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            Somewhere off the coast of Peru, 1879.

      

    


There was something to be said about the feeling of weightlessness when the body becomes too tired to swim, but Bo was neither lyrical nor conscious enough to put it in words. With the shoreline visible on the horizon, yet too far to possibly reach, his arms and legs moved slower with every stroke. When he gave up, his body was grateful for the respite and sank, leaving his lungs to hold the line alone against the engulfing sea.

A golden eye opened in the depths.

Then someone grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him to the surface, and everything after was a blur—the coughing up of sea foam, the wood-and-metal deck, the watchful eye of a weathered man as another sailor grabbed his face and made sure he stayed awake. A set of words, then another, then another—he was barely conscious enough to understand that they were different languages, most likely trying to say the same thing. He almost understood the one in Spanish, but he was taking so long to remember what the words meant that the sailor spoke again in another language—Bo’s own Cantonese. It was a practiced, poorly-pronounced phrase that was frequently the first thing he heard foreigners say back in Macao.

“What is your name?”

Words nearly failed him; exhaustion, gratitude, and skepticism all worked against him. “Wong Bo,” he managed.

The sailor looked relieved. “Basadre,” he said, gesturing to himself. “Captain,” he said of the weathered man watching from a few paces back. The mate—Basadre—called out, and introduced the young man who heeded his call: “Chia-Hao.”

Chia-Hao was athletic, not much older than Bo himself, and though his hair was shorn, he carried himself with the lightness of a free man. “Welcome aboard,” he said in their shared tongue, and helped him up with a smile.
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There was a choice to be made during Bo’s first few days on the Ayar; safe return to land, or service on board. One one hand, the Ayar was not affiliated with either side of the war, and though its crew served no master other than the captain, they would never know true peace. On the other hand, if he returned to land, they’d drag him back to the guano islands for a lashing, and if he survived that, his only reward would be backbreaking labor until he died.

It wasn’t a difficult choice.

He hadn’t known Chia-Hao, but they’d been close to meeting—they’d worked on the same island at different times. And later, they’d both been picked up by the Ayar as castaways.

“Everyone was,” Chia-Hao told him. “Most of the crew are soldiers or ship officers. Survivors of a battle or defectors, traitors or would-be martyrs, it’s all the same. Nobody wants to die alone, war or not.”

“How did you get here?” Bo said. They were the exceptions, neither soldiers nor martyrs.

“The same way you did. But you escaped alone, right?”

“Right.”

“Good call.”

Bo shifted his weight uncomfortably. He’d seen the deep scars on Chia-Hao’s back—such like only the worst of punishments left. He wore them with defiance now, as if daring anyone to question his rightful place on the Ayar.

“It’s hell out there,” Chia-Hao said. “But on this ship, we’re free.”

For how much longer, Bo wondered. “How did the captain know to find us?” he said, eyeing the slim, salt-streaked man meandering around the ship.

“The Mute?” Chia-Hao said, following his eyes. “He doesn’t. The Mute is just here out of seniority, Basadre is really the one giving out the orders.”

At that moment Bo’s eyes crossed with the captain’s—the Mute’s—and in those sea-gray eyes he could’ve sworn he recognized something. Something visceral, something that was so foreign and yet reminded him of home.

“Who knows, maybe the Mute is just the ship’s lucky star,” Chia-Hao continued, unaware.

Basadre was not a slight man in the least, but his approach still caught Bo by surprise—much to Chia-Hao’s amusement. Basadre addressed Bo directly, but he spoke in Spanish.

“He asks if you’re scared of heights,” Chia-Hao supplied for him.

Bo frowned at the question and eyed the rigging warily. “I’ve never been up that high,” he said. Chia-Hao relayed the answer in Spanish.

“Are you any good in a fight?” Basadre said through Chia-Hao, who held in laughter as he translated.

“No,” Bo replied, but saw the frown on his face and panicked. “But I can butcher, I can cook,” he added hopefully.

Basadre’s brow smoothed and he looked up, beyond them. Across the deck, the Mute stared. Only after he nodded did Basadre speak again, then he clapped Chia-Hao on the shoulder and left them. 

“You can work in the kitchen,” Chia-Hao said. “Guerra could use better help. Come, I’ll show you.”
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Basadre was everything that the Mute was not. Where the Mute was leathery and skinny, Basadre was tan and barrel-chested, strong and solid, with a voice that never came out without purpose. Where the Mute was aloof and independent, Basadre was observant and involved. But whenever the sailors turned to him for leadership, Basadre turned to the Mute.

“It’s bullshit, if you ask me,” Chia-Hao said one day in the kitchen.

Bo looked at him strangely and Chia-Hao raised his hands and gestured to the cook, Guerra, who was grinning to himself on his other side. It took Bo a moment to realize that he was just translating—he did it so effortlessly, it was hard to tell sometimes.

Guerra continued to speak animatedly in Spanish. “In the navy, you were either a soldier or an officer. Nobody got a free pass like that.”

Bo was convinced that Guerra’s exact words carried more disdain than what Chia-Hao conveyed. He gutted the fish allotted to him in silence, tossing the bodies into a tub for the day’s meal and the scraps into a bucket for stock while Guerra continued his speech. The more material they tossed into the containers, the less they slid with the sway of the boat, lulling them around Guerra’s tales of a hometown, of the navy, of Basadre before he was a pirate.

“How do you mean?” Bo interrupted. “Before this? He was in the navy too?”

Guerra nodded with a grin. “He was an officer on this very ship,” he said through Chia-Hao. “The Ayar was Peruvian navy, before she was called the Ayar. She was manned with an entire military crew that isn’t here anymore.”

“Except for Basadre and the Mute?” Bo guessed.

Guerra and Chia-Hao exchanged looks. “Except for Basadre alone,” Chia-Hao said.

Bo looked at them in turn and began to understand the cook’s animosity for the Mute. He didn’t quite share it—he simply didn’t want any trouble—but he could see how a mostly-military crew could resent a man who’d been seemingly plucked out of thin air to be their captain. “What of the original crew?” he asked, although he had an idea.

“At the bottom of the ocean,” Guerra said through Chia-Hao. “And according to the navy, so is this ship, and so is Basadre.”
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Chia-Hao taught Bo some Spanish. Just enough to understand orders, to communicate with Guerra while he worked, and a few words he’d picked up from the other languages on board. Spanish was the common tongue, yes, but most of the sailors gathered in groups according to their mother tongue, which was rarely Spanish—Guerra being one of the few exceptions.

“That’s why Basadre speaks so many languages?” Bo asked.

“No, come on, nobody speaks that many languages,” Chia-Hao said. It was hard to imagine—on top of Spanish and Cantonese, there were at least four Andean languages spoken on board, including Basadre’s own. “He just knows how to greet people.”

“Did he greet you in Cantonese when he rescued you?”

“I think so,” he said, but then shook his head. “No, nevermind, I was half-dead and very confused. I think it was Spanish. I taught him some later.”

Bo nodded quietly—he also doubted his memory of the things he heard and saw when he was rescued. Besides, it was nice that Basadre learned a little bit of everyone’s languages, but Bo wished that he would put that effort into having more initiative instead of depending on the Mute, the ‘real’ captain. If not for the crew’s sake, then for his own.
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There was nothing more eerie than being surrounded by fog in open ocean. When Bo came out from belowdecks one morning, there was suffocating white where he expected vast blue, where there should’ve been endless horizons instead of helpless blindness. He darted into the kitchen for his duties that day, eager to take refuge in the warmth of its firelight. Guerra
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