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On tropical nights and sultry days, despite being on the deck of a ship, he was sweating. Moving barrels of rum from one side of the deck to the other left his muscles sore, and he wanted a drink. The crew sang songs behind him—cheery ballads dedicated to ancient figures from even more ancient religions. The smell of salt wafting through the air under a night breeze made him feel better, but still, Juan needed a drink. 

Three months ago, he ran away from home after telling his mother and father that he wanted to become a pirate to join a crew. His parents laughed and offered him another plate of croquetas. Juan was a dreamer. He always promised that one day he was going to be something great. Juan went through many phases. First, he wanted to be the governor of the island. Then the life of a merchant struck his fancy. But his working-class parents knew better. His father, Ricardo, a severe man lacking wit and humor, would shake his head and tell him that life was already predetermined. He would work in the fields with him when he came of age.  

His father, Ricardo, was a tobacco farmer. His grandfather before him was the same as his great-grandfather, and so forth. When he reached the age of adulthood, it was Juan’s turn to resume everyday practice. Juan would have to kill his sense of adventure and discovery and simply accept it. His mother, Carmen, tried to humor him and give him hope. She was a good woman, but she was not the authority in the household. In the end, Juan had no choice but to accept his fate. 

Three months ago, he came of age, the day he became an adult and would have to forfeit his life. Juan was despondent as he walked the dirt streets of the town. He looked around at the working-class men and women around him. They looked saddened; they appeared trapped in the 

mundane world of their design. Juan was disturbed that they would not smile. There was no happiness, only a sense of duty.

That night he got drunk for the first time, and he walked. He walked for hours, reaching a bigger town with cobblestone streets and a sense of luxury. Finally, he entered a tavern run by a suspicious-looking fellow, red-faced, with a missing eye. But on the man’s face, he saw a smile. He saw someone who appeared satisfied with life. 

“Hey, lad. You are not going to join us for a partido de domino?” 

The cheerful voice brought him out of his reverie and snapped him back to the real world.

“Chello, sorry. I was just resting. My arms hurt like crazy. The barrels are heavy as hell.”

The ruddy-looking red-faced man broke into laughter. 

“Ah damn, Juan. You got the life you want, and now you don’t want to participate. Chico, wake up and join us. You made that decision to leave home three months ago, but you still appear lost in regret. Loosen up, or you will never enjoy this life to its fullest.” 

Chello’s words were followed by a smile that could brighten up any room as it oozed a significant amount of charisma. He could convince a man to leap into an ocean full of sharks in search of gold bars at the bottom. Chello was the second in command of the ship. He was the trusted confidant of the fiercest pirate on the island and Juan’s current employer Captain Diabolito. 

“You are right; this is the life I chose. I would be planting tobacco if not for you. You offered me my freedom, and I need to take it.”

Juan rose to his feet as he followed Chello toward the singing and the boozing. A smile appeared on Juan’s face as the older men smiled in unison to acknowledge his existence. The men were of different shades and appearances—a mixed crew from various parts of the world. A dark-skinned man with a weathered face handed Juan a silver flask.

“Drink, my friend, for rum is the drink of the gods. And tonight, we worship.” 

They lifted their flasks to the sky in worship of the goddess of the moon. La luna llena smiled upon them on a calm, steamy night as the ship floated just miles away from shore. 

The domino partido began to heat up as red and white tiles were slammed upon the top of a barrel with vicious aplomb. There were jeers and cheers; Juan decided it was best to observe the game. He was inexperienced compared to the men around him, that played with confidence and skill he had never seen. 

“I win again. Ha! Nobody is going to beat me tonight!” 

The man known as El Gordo broke into another boisterous laughter as he trounced his third opponent in a row. There was a childish glee in his dark eyes as he flashed a toothy grin that displayed a row of jagged and crooked teeth. 

“Anyone else wanna give it a shot? I don’t think anyone here can take me down. What about you, lad? Do you play? “ 

El Gordo’s question took him off guard. Juan was not prepared to play. He was buzzed, and his head spun. He was never good at dominoes. His father and grandfather never explained the game’s strategies, and his mother didn’t even play. All that Juan knew about the game, he learned by observing his friends play to pass the time. But unfortunately, he had never engaged in a game, and El Gordo was going to destroy him.

“Me? You want to play against me? But...” 

Juan couldn’t finish his sentence as ten colored tiles were placed before him. However, El Gordo would not be denied his next victim. 

“Ok, muchacho. Let’s go.” 

El Gordo slammed a tile with such force that he chipped away at the barrel before them. Pure intimidation, El Gordo was like a shark that smelled blood. A twisted smile appeared on El Gordo’s face as he waited for Juan to make his move. 

“You are too slow. Come on. Don’t you know how to play this game?” 

El Gordo’s voice, while still friendly on the surface, betrayed a hint of mockery. The men around him stared at Juan as they waited with little patience for him to make his move, just as Juan decided on a tile. 

“So, it is a game night; I take it, boys?” 

A booming baritone voice brought an end to the laughter. Tension filled the air as the sounds of heavy footfalls caused the ship’s deck to squeak and squeal. It was the rhythmic march of a confident man. 

“Captain. We were just... I...” 

El Gordo’s confidence vanished in an instant, his smile erased from his face. Juan gulped. In his three months on the ship, he had only seen the captain once from a distance. He was a stern-looking man that reminded Juan of his father. Juan turned to face the figure of a tall, muscular man with dark eyes that sparkled in the moonlight. There was no smile on his face but instead an intense scowl that sent a chill up Juan’s spine. Captain Diabolito was the most feared pirate on the island, yet Juan chose to be on his ship because he was the most adventurous of all. Captain Diabolito was known for taking on impossible tasks and accomplishing them. 

Juan had heard the stories before joining the crew; his raids were legendary. All the island towns lived in fear of Captain Diabolito. The man was a living legend. But the truth was Juan had not been on a raid during his three months. Instead, the ship circled the island like a shark circled its potential victims. There were rumors among the crew that they were searching for something specific, but nobody knew what it was. Also, since Juan had joined the crew, there had been a lack of meaningful commands. His days were filled with heavy lifting and work that had little meaning. 

“Yes, you were all just enjoying yourselves having a little drink and singing some shanties. There is nothing wrong with that. But I have come to announce that it is time to get serious. It is time to prepare for a mission.” 

Juan’s heart fluttered like the wings of a thousand butterflies. Mission. That was what he had signed up for; He wanted to live a life of adventure and excitement. But floating around the coast for days without any aim or purpose was getting to be a real chore.  

“Yes, tomorrow morning, we embark on a grand mission. It is going to be dangerous, and to be honest, many of us may not make it back.” 

The atmosphere turned tense, and the initial giddiness evaporated from Juan’s body. His first mission and he may never come back from it? The other pirates who had been silently hanging to the captain’s words stared at one another with a look of horror in their eyes. Captain Diabolito had crushed the jovial atmosphere with only a few words.

A long silence followed, and the captain looked at all his men as if mentally deciding who was not going to make the cut. Then, finally, his eyes fell upon Juan and the intense gaze made Juan look down toward the deck. A twisted smile appeared on the captain’s face. 

“Whoever feels that this life may be too much for them is free to leave my ship tonight. I won’t hold it against you; this life does not suit everyone.” 

Juan felt that the captain was specifically addressing him as his eyes never left his general direction. Did the captain believe him to be too green and too much of a child to engage in this mission? Juan was insulted by the notion. He was offended that due to his age and inexperience he was going to be counted out. Juan wanted to correct the captain. He wanted to let him know that he was just as daring and brave as any other man on this ship, but the words would not come to his tongue. He found himself speechless. 

“Good, I am glad I have a brave crew. That is all. You may carry on. Tomorrow is a new day.”  

The captain turned on his heel with these words and strode away, whistling a drinking song to himself. The party was over. Juan saw the fear in the eyes of men that were bigger and more experienced than he was. Some of the men on this ship were wanted killers from different ports of call who had joined the crew to evade being captured by authorities. 

As he looked around, there was not a single smile. Instead, the atmosphere was tense as they chugged down whatever rum was left inside their flasks. Unfortunately, none of the rum was offered to Juan, and he could have used something to soothe his nerves.

“So, I guess we call it a night, boys? Maybe we should just sleep and think about things, right?” Chello asked.

The men all looked at one another and shrugged their shoulders; the group dispersed in silence as they ambled toward their sleeping quarters; only Chello stayed behind as he stared out toward the sea and then back to the moon. 

Juan followed his lead and did the same. He couldn’t sleep as too many thoughts surged and whirled through his mind; the anticipation was killing him. 

“You know it would have been fine if you left. The captain was honest in his offer. He is not the vengeful kind.” 

Chello’s sudden words brought Juan out of his trance and snapped him back to the real world. He was surprised by Chello’s comments, and anger swelled within. 

“I chose this! Nobody captured me and pressed me into service. I left my mundane life in search of adventure, and well, I guess this will be my first adventure.” 

A light chuckle followed Juan’s outburst. 

“You have nerve, boy. I like that. I can see that you want this, and I respect your outlook. You reminded me of myself when I was your age. Full of fire y preparado para acabar con el mundo.” 

Chello turned to him, and in his eyes, under the moonlight, Juan could see that tears trickled down his weathered face. Juan never thought that a grown pirate, a vicious blade master, and a former assassin would show such emotion. It unnerved Juan, and it embarrassed him to look at Chello. 

“But with time, my lad, you learn the value of life. You don’t want the party to end as you age and come closer to death.”

The sadness in Chello’s voice struck Juan like a hammer to his face. He saw how devastated he was, and Juan felt like utter shit. He thought he should disengage from the conversation and allow Chello to cry in private.  

“Yeah, I guess. That makes sense.” 

Juan stumbled through his words. Conflicting thoughts crashed about his mind like the waves crashing to shore. He wanted the conversation to end. It had already become much too awkward for him.

“Well, good muchacho. I am going to go get some sleep; tomorrow is sure to be an exciting day.” 

Chello flashed a roguish smile and turned on his heel as Juan found himself alone on the ship’s deck. He stared out at the night sky as stars dotted the sky like angry fireflies. The moonlight shone down and bathed his face in her glorious light. Juan wondered if maybe one day there could be a way to reach the moon goddess. He wondered what secrets she hid on her surface. 

A splash on the side of the ship caught his attention. It was powerful and more than the usual splashes created by fish seeking a nighttime meal. Juan turned toward his quarters when he heard another splash louder than the previous one. His heart thumped. He was unarmed and alone on the deck (not that having a sword would do him any good). 

“Who is out there? Anyone there?” 

Juan shouted as he tried to make his voice sound forceful and threatening. Maybe if it was an intruder, he could scare it away. That or he was losing his mind and talking to fish. Perhaps it was just a shark that was having a nighttime snack. That made sense sharks enjoyed hunting at night.  

There was no response to his query; only a soft tropical breeze caressed his face. Anxiety filled him, Juan was nervous, but he did not want to call out to the crew and cry wolf. He was the youngling of the ship. The last thing he needed was to alert everyone about phantoms.

Another splash filled the night. There was something out there in the darkness, and he needed to see it. Juan was curious, but his legs did not respond, and he felt as if he were stuck in quicksand. Fear is a mind killer, and he feared whatever creature cavorted brazenly in the dark waters. Perhaps he should just get to bed. On the other hand, maybe it was only a figment of his imagination.

The splashing continued; this time, it became more and more successive. Something was swimming on the side of the ship. Juan wondered if they were in danger or if he should just go to bed and rest. Then, with a deep breath, he mustered the courage and walked over toward the side of the ship. He looked at the dark waters below him and saw nothing.  

The moonlight shone down on the water as it attempted in vain to reveal what lurked underneath. But the moonlight was not enough. The waters were still murky, and he was unable to see anything. His heart thumped, and he was nauseated. The last thing he needed was for some creature to leap at him and rip a chunk of flesh off his face. 

Sleep called out to him, and still, nothing had emerged. Maybe it was just fish. At worse, a shark was nothing to be alarmed by. Tomorrow was going to be an exciting day... 

Another splash knocked him to the deck, and there was a thump as a massive figure stood before him. A grotesque-scaled vision stared at him as it opened a mouth full of pointed teeth. Juan wanted to scream, but he found himself unable to vocalize. The thing stood before him, taller than an average man. Its feet looked like that of a frog. The creature hissed, and Juan felt its hot breath on his face.

A warm urine stream trickled down his leg, and Juan knew he was staring at death. The creature eyed him curiously as it snapped at the air before him. Juan realized it was toying with him, a predator playing with its food. He closed his eyes and prepared to die when he heard a terrifying howl that filled the night air. The figure leaped over Juan’s head and splashed back into the water before Juan stood the captain with a grin on his face and a cutlass that dripped a blackish substance that appeared to be blood. 

“Are you hurt, lad?”  

Juan was astounded and mesmerized. The captain appeared larger than life, like a hero out of legend rather than a man, as his dark eyes shone under the moonlight. Juan had been rendered speechless; he had never even heard him running on the deck. It was as if the captain materialized from thin air, like a wizard of legend. Era un mago. 

“No, I am not hurt. I am fine.” 

Juan couldn’t look away as the breeze swept through the captain’s straight long black hair as it whipped in the wind. That was when Juan realized he knew what he wanted out of life. Juan wanted to be not just a pirate but wanted to be captain of his ship. He wanted to be a hero.

“Good, I am glad. I have lost too many men to those horrible creatures. You should rest; there is much to discuss tomorrow.”  

The captain spoke in such a confident tone that he sounded beyond a mere pirate. He was a hero straight out of legend. Captain Diabolito, a pirate god, made flesh. 

“Yes, captain. Yes, I need to sleep. I must rest.” 

Juan stuttered as he felt less than worthy next to the captain. Juan realized at that moment just how much he would have to change if he could one day take his place if he were to be the one to inherit Captain Diabolito’s legacy. But he couldn’t think that far into the future. Juan had to get his head out of the clouds and plant his feet back in reality. He was barely able to swing a sword, and his navigation skills left much to be desired. Juan had much left to learn as he had only been a pirate for less than a month. 

“That is a wise decision. Have a good night and be careful out here after dark. There are things that live on this island that many would never imagine.” 

With these words of wisdom, the captain strode away as he glided like a phantom under the moonlight. The picture of poise and grace. Juan was once again alone but did not want to be out there any longer. As visions of pirate battles danced in his head, he scurried toward his quarters.  
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The night brought a sense of calm and relaxation. The light of the moon tempered the heat of the sun. It was in the darkness that she liked to bathe in the lake's calm waters. As she entered the water, it caressed her skin tenderly like a long-lost lover. Yet, she was careful not to stray too far from shore; things were lurking in the water, dangers her parents had warned her about since she was a child. If her mother had learned that she bathed naked in the lake, she would have had a heart attack. Instead, she would invoke the saints and beg her to renounce her sin, a woman had to be modest and ashamed of her body, or so that is what her mother's faith pounded into her. Her father was different, a quiet, stoic working man who cared not for religion—a man whose faith was grounded in the sugar cane that would feed the family.

Julia swam as the warm water washed away the dirt and earth that covered her body. She was lost in her thoughts as she enjoyed the silence. The lake was surrounded by a ring of trees, which gave her privacy. She heard a sound in the bushes and scanned the area. She hoped it was only a jutia scouring the site for a midnight snack. However, she should fear some creatures in the forest, such as snakes that could wrap around a person and choke out the essence of life.  

Julia had lived her entire life outside these woods and had never seen such a snake. People were prone to superstition, especially the people that lived in the village. She heard whispers about a creature that patrolled the lake at night. A short, squat elfish creature that could be vengeful. They whispered its name as if they spoke of a demon. El Guije. 

El Guije was a legend in her village. It was a creature of unknown origin with human features but was said to be a creature of magic. A mischievous being that enjoyed preying upon young women that liked to bathe nude in the lake. Julia scoffed at this and wondered if this wasn't just a folk tale created to dissuade the other young women of the village from swimming in the lake.

Julia had swum in this lake since the tender age of thirteen. The first time she did this was after an argument with her mother. In a huff, Julia decided to run away from home when she found herself alone by the lake's shore with nobody else around her. Under the moonlight, she had the urge to cleanse herself, and she stripped her dress and jumped into the water. Julia expected the water to be freezing or uninviting but was surprised by the rapturous warmth that surrounded her. 

The reverie ended when she heard more movement along with the bushes. Her heart thumped, and she scanned the area. She swam to shore and exited as the cold breeze sent a chill up her spine. She dressed faster than she had as the movement in the bushes increased in frequency. Julia wondered if she should call out or remain still. If it was an animal, she might be forced to fight. Julia closed her eyes and hoped the saints her mother waxed poetic about would protect her. 

Silence. There was no more movement. Julia took a deep breath as she shivered; the water on her skin melded into the fabric of her dress, causing her to feel uncomfortable. She scanned the area around the lake and saw nothing. No movement in the trees, only an eerie silence that permeated through the woods. She wondered if the action had even happened. She wondered if she had hallucinated the entire event. The darkness can play tricks and cause one to imagine things, especially when thinking about the Guije. Was that what was moving around the bush? A mythical creature? She chuckled to herself and cursed that for a moment, she even considered such trite. Like her father, she was not a believer in anything magical or mystical, which caused a lot of friction with her mother. She refused to believe in anything supernatural or mythical.

Julia decided it was time to head back home. She walked through the woods, still unnerved by how silent it was that evening. Not even the symphony of insects played tonight. It appeared that the natural world was asleep. Although she hoped that her parents would be asleep when she arrived, Julia dreaded the thought of confronting her mother, even though Julia was a grown woman who was already months removed from her eighteenth birthday. In fact, she was much closer to her nineteenth. The problem was that Julia was unwed, and an unwed young woman was not allowed to leave home on her own. If she wanted to go, she had to do what all her friends had done find a man start a family to become a dutiful housewife. The thought of this made her want to gag. She was not interested in any such man. To be saddled with a man her father’s age with no sense of adventure to be his broodmare? Nope, that did not appeal to her at all.  

Julia wanted adventure. She tried to find something beyond the life she lived. Julia wanted to be her own woman and make her own decisions in life. But she was too young to give anything up. Tears welled in her eyes; they were tears of anger. She hated thinking about her life. Julia needed an escape. 

The village was silent. Nobody stirred as they slept in their beds, preparing for another ordinary day. Yet, she wanted more than this. She desired to see the world. Julia wished she could leave the island despite its natural beauty (the only thing that made her happy about it). She was tired of being shackled in an existence that tested her patience. She did not believe in saints, gods, or mythical creatures because she had not seen them with her own eyes. She climbed the open window into her room. Her heart skipped a beat when she heard a clatter of falling pans from the kitchen. There was a good chance her mother would wake up in a huff, so she dove into her small makeshift bed, buried herself underneath, and feigned sleep. She counted the passing of time to herself, and right on cue, the door to her room swung open. She did not have to look as she knew this was her mother. She heard the usual anxious and shallow breathing. 

“Mi hija, Mi hija wake up. Wake up.” 

She sounded frazzled as she usually was and had been called upon to play her role. Julia moaned and groaned as she removed the covers and sat up as if she had been snapped out of a dream. 

“What is wrong mamá? Que paso?” 

Julia spoke in a slow, groggy fashion. She couldn’t allow her mother to suspect anything.

“You didn’t hear that sound? Someone is inside the house. I just wanted to make sure you were safe.” 

Julia was annoyed by her mother’s concern. She appreciated the concern, but she disliked being smothered and coddled. 

“No, I was asleep. I am sorry. Where is papa? Is everything ok?” 

Julia played the part of the confused sleeper perfectly. She wondered if she should run away and join one of the acting troupes in the city.  

“Your papa is out there checking the source of the sound. I hope everything is ok.” The fear in her mother’s voice was evident, and it unnerved her because even though her mother suffered from tremendous anxiety, it had been a long time since Julia had heard such fear in her voice. 

Screams and groans filled the darkness. It sounded like a brawl had broken out in the kitchen. Julia’s heart thumped. Her mother had closed her eyes and begun a series of arcane prayers at rapid-fire speed. Her mother believed the saints would save them, but they could do nothing for them if there was real danger. 

After what felt like an eternity, the fighting stopped, and there was an eerie silence. Julia’s mother was before her eyes closed. Still, she prayed fervently, lost in another realm of existence. The silence was deafening for Julia. What had transpired? Was her father alright? Did he chase the intruders out of the home? She couldn’t wait around like a hapless victim any longer. 

She bolted out of bed, and her mother screamed after her something that she did not understand. 

In the darkness of the home, Julia slinked through the hall toward the kitchen. Who was waiting for her on the other side? Then she noticed a body on the floor. The kitchen was littered with remnants of glassware and cooking utensils. Then as she got closer and looked down, she screamed in horror! 

“Papa! No, papa!” 

Her father appeared asleep, but he lay in a pool of dark fluid, in a pool of blood. He was not breathing. He was too still, and the silence became deafening once more. Julia’s legs trembled, and she struggled to keep upright.  Behind her, she heard a rush of footsteps followed by a piercing wail. 

“Miguel! No! Miguel No!”

Her mother was behind her and broke into a hysterical cry that only made the tears flow harder for Julia. Her father was dead, and this had to be a nightmare; this couldn’t be happening. Anger surged within her. Through her tears, she walked out of the tiny home and back into the darkness. She scanned the village for signs of the intruders. Who did this? Why would they do this? Her father was a good man and a hard worker. All he cared about was making sure that he could provide for them. He did not deserve this. 

Julia scanned the darkness watching for any movement, watching for anyone that appeared out of place. She noticed the lanterns flickered in the houses around her as her mother wailed into the darkness. Men and women filed out of their homes, still wearing nightgowns, wondering what had transpired. They all stared at Julia, who stood tall, fists clenched at her sides. Then in a moment of madness, she howled into the darkness like the wolf howling at the moon. She unleashed all the agony within. All eyes were on Julia as she howled. The men and women who watched her mortified did not make sudden moves. Instead, she saw fear in their eyes. 

“Someone killed my father! My father is dead! I want to know who did this! Who did this?” 

Julia screamed at the top of her lungs. She heard whimpering and tears as she observed a small child holding a doll. She had tears in her eyes as she stared at Julia. It was little Anita. A girl that she had taken care of on many occasions. Julia wondered why they all stared at her, the anger fading. Was she a monster? Had she caused the little girl to burst into tears? 

Julia could not speak anymore. Warm tears spread down her face, and she felt like the world was closing in on her. The agony was too much to handle, and Julia couldn’t be there anymore. She had to leave this village. Without saying another word, Julia ran into the darkness as she ran from her pain. 
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This morning brought a bloodbath. What began with so much optimism ended in horror. The sounds of battle rouse Juan from his bed. The sounds of men dying on the deck. The clanging of steel against steel. He thought he had awoken from a nightmare only to step into another. Was he still asleep? The booming sound of a cannon was followed by violent tremors. The ship was under attack! If he did not get out of the ship, he would drown. 

In a rush, he scoured his room for any weapon. His cutlass was thrown under the bed haphazardly, and he still wore last night’s clothes; otherwise, he would scramble to get dressed. Another sound of cannon fire in the distance, followed by a whistle and another violent crash, brought him to his knees. The ship was a sitting duck as they drifted along the coast. They were floating about in the shallows, and if they were engaged by an enemy ship, they were exposed to attack.  

Sword in hand, Juan dashed up to join the fight to embrace the adventure, but instead, horror faced him. His crewmen getting their heads bashed in like cantaloupes, blood and entrails spattered on the ship’s deck. Where was Chello? Was he still alive? In the chaos, he couldn’t make anything out but a wall of flesh and steel striking viciously at one another. The scent of death and salt in the air made him nauseous. 

Juan watched from the shadows like a coward. But then, he saw a ship with black sails in the distance, and his heart nearly stopped. Barba Negra! Black Beard. The most feared captain in the entire world, a man straight out of pirate lore; as a child, he remembered his grandmother telling him the stories of the most vicious pirate, The right-hand man of the devil himself, and in the distance was his ship. But it couldn’t be Black Beard; he was said to have died over two hundred years ago. Juan had to be seeing things, but the details were abundantly clear as he rubbed his eyes. It was Black Beard’s ship.

The captain materialized from out of nowhere. A whirlwind of frenetic action as he struck down assailant after assailant. With each powerful swing of his blade, he decapitated Black Beard’s crew members. He moved through the chaos with effortless grace as he turned the tide of the battle in their favor. 

“The captain is here! Rally behind the captain!” 

The remaining crew members shouted in unison as they were reinvigorated to continue the fight. Juan felt as if he were mired in quicksand. He was inspired and yearned to join the battle, but his legs were not reacting. If he stayed hidden in the shadows, he could wait for the captain to win the fight and save his life. Juan hated that he was such a coward; after all, he was the one that yearned for this life, and now that everything Juan had ever dreamed of was before his eyes, he was shying away from it. 

The ship in the distance fired another multitude of cannon shots. Juan watched them as they were headed their way; he breathed a sigh of relief as he watched the chunks of molten iron fall short and harmlessly into the water. 

Juan was struck by confusion about how it was that the cannonballs were landing before the captain had appeared. Nothing had changed. They had not tried any evasive maneuvers. Then, finally, the guns stopped, and he saw the smoke in the distance. Juan breathed a sigh of relief when the cannons fell silent after a barrage. It meant that they were out of ammunition. 

Meanwhile, back on deck Black Beard’s crew continued to fall dead like a child playing with dominoes. The battle had turned against them, and much to his surprise, Juan realized that Black Beard’s ship was sailing further away from them. Had Black Beard given up hope of taking the vessel, or was this a tactical ruse?

Moments later, he heard the final dying breath. What was left of Black Beard’s crew was dead on the deck. Cheers from his crewmen followed as they raised their swords to the sky in triumph. Captain Diabolito stood head held high hands, on his hips, his hair whipping in the tropical wind. He was the picture of victory.  

“Three cheers for the captain! We have won!” 

The crew broke into a series of whoops and hollers as his eyes fell upon an exhausted Chello whose white vest had turned a bright crimson. Chello lived, but when they made eye contact, the smile evaporated from his eyes, and Chello shook his head in disappointment. Juan realized that he had been discovered. Chello had caught him lingering in the shadows like a coward hiding from battle. Rather than go any further, Juan turned back toward his quarters in sheer embarrassment. He did not want to speak to anyone and would lose his crewmen’s respect, which would probably signify the end of his friendship with Chello. On the first day on the ship, Chello told him that the one thing he did not respect was being a coward. He warned him that the pirate’s life was not glory and plunder. It was a rough life where very often, your life was a risk.  

Chello always told him to die with his boots on, to die like a man. Juan had lived, and he did not even engage in battle. As his crewmen fought to save the ship, he watched like a child who thought that it was all nothing but a game. Juan wondered if he was cut out for this life. He wondered if he should even be up there. 

Juan heard merriment and celebration on the deck, those that fought enjoyed their moment of glory. The captain was giving a speech, but Juan couldn’t go up and listen. 

He was afraid of looking his mates in the eyes because he had failed them all. He searched for his belongings and decided that he would renounce the pirate’s life from this day, and he would go back home. His parents were right. He was a fool trying to be something he was not. He was a farmer; that was all he was ever meant to be. 

The sounds of steps approaching his quarters took him by surprise. But his surprise turned to shock at the figure that stood before him with a wide grin on his face and dark eyes that shone with a vitality he had never seen before. 

“Captain, um. I did not expect you here. I am sorry for the mess...” 

Juan stuttered through his words; the last man he expected to see was the captain. The fact that he did not look angry or disappointed shocked him. 

“Don’t worry. I just wanted to check on you and make sure you are alright. I didn’t see you out there among the living or dead. I was worried.” 

The captain spoke in a concerned tone and sounded more like his father, Ricardo, than a fierce pirate. He was surprised how a man who killed so easily had such a gentle side to him. It was unexpected and jarring. 

“No, I am alive, sir. I... I am sorry I did not join the fight. I hid in the shadows like a coward. It is just. I don’t know how to use a sword. I am helpless. I was living on a farm a few weeks ago. I have never been in a fight in my entire life, much less a pirate. I...” 

A sudden burst of sharp laughter filled his ears, and Juan blushed a deep crimson. He was surprised by the captain’s laughter. 

“Slow down, lad. It is ok. I know that. In fact, when you came on my ship, I noticed how nervous you were. I know you are the youngest man on the ship; you were just a boy a few months ago. So, I didn’t expect you to be a warrior or vicious killer.”

Juan did not expect to hear these words from a man with such a dark reputation. A man whose name means little devil. Captain Diabolito was a wanted man on the island. Juan remembered seeing the various posters in which artists even depicted him as having horns on his head. Many believe him not even to be human, but now that he was before the man, Juan realized that ignorance made people talk shit. He was just a man, and despite his reputation, he appeared to be a man with genuine feelings. 

“I am here because I want you to learn to defend yourself. I want you to be able to fight alongside my crew. I am your captain. It is my responsibility to care for you.” 

The way he said this once again reminded Juan of his father. Ricardo often told him these words whenever he would do something stupid or hurt himself. Captain Diabolito appeared to have a paternal attitude toward his crew, making Juan even more grateful that he had decided to join his crew. 

“I would truly appreciate that, captain; this is the life I have always dreamed of; I have always been drawn to adventure; I have aspired to be more.” 

Juan was reinvigorated. He considered himself lucky that he would learn the art of the blade from the best swordsman he had ever seen. Images of the captain, striking down the enemy with the greatest of ease, still flooded his mind’s eye. If he learned to fight even half as well as the captain, he would be a great pirate, and one day he would be able to command a crew of his own. 

“Excellent. We will train during the early evening hours while the rest of the men have their drinks and play their games. I want you focused. I need you to learn the blade because soon, we will embark on an important quest.”

Juan noted the look in the captain’s eyes when he said important quest. He now remembered last night, during the hours of reverie, the captain had interrupted and talked about a critical mission, but the attack today had delayed any conversation. 

“What is it, sir? Is this the mission you mentioned? What is going to be happening?”

Juan’s inquisitive nature got the better of him, and the captain chuckled. 

“You will find out soon enough. But first, I want to speak to all the men on the deck. Right now, though there is work to be done, we need to swab the deck and toss the bodies of our enemies overboard, as well as remember our crewmates that perished.” 

Upon mentioning casualties, Juan noticed the sadness in the captain’s voice; He could see that he deeply cared about his crew and that those he lost were not numbers to him.  

“Come up now. I will need your help with all these tasks, and the rest of the crew will also be glad you are helping. However, because you did not fight, some men are harsh and will judge you for your actions.” 

The truth stung Juan. The captain’s words felt like a blade to his gut. The brief happiness faded, and Juan was once again mired in guilt. 

“I want you to ignore these men. So, you can gain their respect once more. You are young, and many will forgive you, especially if you show your value. I will share a secret, my first time on a ship when I was faced with a battle, I was young like you, and I did the same thing you did. I watched like a coward allowing my crewmates to subdue the enemy. But look at me now, chin up.” 

With these encouraging words, the captain left his quarters, leaving Juan alone to his thoughts. The captain’s confession made him more human in Juan’s eyes. To think that at one point Captain Diabolito, the most fearsome pirate in the land, was too afraid to raise a sword against the enemy was a shocking revelation. However, it gave him hope that this would all be temporary. It gave him hope that soon enough h, Juan would have the opportunity to make up for his cowardice, and he would be able to redeem himself in the eyes of his crewmen. 

He knew Chello was disappointed, and that was the reaction that hurt the most. How could he make it up to Chello? For starters, he needed to get out of the shadows and go back and help with his duties. Juan left his quarters and was hit with a somber scene. After the exhilaration of victory faded and reality set in, he noticed that the remaining crew appeared dourer as they carefully began to collect the bodies of their fallen comrades. 

Juan was sad to see the ones that had fallen. These were people that only last night he shared a drink with. Then his eyes fell upon a familiar figure, his dominoes opponent—the fearsome force known as El Gordo. To see the massive monster of a man with a huge gash across his stomach and his eyes opened forever, frozen in a look of sorrow, made Juan feel terrible. 

“It should have been you. You
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