s voices were loud now, repeating familiar phrases with a tinny, parrot-like quality. Every so often, Iain’s laugh echoed up toward me, and I realized that the things must have been listening to us almost from the moment we stepped onto the island. I thought of them waiting in the honeycomb of tunnels, pressed to the rock as we had scaled its outer surface inches above.

	And they were waiting for me now. I lit my last match as I stepped into the crossroads chamber, and saw they were alive with their long-limbed, many-jointed bodies. The flickering light played over emaciated rib cages and jutting vertebrae, every head turned toward me, the lipless mouths gaping wide like the suckers of leeches.

	I pulled the pin on the Mills bomb, hurled it as far as I could into their midst, and ran.

	Seven seconds is a long time when you’re holding your breath, but when you’re running for your life, it’s hardly any time at all. I saw the flash of the grenade a fraction of a second before the blast hit me, rupturing my eardrums, driving the wind from my body, and sending me flying through the air on dragon’s breath. I felt more than I heard the rumble of the tunnel roof falling, and curled into a ball by reflex as the stone thundered down around me.

	When it was over, and I was, to my surprise, alive, I shoved the rubble from my face to make a pocket of air, spat in the hope of learning which way was up and which was down, and dug toward what I thought was the surface like a climber caught in an avalanche. Deaf, blind, and half-dead, I wormed my way through loosely packed rock, breathing dust and hot air that charred my throat, until my hands closed on a thick filament that stretched up and forwards away from me. I had found Iain’s rope.

	Hand over hand like a drowning swimmer, I pulled myself along until the rubble thinned and I could crawl on hands and knees. The blast destroyed the roof that separated the upper and lower tunnels, but the rock was light enough that I escaped death by crushing. The tunnels were filled with smoke and dust and in places had partially collapsed, but I followed my lifeline through the labyrinth toward salvation.

	The cave mouth where we had left Charlie and Abela was still and dark when at last I arrived. The sun was casting twilight rays inside, and as I moved forward, I saw that one of the tarpaulins had been wrapped around a body like a heavy waxen shroud. I lifted one corner and saw Abela’s face beneath. His eyes were closed, his expression peaceful. At that moment, I felt no grief, only a dull relief that his death had been a natural one.

	Out on the beach, the sun was falling toward the sea. Charlie was further down the shore, hunched over the wireless set, and far out beyond the bay, I could just see the outline of an approaching ship.

	“Charlie!” I called again, and this time, there was an answer.

	“They’re coming!” I heard him shout, despite my ruined eardrums. “The ship’s coming!”

	“Charlie, you’ve worked your miracle!” I shouted, my heart leaping at the thought of rescue. I stumbled down the beach toward him, half-falling on the coarse sand. I stopped and clapped the boy across the shoulder. “We’re saved!”

	He didn’t turn to greet me. The skin of his arm where I touched it was cold. I looked at his face and saw he was dead. His eyes and mouth were fixed in that
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