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Аннотация
One end-of-the-world prediction almost came true: humanity nuking itself to pieces. The one thing nobody tried to predict: how Mother Nature would reassert control over the environment.
Captain Dyne Lavere is one of a small number of skippers who delivers cargo all over the world. It�s good money for those brave enough to fight off pirates, black market mercenaries, greedy skippers trying to monopolize the shipping industry, and, of course, the occasional assault from supernatural entities. The supernatural are no big deal since he, unfortunately, is one himself.
On one particular stop, Dyne acquires a fiery stowaway named Jessie who�s just looking for a way to get home, but they both soon learn that their meeting is no coincidence�.


S. M. Welles
TO OCEAN�S END


Chapter 1
The Infamous Captain

What remained of Newport, Rhode Island�s streets did its best to break both my ankles as I ran. Chunks of pavement unglued themselves from the mud with a squelch, making it feel like each foot was treading on separate decks in high seas. The mud itself sucked on my boots, trying� just as hard to pitch me face-first into what passed for roads for a hundred years now. Why did unwanted company have to arrive every time I wanted a cheeseburger?
One of the largest steam frigates I�d ever seen had made berth next to mine sometime in the last hour. Not good�not because of its harpoons, but because of its mere presence. There were only about a hundred frigates left cruising the entire Atlantic, each with their own territorial port. Newport was sort of my territory�only sort of�and that�s the way I wanted it to stay. And right now half of my crew was either grabbing supplies or filling their stomachs.
Homes and stores whipped by, a clash of lumber, stone and some plywood structures patched with scraps of aluminum siding, and I slipped more than ran into the open port. Resonant voices rang out, advertising fish, beef, vegetables and whatnot to the grey and brown masses slinking from one open stand to the next. Geeze, what a contrasting picture from the 2100�s. It was hard to look at sometimes.
�Out of my way!� I pushed through the crowd, practically doing the breast stroke with my arms, but not hard enough to knock anyone over. I�m a jerk�to an extent. People turned and voiced their anger, but no one got beyond �Hey!� or �What the heck, man?�
One said, �It�s Dyne! Let him through!�
The sardines parted for me as if I were a marlin charging through their school. One of the perks of infamy. Much better.
�Captain!�
I shot a glance over my shoulder. Mido, my ship�s cook. Hopefully he�d been fortunate enough to finish a pint before glancing out the bar window. I slowed my pace, and sure enough I could smell beer and barbecue sauce on his breath. Lucky bastard.
�How long have they been there?�
�Too long.�
Mido nodded and began out-sprinting me. Didn�t help that I had a trench coat and steel-toe boots weighing me down. My cook ran more freely in his cargo jeans and a hole-plagued tank top. His arms, which caused girls to flock to him, pumped hard.
Mido came to a sudden halt on the dock when the crowd stopped parting for him. Two massive sterns loomed just below the early afternoon fog. Everyone was ogling at the most recent �clash of the captains� as two crews gathered on their respective decks. These people couldn�t wait to see my undefeated streak for Newport come to an end. But if these people wanted to see a more interesting clash, they needed to get out of my way first.
�Captain, it�s Tethys�s ship!�
I swore. �I guess we didn�t put a big enough hole in their hull.� We shoved our way through the crowd, earning more infamy points, and after Mido had climbed the rungs I leapt onto the stern�s ladder. Contact with the Pertinacious�s rusted steel brought some relief. My ship. My physical soul, and it looked as ragged and beat up as I was. But she was just as stubborn and hardy as well.
I heaved myself onto the open deck with a grunt and strode over to port, where Tethys�s crew was throwing grappling hooks onto my railing. A bold move. But stupid. �All hands to arms!� Three men already had their swords drawn and glass grenades belted around their waists. Three more stomped up from below deck and joined Mido in collecting their weapons from the crate stowed against the wheelhouse. They fastened them around waists or over shoulders kept strong and lean from years of labor at sea. The rest of my crew popped over the starboard railing one at a time, each weighed down by duffle bags of provisions. They dropped their bags by the ladder and grabbed more swords and glass grenades. �Scully, man the Harpy.�
Scully, the last one to board, dropped his sack next to the rest and ran for the harpoon gun mounted on the bow. Two of Tethys�s most eager crew members zip-lined their way to my ship.
�Hold your positions!� I drew the knife I often kept inside my trench coat, marched up to the railing and cut the nearest rope. A scream reached up through the gap between ships, and then a splash followed. I picked off the hook, aimed it for the middle of the splash ring, and let it fall.
Ten feet away was another grappling hook. I stood before the trembling rope and let the guy pop his head over the railing. He pulled his sword out of his mouth and swung at me as he roared. I leaned out of the sword�s arc and gave the kid a left hook right in the nose. He let go of the rope, saving me the effort of throwing him into the ocean. The rest of my crew lined up along the railing with swords and glass grenades. I held out my arms, ordering my men to back up. A dozen more grappling hooks with steel leads arced into the air and clanged onto the deck, right where we had been standing. The hooks zipped back towards the other ship and pinned themselves against my railing with a discord of clangs. The ropes tightened.
My more ballsy crew members stood ready for a fight as they waited for the opposition to zip over. Tethys�s men tied the ropes to their wheelhouse, providing them with a downward slope. They clipped zip hooks and rode over like a bunch of laundry being hung out to dry. Except this bit of laundry needed to either be rewashed or burned. Where was their sense of pride in their appearance? �Let�s get �em!�
Boots and sword points led the way as Tethys�s men swung themselves over my railing. Swords clanged and scraped, and meaty fists bashed into equally meaty heads and torsos as I hung back, waiting for the only man worth fighting as he climbed onto a crate and hooked himself to a taut rope. Tethys was a huge man in both height and girth, but most of that girth was muscle flexing under his sleeveless leather jacket and black shirt. The rope sagged under his weight, dropping him to eye level with my railing halfway across. I put away my knife and drew my sword as his weight sunk him below my line of vision. I flinched at the sound of a huge, heavy clang against the side of my ship. The shouting and sword fighting sagged as well, then resumed when one of Tethys�s hands gripped the lower rung of the railing. His face, topped by the worst widow�s peak I�d ever seen, rose into view. He hurdled over, his landing making the deck vibrate, and stomped towards me.
Good god, this sucker�s huge. My eyes were level with his collar bone. I�d never noticed before since we�d only yelled at each other from the safety of our own decks.
I glanced at the battling crews. A fair few had sustained injuries on both sides, and a few more were down, probably dead. A wave of sorrow passed through me before I could detach myself from such emotions.
�It�s time someone took Newport from you, Dyne,� Tethys said in a gravelly voice. His voice was as intimidating as his sheer size, like a father�s whose calm voice scared you straight more than his raised voice.
I put up my sword. �Not you, bud.�
Tethys stood just outside of sword�s reach. �You and me: one-on-one duel right now. For the port.�
�Do I look like some sort of honorable mercenary who duels?�
Tethys looked at me blankly, then roared and came at me, steel first.
I barely slapped his sword away as I fell into a backwards roll. As soon as my feet were back under me, I popped up and ran for the bow. The muscle-brain stomped after me as I cut every rope linking our ships. I realized my maneuver was a bad idea when I heard a grappling hook whiz by my head, its steel leader just missing my ear. The hook got snagged in a tarp covering a lifeboat. �Scully! Take aim!�
Scully spun the harpoon around and aimed the man-sized spear just over my head.
I passed it off as an honest mistake made in the heat of battle. �That way, you idiot!� I pointed at the other ship�s hull with my sword, more specifically at the bad patch job in the Rumrunner�s hull that a bunch of morons called welding.
Even though Scully had the best aim of my entire crew, and even though I trusted him to be able to pick off a moving target right behind me, I didn�t feel like having to patch up a large hole in my deck. Scully and the Harpy spun into position with a hiss of hydraulics. The spear dipped a little, ready to punch through eight inches of steel.
The heavy pursuit of boots stomped to a standstill. I turned around to see Tethys glaring at the Harpy, his sword arm hanging low. �Bastard,� he muttered.
�You mean �asshole.� �Bastard� is a compliment in my book.�
He snarled, then turned and stomped away as he sheathed his sword with a stiff thrust, his overly long ponytail swishing behind him. I ordered Scully to keep his sights on the enemy�s hull, then headed for the stern.
Tethys bellowed to his men to stop fighting and jump ship. Part of me thought it would be amusing to have my crew chase the others and force them to jump into the ocean, but that would make it take longer to escort them out of Newport. Instead I ordered them to stand down but keep their weapons drawn.
Fighting came to an awkward halt. Tethys�s men kept their swords up as they backed or sidestepped towards my starboard ladder. One by one they sheathed their swords and descended as my crew inched closer. Three of my men stared over the railing, hopefully to make sure none of the sailors vandalized my ship during their retreat. Tethys descended last and I hoped my ladder could support his weight. He could probably undo a good welding job with just one arm.
He smirked at me right before his balding head disappeared over the side.
I sheathed my sword. �Sam, get O�Toole.�
�Sir?� Sam raised an eyebrow that disappeared under his mop of sandy hair.
�Just in case.�
The crew that heard me tensed up. I didn�t blame them. But a man who has just got outmaneuvered doesn�t smirk.
Sam hesitated, then sheathed his sword and ran below deck.
�Mido, come with me.� I hurried to the ladder and looked down. It was still perfectly attached, and devoid of Tethys and crew. I grudgingly descended the ladder, not wanting to part with my physical soul once again. My feet belonged on deck. Dry land, and even docks were eerily inert and dead-like. You could walk all over such places as you pleased. The ocean never lets anyone forget who�s boss, and often takes lives as it sees fit. But that was another battle for another day�
Just as I feared, Tethys�s crew wasn�t scurrying back to their own ship; they were closing in on Newport�s civilians. I let myself drop the last three rungs and hit the dock running. �Tethys, just board your own ship, damn it!� Newport would both thank and hate me for protecting them. Tethys was a less welcome captain than myself.
The locals nearest him lost their scowls when he drew his sword. An audible gasp ran through the crowd. It started dispersing, but the docks were too congested for everyone to get away. I drew my sword and intercepted the other sword�s downward arc as I pushed a lady out of its way. She hit the ground pretty hard, then scrambled to her feet and took off without looking back. Smart broad.
Tethys rounded on me and next thing I knew I was looking at the sky and couldn�t breathe. I had fallen spread-eagle onto the dock. I let go of my sword, clutching my sternum. Before I could come up with a way to protect the landies, Mido appeared over me, sword in hand. He squared off with Tethys, then charged in but, being severely outweighed, was sent onto his back right next to me. Tethys and his crew began to chase down civilians with swords and glass grenades, while all I could do was lie there, propped up on one elbow, and force air into my lungs.
Three glass grenades shattered against the sides of buildings. Screams of agony pierced the air as the grenades� acidic contents burned people alive. More screams join the first round, but were cut short. Seagulls took off squawking.
I pushed to my feet, even though it felt like it made my lungs smaller, and reached inside my trench coat. �Tethys!� He ignored me and grabbed hold of the elderly man who ran the cod and haddock stall. �Get on your ship or I kill you where you stand!�
Tethys turned, then lost his sneer and went pale when he saw the handgun I held pointed at him.
The fish vendor eyed the gun�s barrel and screamed. �Put that thing away!� He struggled so hard he ripped his shirt from Tethys� grasp and fell on his bony rear.
Before he could get up, the air got frigid and the wind died. The seagulls fell silent. No one moved. Not even Tethys or me. Then, as if they came out of the docks, the air, the fog, or the ground itself, the quasi-children arrived, just as I�d expected and more or less feared.� Everyone knew they existed. Everyone knew to not screw with them, like sharks or lightning. All three were completely avoidable dangers. Just like a surfer takes risks with sharks, I took risks with quasi-children by exposing a gun to open air.
The quasis encircled me, paying the rest of humanity no attention whatsoever. They stared me down with their black eyes and pale, serious faces. They all looked no older than ten, had no hair as if they were cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy, and were bone thin inside their tattered clothes. They looked like they should be dead. Many people believed they were ghosts or zombies, but I knew better. Ghosts don�t appear just because you draw a gun or try to employ any form of energy-using technology that�d harm the environment. Yep, those kids were Mother Nature�s latest way of protecting herself. The only way to combat them was to not use what made them appear. That�s it.
I held my gun aimed at Tethys, struggling to keep my arm raised. The will of the quasis was trying to get me to hand over my gun like hunger drives a person to eat. Having seen the eerily silent death of the gun�s previous owner for firing it, I was more than willing to oblige, but I feared Tethys would go right back to slaughtering people if I did. A gun was the fastest solution to needless slaughter, even though it gave me a new problem to deal with.
Knowing I had only a few more seconds to make a decision before the quasis made it for me, I hid away my gun and let my arms, which felt like two blocks of ice, hang at my sides. The gesture was enough to stop their creeping closer to me, but not enough to get them to disappear back to wherever they came from. They stared from four feet away on all sides.
Tethys looked like he was about to be sick. His crew of typically superstitious seamen ran for their ship and started boarding. One of the crew called to their captain, which snapped him out of staring at the quasi-children. He ran off and didn�t put away his sword until he�d reached his ship.
I headed for my own with the quasis still surrounding me.
Mido spoke, his voice subdued. �Why don�t you just give them the gun?�
�Why don�t they just let me keep it?� Considering all the trouble the weapon caused, I should�ve never claimed it. But I�m obstinate like that. I deal with it.
Mido shook his head then jogged to the Pertinacious. Once again, I followed my cook up the ladder, but this time with the quasis surrounding me, ascending the ladder or crawling up the sides as if the laws of gravity didn�t apply to them. They never took their eyes off of me, which kicked in my fight response, urging me to punch the nearest one. Those emotionless eyes and cold faces wouldn�t stop staring. There was no point in punching them though. Bullets wouldn�t do the trick either.
The quasi-children encircled me once again, their presence having the same effect on my crew as they had Tethys. More quasis rose into existence all over the stern. I trudged towards the wheelhouse. �Sam, let him loose,� I said calmly as I passed. Sam let go of O�Toole, a short Irishman with curly orange hair. I�d picked him up on a trip to Ireland two years ago. He was a severely autistic person with the intelligence of a one-year-old, but he served his purposes, one being the ability to get rid of quasi-children.
O�Toole charged the circle of quasis with his arms up by his head, and cackled and whimpered like a chimpanzee. The quasis looked at him and vanished one by one, like a thin patch of fog you�ve gotten too close to, as he ran through where they�d been standing. He made what sounded like imitations of speech as he zigzagged all over the stern. Once the last quasi-child was gone, I ordered Sam to round up O�Toole, then told the rest of my crew to prepare push off. They slowly got back into motion, then we all went below deck to shake off the chill left behind by those creepy kids.

Chapter 2
Special Cargo

My crew sat with me in the galley, nursing their wounds while Mido brewed some coffee. Hazelnut filled the air but we all sat or stood uneasily, still chilled by the quasi-children�s most recent visit. Nobody but Scully and O�Toole were left uninjured. Scully was still at the Harpy, and O�Toole was gibbering away as he watched Mido make coffee. I had a sore sternum, but that was it. The rest bore cuts, bruises and gashes. Two of my cargo pushers were self-administering sutures, their gruff features wincing with each needle jab. My other two cargo pushers watched with morbid fascination, while my last surviving techie rolled fresh gauze over a forearm.
The total death count was two, Jersey and Mike, both of them engine room technicians. It was always the techies that bit it in fights. They knew the most about steam engines and the least about sword fighting. They�d have to wait until Virginia to get cremated for a modest sailor�s funeral. Their deaths subdued us, but for the most part we tried not to think about the two body bags currently in use.
Mido brought over a tray of steaming mugs, a collection of clay, porcelain and tin cups that were perpetually stained with coffee, and dirt, oil and grease that�d rubbed off our hands. Everyone except O�Toole accepted a mug, but no one took a sip, not even me. Mido took his own cup, sat at the edge of the table and held his drink as if he were trying to warm his hands, then inhaled its aromatic steam.
Jacobi, a bronzed Hawaiian and my biggest crew member, tied off his sutures, then bit off the excess black thread. Rammus, the other guy stitching himself up, pushed over the bottle of rubbing alcohol with his bandaid-covered hand, and Jacobi use an alcohol-soaked cotton ball to sterilize the needle.
�Rammus,� I said, �how many more days do I have?�
His slate eyes studied an upper corner of his black-haired cranium. �Three more until lockdown, sir.� He looked like a typical short old Polish guy: strong and stocky.
�Good enough.� I took a sip of coffee. Boy did it feel good going down. �Sam, did we complete our resupply?�
�I have to check.�
�Go do it quick. The sooner we see Tethys off, the better. Be safe.�
�Yes, sir.� Sam�s short, husky frame squeezed past Mido, then disappeared down the hall.
Jacobi pushed the first aid tin over to Mido, who took Sam�s seat, then Jacobi looked at me with flat, cold eyes. �Captain, we need to talk about your gun.�
I sat up straight so the gun�s handle stopped digging into the side of my ribs. �Why?� Of course someone wanted to talk about my gun. This had happened every time I�d drawn it.
�It would be best for both you and all of us if you�d get rid of it.�
�Mido, get a towel.� My cook dutifully retrieved a green hand towel from off the oven handle and tossed it onto the lacquered table. I used the towel to touch the grip, then draped it over the holster so not one bit of the weapon would be exposed to the naked eye. I wrapped the towel around it without removing it from my coat, and set the poorly mummified thing on the table. It looked like a giant, forest green scone without the sugar crystals on top. Everyone sat up straight, leaning as far back into their seats as they could. Coffee cups sat abandoned on the table. Heck, even I tensed up. I couldn�t help it. Handling a gun the wrong way, even with a towel, would make the quasis return. I�d learned that the hard way.
Back then, I hadn�t known that planting a naked gun on a table would make the quasi-children return, that all they needed was for some small portion of the gun to be out in the open, and poof. There they�d be. Those kids had followed me for days. My crew all quit before the quasis left. Losing so many friends like that hurt, but I didn�t hold it against any of them. They�d probably been better off�
O�Toole let out a monkey-like yell and lunged for the gun. Everyone let out a cry of dismay and surged to their feet. Mido and Sauna pinned O�Toole to the table with a fleshy thud. If it hadn�t been bolted to the floor, our concerted surging to our feet would have sent the table flying across galley. It was big enough to accommodate ten at a time in a semi-circle. O�Toole squirmed with one side of his face pinned to the table, his hand within inches of the towel. Sauna wrapped a lean arm around the Irishman�s neck and pulled him upright. The rest of us commenced breathing and cautiously sat back down.
�Sauna, put him in the cargo hold, please.� Everyone looked at me funny at my sudden use of manners. I never said �please� or the likes, unless something was really bothering me. O�Toole lunging for my gun like that was enough to reduce me to using etiquette.
Sauna, a Dominican kid, dragged a struggling O�Toole in the opposite direction Sam had left. Once the whimpering fell silent, Jacobi downed his coffee like a shot of vodka, and even sighed and smacked his lips.
Mido, if you ever die in a sword fight, so help my cursed soul I�ll� I�ll never be able to replace your stupid hide. Somehow Mido could make something as simple as coffee so enjoyable to drink. I took another sip and the rest of my crew finally warmed up to their own mugs. The tension diffused, but our hearts remained heavy. Jacobi regarded me with his hard stare.
Twenty years after the Purge, women began reporting giving birth to babies that were cold to the touch. Other than that, their newborns were perfectly healthy and grew up without any unusual health problems. They were just quiet kids that didn�t start talking until around age seven. It was strange but no one thought too much of it.
After forty years, the �cold kids� stayed mute and all had black eyes, and some stayed bald as chemotherapy patients. Confusion and some disorganized research ensued. It wasn�t until around the fifty-year mark that scientists realized some humans were either evolving to compensate for the decimated environment, or it was a genetic mutation thanks to all the radiation. At that point I was on the mutation boat, since I didn�t see the point in being mute. Religions took their typical stance and labelled these oddly bald and silent people another punishment from the invisible man. I stayed quiet and let the rest of the world speculate. The truth didn�t matter much to me. I had rougher things than post-apocalypse problems to deal with.
Seventy years after the purge (two hundred years ago), things began to get real clear as videos on the news showed gun users dying to bald ten year olds. Every time a gunner died, another gun vanished to I have no clue where. It didn�t take more than a few months for people to catch on to that using guns meant those strange kids would appear, and that people would die just for holding a gun out in the open. Crowds began to gather at factories to melt hundreds or thousands of guns at a time. Of course stupid people lived in denial and became unfailing demonstrations of the power quasi-children, as the kids eventually became known as. The stupid died while wielding guns over their heads and laughing at people �foolish enough to rid the world of guns.� They died with shock on their faces. Guns became an object of fear and nothing more.
Today, maybe a few dozen guns exist in semi-secret.
�So,� I began casually, �Jacobi. After managing to get rid of Tethys, along with the quasis without any incident, why�?�
�That�s because we had O�Toole this time!�
�Which is why it�s no longer as much of a risk.� Five years ago, my then sole surviving techie went mad. I�d pulled the gun out to scare off a pirate captain that was trying to steal my frigate, along with my valuable shipment, with his sheer numbers. Just like today, the quasi-children had come. The techie had accidentally backed into one. He�d committed suicide a week later.
�They�re cursed beings. We should, at no cost, ever risk their company again.�
�I agree with the cursed part, but not the second part. I�d rather not have to deal with those kids ever again, but the gun is worth it.�
�Worth what?� Jacobi asked.
�We�ve beaten off Tethys every other time without the gun,� Mido said. �He�s too stupid to beat us. Next time we�ll be prepared to defend the landies if he tries to do that again.�
Jacobi sat back in his seat and folded his arms, as if Mido had won the argument for him.
�The way I see it,� I said, thumbing the rim of my mug, �is that keeping the gun will spare us from losing more techies. We had Jersey and Mike for only five years. I don�t enjoy losing crew members to this insane world we live in today. There are just as many pirates slinking around as there were a hundred years ago.�
�And plenty of captains trying to monopolize the shipping industry,� Mido said bitterly. He took some solace in a noisy sip of coffee as Sauna returned to the galley.
�Yep. The faster we stop sword fights, the longer the average lifespan of this crew gets.�
International trade and shipping were almost a luxury reserved solely for those who�d managed to find a way to stay rich after the Purge�the few days where a hundred nuclear bombs blanketed this unlucky mud ball of a planet. I was one of many captains that fought to keep trade and shipping fair. I knew how it felt to be broke and miserable. I didn�t wish that kind of life on anyone but Tethys. And, of course, that bitch who�d�
�We should hire techies who actually know how to sword fight then,� Jacobi said, resting his elbows on the table�s raised rim. �Or at least find a way to make the time to train them in self defense. It�d be better than having that thing in your coat.�
I finished my coffee, set the tin mug near the edge of the table, then reached for the toweled gun. �I�m not getting rid of it, and that�s final. End of discussion.� With utmost care, I returned the gun to its holster and chucked the towel back on the table. The crew that�d survived with me the longest would understand if I explained my reason for keeping the gun, if I told them.
�But, sir!�
I got to my feet and adjusted my coat. �Sauna, get the engine fueled for a trip to Virginia. Jacobi, go help him. The rest of you go help Sam. We�ll push off as soon as everything�s in the cargo hold.�
Jacobi unfolded his arms and stood. �Then consider this my last charter with you. I put in my request to be discharged in Port Chesapeake Bay.�
�Request denied,� I said calmly as I headed for the stairs. �You�ll find that any other crew is a bunch of wusses compared to us. Don�t insult yourself like that.� Jacobi was big enough to take on Tethys in an arm wrestling match. My crew and I didn�t share an undefeated record for nothing. �Besides, I pay better than most.� I climbed the darkened stairs and headed for the wheelhouse.
* * *
We escorted Tethys� ship out of Newport without any problems. It probably helped that Scully hadn�t left the Harpy until Tethys had sailed a good ten miles from port. I diverted my ship south and slightly east, so we wouldn�t run into Long Island. It would take the better part of a day to reach Port Chesapeake Bay. Steam engines weren�t known for amazing water speeds. I set the frigate on auto pilot, meaning I�d strategically wedged two pieces of wood on either side of the steering stick, and headed for the galley. Mido was cooking up some cheeseburgers and fried potato wedges.
Sauna, Jacobi, and Mido joined me to lunch, but I was the only one with an appetite. It wasn�t surprising. Just being in the presence of quasi-children for a minute or two would kill anyone�s appetite for a few hours. I, however, hadn�t eaten yet.
Upon taking the biggest first bite I could manage of the best meal on Earth, Scully appeared clutching the back of his head and sporting dried up blood on his chin and nose. I hastily got up to let him in. He sat at the edge of the table and winced. Mido rushed out of his seat, fetching a wet towel and some ice. It felt like a brick sank down my esophagus as I swallowed. �What the hell happened to you?�
He scooted in so I could sit back down. �One of Tethys� men, I think. I never saw. I musta fell on my face after receiving a blow to my head.�
Well, this is odd. �Where were you when you came to?� I�d seen him leave the Harpy. However, once he was out of sight, I�d forgotten about him and focused on piloting the ship.
�The lifeboats? I dunno. Everything�s real hazy right now.�
I pushed my burger towards Scully, even though his concussion would probably make him vomit it up later, if he decided to finish it for me. I got up and started running for the main deck. Tethys must have planted an assassin on my ship�no! That couldn�t be it. Scully wouldn�t be alive right now. But there definitely was someone who didn�t belong. I climbed the steep metal stairs to the deck, Sauna right behind me. Cool salty wind greeted us. I fastened three buttons on my trench coat and jogged to starboard side.
There was nothing out of place. Absolutely nothing. I was one of those people who could tell if anything had been moved in the slightest. The Pertinacious was like my own room. I knew exactly where everything was supposed to be at any given time. Sauna and I ran across the bow to port. Sure enough, one of the covers to a lifeboat had come loose, and there was some dried blood on the wood deck. Okay, so here was the crime scene; now where the criminal? Sauna peered inside the lifeboat while I checked for more blood. Instead, I found an oar left helter-skelter on the deck. So, one of Tethys�s men, with an oar, near a lifeboat. I handed the oar to Sauna, who slid it in its rightful place in the lifeboat. I fixed the tarp so that detail wouldn�t bug me for the rest of the day, then scrutinized the deck for more clues, but there was nothing. Absolutely nothing.
I knew this wasn�t O�Toole�s doing. He was an autistic prankster, but he never voluntarily touched anyone, not even with objects. He just jumped out of random places, trying to scare people. Kid stuff.
I checked the nearest of several hatches leading below deck and found it locked, as it should be. �Sauna, go check Scully�s keys. Make sure he has �em.�
�You got it, Captain.� Sauna pulled up his pants a bit, then ran off.
I continued working my way towards the bow, looking for an unlocked hatch to no avail. I ran the thirty yards back to my starting point and checked in the other direction. By the time I reached the fourth and final hatch, I knew I didn�t have to check. One of Tethys�s men was staring out over the stern, just standing in the open. Sauna rounded the wheelhouse, panting. He started saying what I already knew about Sam�s keys, but I quieted him with a hand. I pointed at the stern. He turned and gasped, then reached for the invisible sword on his hip.
�Ya regreso, Captain.�
�No need.� I fought the urge to laugh at his movements, which were basically a pirouette. He�d turned turned for the weapon crate, then turned around again before he could take a step. His arms had even raised a little to keep his balance. I walked towards the intruder, both curious and angry. We were still thirty yards away when I realized we had a woman on board. Oh, boy. Where the heck did she come from, and why was she here? She couldn�t have picked a worse time to grace a bunch of sailors with her presence.
I walked more toe-heel than heel-toe so my boots soundlessly trod the deck. Sauna was unconsciously doing the same. Once we were within five feet of her, we stopped in unison. The lady was short and lithe in her baggy, ripped up shirt and gaucho pants. She had brown and black sneakers that looked like they were supposed to be white under all that filth.
�Hello there, lady.�
Her long black hair whipped around like an Asian fan as she spun her body. She put her fists up and backed into the railing.
�What on earth are you doing on my ship?�
�Trust me, I don�t want to be here.� Her voice wavered, and then I noticed her tanned face was red from crying.
Well, isn�t that the interesting answer? I sized up her taut frame. �Then why are you here? Don�t you know sailors think it�s bad luck to have a woman on board? And right now my crew and I are feeling extra superstitious.�
�Go to hell!� The lady lunged and pushed me onto my rear, then socked Sauna in the gut. Too shocked to react, I watched her hair and rags flap around in the wind as she headed for the bow. No, wait, the wheelhouse! I got to me feet, rubbed the dull pain out of my rear, then together Sauna and I ran after her. She was a fast thinker but not a fast runner. We made it up the stairs leading to the wheelhouse right as she slammed the door shut behind her. I slammed against the door as she locked it, then Sauna slammed against me. My face made a lovely smear of oil and dead skin cells on the glass.
The lady laughed at us, then stood before the wheel. �This is my ship now. Enjoy the ride!� She undid my autopilot wood and swung the frigate due west.
Well, well. Ballsy one, isn�t she? If I had a heart, even I could fall in love with a broad like that. She was pretty enough to bang, despite her terrible getup and disheveled hair.
�Captain, what do we do? This is strong glass.�
�Oh, just let her enjoy herself a minute. I have the key to the wheelhouse, remember? Go eat. I�ll take care of this.�
Sauna gently punched himself in the forehead, then headed down the stairs. I looked inside the wheelhouse. The lady was thoughtful enough to flip me off as she popped a triumphant smile. I smiled back as I fished out my keys, then held them in front of me and jingled them. Her smile vanished. Her eyes darted around the wheelhouse.
No, lady. My chair is bolted to the floor. Don�t even try it. She tried anyway, made her face a little redder, then grabbed my auto pilot wood. She looked at them, then threw them on the floor. She kept glancing at me while she searched the drawers for, I guess, something to keep the door wedged closed. She went through all ten drawers and snarled after finding nothing useful. When she swiped all my nautical charts on the floor, I shoved the correct key into the knob. I had those damn things in a particular order. Now I�d have to reorganize them again.
The lady threw herself against the door as I turned the knob. I paused. �Really? Do you ever think anything through?�
�I�ll kick your ass if you get in.�
Nope, she doesn�t. �Fair enough.� I threw my weight against the door right as she locked it again, causing me to make a second smear on the glass. I smiled, hoping it came off as a look of death to her. She grabbed the doorknob with both hands and braced herself against the door, her shoulders level with the knob. I twisted the key a second time and turned the knob as she fumbled for the lock. But I had her. I heaved the door open and sent her reeling into my bolted down chair. She clung to it, and then lunged at me. I blocked one fist, then caught her other wrist. She proceeded to swing at me with her free hand but I caught that one right after she made my left ear ring. I clamped both her wrists in one hand and felt up a breast with the other. I couldn�t help it. It�d been over a month since the last time a pair of breasts were this close to me. She smelled like sex and sweat.
The touch of a hand on her personal space sent the lady into a frenzy. She yanked both wrists out of my grasp and kicked me in the groin. I dropped, clutching my crotch, and she pounded on me as I lay on the floor. Her punches stung enough to know I�d be sporting a bunch of bruises later. I rolled onto my back and hoped she�d go for more than my face. To my great luck, she punched me in the cheek with one hand, then right where my gun was with the other. She let out a cry of pain, then clamped her hand and sucked on her knuckles. After the initial sting subsided she pulled open my coat and barely stopped herself in time from touching my gun. She let go as if my coat burned her hand and backed into the far side of the wheelhouse, her dark eyes quite wide open.
�You� why? Why do you?� She pointed to where my gun was concealed and sank to the floor.
With one hand still over my crotch, I sat up and dragged myself over to the door, closed and leaned against it. Where the heck did she learn to be such a ruthless fighter? �I�m the captain of this ship. I�ll be the one asking questions. Start explaining yourself.�

Chapter 3
Amphitrite

The woman stared at my trench coat, clutching her knuckles as she caught her breath. I waited for her to say something intelligent but she began to take on the demeanor of a rodent caught in a trap and going into shock. �What are you doing on my ship, lady?�
The words snapped her out of her increasingly catatonic state. Her dark eyes regained their fiery glare. �I already told you I don�t want to be here!�
�That doesn�t answer my question.�
�Getting away from Tethys. Got a problem with that?�
Well that explained why there�d been a grappling hook so far away from the fighting. I�d noticed it when running from Tethys but hadn�t given it any thought until just now. �Definitely not. I hope he drowns one day.�
The lady, whatever her name was, gave me one of those smiles that conveyed she was in accord, that she might even have started liking me a little. �Good.� I didn�t care if she liked me. She needed to be deposited in Port Chesapeake so she could find a real chauffeur.
�So what were you doing on his ship?�
She unconsciously covered her chest and curled into a ball, her chin pinned to her sternum. �It doesn�t matter anymore. I�m never going back.� Her voice had gotten all tight when she spoke, which clued me in on the fact that her stay hadn�t been a pleasant one.
�That doesn�t answer my second question.�
Her sharp gaze melted into a red, watery-eyed one. �He�s a pig and I�m a thing with a hole. Use your imagination.� She tightened her body into a more compact ball, her jaw muscles flexing hard as she fought back tears.
For half a second I felt bad for having grabbed her breast, but remembered my hand over my crotch, pain still aplenty. Sure, feeling her up didn�t make me much better than Tethys. But still, I�d never forced myself on a woman. I never would. That�s one thing men should never do. If I ever came across Tethys again, I�d personally drown him without his dick attached.
It was only half surprising that someone like Tethys would resort to rape to get some action. Despite my subpar, scruffy appearance, brothels were full of women eager to brag about having slept with a captain of a steam frigate. We were a rare breed of macho man. I passed a hand over the stubble of my beard as I looked over my strewn charts. Heck, even crew members were brag-worthy, but slightly less. Steam frigate crews had to be tough and strong. So many pirates and black market mercenaries. That and we were the only people keeping international trade alive, even Tethys. I guess people could call us heroes, if they were into that kind of fantastical sappy crap.
My dick didn�t feel particularly attached as I stood and limped over to the wheel. I gingerly stepped on a few charts. I�d pick them up once I could use both hands. My ship was still heading due west, towards New York City. What could she possibly want in New York? The Big Apple was now the Big Core.
I swung my ship back south. I wasn�t anybody�s chauffeur, not even hers. Besides, Tethys was enough trouble for one day. He�d come back for me eventually. He always did. He was stupid like that.
I wedged my auto pilot wood back on either side of the joystick and began cleaning up my nautical charts. Two of them were ripped but I resisted the urge to strangle the lady. It wouldn�t make the rips go away anyway. The top half of my fifty charts had fanned out like a deck of cards on the floor. I collected and realigned them facedown on the counter, then began sorting the other half, which was splayed out like someone had thrown a handful of confetti. The task took intense concentration in order to not rip any more sheets, and to recall the order of their placement.
I flinched when the lady asked me my name. I�d forgotten she was there, despite the ache in my crotch. �Doesn�t matter. We�re not friends and you�re not staying on my ship, lady.�
�My name is Jessie. Stop calling me �lady.�� She stood, pushed her hair out of her face and stared at me with her fists just above her hips.
At least she had the intellect to not lay another fist on me. I really didn�t want to put her in a headlock. �Whatever. It�s Dyne. You can call me that or Captain.�
�Dyne? Is that a nickname?� Her fists lowered but she remained plastered to the wall.
�Yes and no. No one but me knows my real name anymore.� Why did I let that bit of trivia slip? This lady was nothing to me. I went back to straightening my nautical charts now that I�d removed all of them from the floor. The fog bank outside was half gone with sunlight brightening up a lousy day that�d included two instances of foiling my attempt to eat a cheeseburger in peace.
�Jessie is just a nickname for me. My real name is Amphitrite.�
I accidentally ripped the three charts in my hand as I whipped around. I couldn�t have heard her right. My heart began to pound and my palms got sweaty.
Jessie�or Amphitrite�dropped her tough girl act as I stared at her. She clasped an elbow. �My dad said it comes from Greek mythology. He named me that because of my temper. I picked up the name Jessie so Tethys and his crew would stop calling me �Mammy�. They were too stupid to get my real name right.�
�So why Jessie?� I tried to sound casual. She didn�t seem to catch the tension in my voice.
�It�s the name of my favorite American singer. Ever heard of Red Fern?�
Okay, I needed to treat her with utmost care and respect from now on, and make sure she stayed on my ship. She was a double-edged sword to me, almost not worth keeping around. �Were you born in the Mediterranean?�
Jessie furrowed her brows. �Cyprus. Why does it matter?�
I turned back to my charts in hopes of not making her feel any more uncomfortable. If she was the real deal, then I and my entire crew had to be careful. That bitch who�d cursed me would be expecting a visit from me sometime soon, and those trips never ended well. And with Jessie�s accompaniment, it was even more dangerous, yet held greater odds for me. I was desperate enough to believe there was still hope for me and ending my curse. So many people coveted immortality before the Purge. Maybe if this world were more of a utopia, it wouldn�t be so bad. This world was still trying to find its feet again.
I reached for the handle to pretend to be steering the ship, then let go when I made a clang against the auto pilot wood. So much for looking nonchalant. �Where were you hoping to run off to when you escaped Tethys�s ship?�
�A friend who can get my back home.�
�Where�s home?�
�Cyprus, duh.�
�Of course.� I clasped the accelerator for comfort. I didn�t want to be stuck as some nobody in his forties anymore. I wouldn�t die, unless I figured out how to lift my curse, something I was losing hope would ever happen. A visit to a certain cave was in order sometime in the near future. Hoo boy, my crew would like that trip as much as getting a gun for a birthday present. �I�ll see about getting you home. No joke,� I added when she raised her fists and gave me a suspicious glare.
�Tethys promised me the same thing,� Jessie said sourly. �It took me a month of getting to know him, then getting raped the first time to figure out that he�d lied to me. Why should I trust or believe you?�
�I�m not Tethys.� I thought of apologizing for grabbing her breast but I couldn�t bring myself to do it. �That, and I�ll throw in a pair of your very own steel-toe boots before our next stop. Sound good?� That was about the last thing I wanted her to wear, but it was better than knee spikes.
A trace of a smile crossed her lips before she resumed her hard gaze. �Words are nothing. I�ll believe you when I�ve got them on my feet.�
�Fair enough. Now let�s get below deck and eat.� I crossed to the door and held it open for her�not out of courtesy. Not a chance. I didn�t want another scuffle over which way my ship was headed. My groin had only just stopped hurting.
Jessie looked at the wheel, then at me and backed up a step.
�I�m on a shipment schedule, lady. I�ve already lost a week thanks to Tethys.�
�Amphitrite or Jessie. Pick one.�
�Amphitrite. Whatever.� I meant to say her nickname, but her given name slipped out. My stomach did a little butterfly flutter inside, persuading me a little more that the next few months were going to be interesting. �Now move.�
Jessie gave the wheel a baleful look, then straightened up and slipped out of the wheelhouse without giving her back to me. I locked the door behind us and checked to make sure none of the windows were open. Everything was satisfactory. I caught up with Jessie at the bottom of the stairs and led her down to the galley, anticipating the drama that was about to unfold.

Chapter 4
No Touchie

Only Scully and Mido were in the galley when I returned, along with my cheeseburger on the table. It had to be cold by now, meaning it wouldn�t be as enjoyable to eat as it would have ten minutes ago. Darn woman! She really was bad luck. What am I doing?
I tried to put on a friendly face to cover my glare, and placed a hand on the small of Jessie�s back. She gasped and shied away. I put my hand down. �Scully, I believe I have apprehended your assailant.�
Bag of ice still on the back of his head, Scully looked at Jessie, then at me. �Don�t look much apprehended. You sure you have the right person? That�s a woman.�
�By the looks of those welts on his face, I think he does,� Mido said, smirking. �She do that to you, Captain?�
I opened my mouth as Jessie said, �You bet I did. I�ll do the same to you if you try to touch me.�
My three men guffawed. Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. �If you�re so tough, you go ahead and take her on.� And right on cue, just because I consciously registered my injuries, they started hurting.
Mido snickered behind a fist. �I don�t fight women.�
�She�s not any woman.�
Jessie got into her street fighting stance, fists up and knees slightly bent, ready to cripple another crotch. �I can take you on. Try me.�
Mido smiled broadly as he got to his feet. �Alright, miss, if you wish.� He cracked his knuckles and his neck, then drew closer to Jessie. She went for the crotch first. Mido twisted his body and took the blow in his thigh. His eyes widened and he reached for his leg.
�You got lucky,� Jessie said, and swung for Mido�s face.
Mido shrugged off the blow and put his smile back on. He caught Jessie�s right hook with his left hand, then blocked her other swing with his right forearm, a combination of moves that felt strongly of deja vu. �If you say so.� Mido twisted his arm and seized Jessie�s left wrist, then slid his grip on Jessie�s right so he was holding her fingers. He twisted his body again when Jessie tried to knee him, it glancing off his glute. She tried to free her hands, but Mido�s chick-magnet arms were easily twice as thick as hers. He effortlessly brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. �What�s your name, miss?�
Jessie stood still as the tension eased out her limbs, unable to take her eyes off of Mido�s, who was gazing at her over her knuckles. She and my cook looked like tango partners waiting for the music to start.
�My name is Amphi��
�Jessie! Her name is Jessie.� I reached to cover her mouth but retracted my hand as soon as I neared her shoulder.
Mido let go of Jessie and gave me a puzzled look.
�Doesn�t sound like they were trying to say the same thing,� Scully said.
�I�� Jessie began.
�You will go by your nickname,� I said firmly.
Jessie wheeled on me and the fire returned to her dark eyes. �No! You�re not my captain.�
�You wanna stay in the cargo hold until I get you home? It�s pretty dark and musty in there.� Musty, yes, but not entirely dark. O�Toole didn�t mind it in there, but she might.
�No.�
�Then you will obey my orders while you�re on my ship.� I held her smoldering gaze as we glared at each other like two dogs ready to rip each other apart. Whoever looked away first lost the contest of wills. I was tempted to glance at my three men to see what they were making of this. They knew better than to challenge my orders. They had to be getting a real kick out of this, but at least they had the brains not to laugh right then.
Jessie�s glare lowered to where my gun was concealed. Her eyes dropped to the floor. �Aye, aye, Captain.�
My men guffawed again.
�Sailors don�t say �aye, aye� anymore, Jessie,� Mido said. �It�s �yes, sir� or �yes, Captain�. Been that way for centuries now.�
�It�s Amphi��
�Hey!� I yelled. That was enough syllables to give them a heavy clue. However, my curse didn�t weigh on their thoughts as much as it did mine. Hopefully they wouldn�t put two and two together for three more days. I didn�t need them being afraid of my gun and her at the same time. �That�s it. Mido, take her to the cargo hold.�
Mido looked at Jessie and huffed a disappointed sigh. �This way,� he said, reaching an arm around Jessie�s waist. She shoved Mido and almost backed into me. My cook grabbed one of Jessie�s wrists and forcibly spun her around and pinned her arms to her chest with one of his. She lifted her legs and tried to drop out of Mido�s grip. When that failed and he began carrying her off, Jessie began hysterically shouting apologies and pleading to me to not lock her up. Mido stopped and looked to me for a change in orders.
Having visions of being just like Tethys if I stuffed her in the cargo hold, I said, �Put her down.� Mido gently set Jessie back on her feet and she pressed her back to the wall. �But you listen to me, lady,� I said as Mido sat down. Good god, Jessie�s face was all red with fresh tears already. What the heck did that bastard do to her?
�It�s Jessie. Please.� She sniffed.
I glared and pointed a finger at her. She cowed and mumbled another apology.
�Now you listen to me, Jessie. That�s two strikes. One more and no amount of apologizing will get you out of the cargo hold until it�s time to drop you off. Got it?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Now, you look like you�ve been underfed. Do you want some food?� She looked at me. then at my burger. She shuffled around Mido, even though he wasn�t in the way, and reached for it. �That�s mine.� I slid the plate out of her reach. �Mido, put some food in her.� I got a hint of a glare out of her. Good. She needed her fiery side to stay sane on my ship. I really didn�t feel like assigning bodyguard duty to her bunk.
Mido put on a broad grin and he heaved himself upright. �Alright, Jessie. My name is Mido and I�m the ship�s cook.�
�Okay.�
Mido grabbed Jessie�s rear as he crossed to the griddle.
Jessie punched Mido in the back of his head, then pushed him. He fell to his hands and knees, then scrambled to his feet and backed towards the oven, his arms up. Jessie chased him with her fists leading the way.
�Jessie, stop!� I lunged the few steps to the oven and yelled her name again. Jessie backed off, panting hard and her fists still in the air. She stared at us both with wild eyes. Mido gave me a look of utter bafflement. �Okay. Just� no one touch her. No boobs, no ass, no nothing. Got it?� My men said �yes, sir� in unison, the two words coming out fast and full of shock. �Jessie. Sit down. Get fed. No more beating up my crew.�
Sanity slowly crept over her expression. Her breathing slowed and the whites around her irises disappeared behind eyelids. She took a deep breath and returned to the table but didn�t sit. Scully scooted a little farther into the semicircle seat and readjusted his cold pack.
Scully�s fearful gesture gave me an idea. Jessie would make an excellent bodyguard. A woman protecting men seemed odd but she�d already done a number on me, Scully and Mido, along with caught all of us off guard in the process. Now, if I could just make her indispensable in my crew�s eyes before they figured out she wasn�t disembarking anytime soon, and the real reason behind it, it�d make things smoother in the long run.
�Mido, you feeling whole enough to cook?�
�Yes, sir,� he said, eyeing Jessie with one hand cupping his jaw. �Man, she hits hard.� He turned to the ice box.
The ice box looked like a typical refrigerator before the Purge, but now it ran without electricity, meaning it was caked in ice to keep food fresh, and had a big tray underneath to catch the melt off. The thing would stay frozen for about two months at a time. Humanity had re-figured out insulation rather quick. We�d needed it�
�What do you like to eat?� Mido asked.
�Chicken, if you have it.� Jessie tucked her dark hair behind her ears.
�That we do.�
I took a seat on the edge of the table, near Scully, who was looking a bit pale, and pulled my brunch over. Sauna finally returned to his plate at the other side of the table. The bun felt room temperature in my hands, the meat itself lukewarm in my mouth. Bah. The window of burger bliss had gone cold. I ate it anyway, half enjoying it, half wishing microwaves still existed.
�By the way,� I said to Jessie, �blondie over here, the one you oared in the head is Scully. He�s a cargo pusher and our best shot with the Harpy. He isn�t real smooth with the ladies, but since you�re not a lady, you�ll be safe.�
�Hey! I got me two women back in England. You saw �em.�
�That�s the only two in how long?� Mido teased as he placed two chicken breasts on the stovetop. They sizzled upon contact.
�I get a girl every time we dock. I don�t know what you�re talkin� about.�
The idle banter continued for another minute, until Scully grew quiet. I was halfway through my burger when he tapped me on the shoulder. His face was now white and green. I dropped my food, getting up and out of the way in one swift motion. Scully dived for the garbage bolted against the ice box. The air filled with the sound of gloppy stomach contents splattering against a plastic bag. I lost my appetite.
�Jessie, why did you assault one of my crew members with an oar?�
�He saw me. How was I supposed to know he wouldn�t try and hand me right back over to Tethys?�
�You came from Tethys�s ship?� Sauna said over another bout of Scully�s vomiting. �Que horrible.�
Jessie�s face hardened.
�What�s it like over there? What does he do when he�s not chasing us around?� Sauna scooted closer to the edge, dragging his plate over the lacquered wood, and present the remainder of his potato wedges to Jessie. She gave them a ravenous look before snatching one up. I positioned myself in front of the hall leading to the stern, keeping one eye on Jessie, and the other on Scully. I�d eventually have to hunt down Cancer, our ship�s medic, the only man banned from ship fights. Sutures were your own job when he had dead men to tend to, unless you couldn�t reach the spot.
I backed up two steps and opened up a tall, thin door concealing folding chairs. I took one out, then carried it over to Scully and nudged him with it. He pulled his head out of the garbage, then he stuck his rear in the air as I set he chair under him. I returned to my post across from Jessie. Scully resumed vomiting as Jessie spoke.
�It�s not as nice as it is here. I don�t know what he does. Shipping, I guess. He kept me locked up all the time.�
�How did you escape?� I asked.
�I kicked the door until it broke,� she said, eyes hardening with bad memories.
�An iron door?�
�It took months. The frame was rusty. Eventually Tethys had a hard time shutting and locking the door because I�d bent the frame that bad.�
�No wonder you can kick so hard,� Mido said as he added some diced vegetables to the grill. �You�ve been practicing.�
�A lot.� Jessie snatched another potato wedge and shuffled back out of arm�s reach of the table. Not sure what her deal was. I wanted to tell her to sit down but I�d let her be for now. She�d been through enough already.
�How often did you get fed on Tethys� ship?� Mido asked.
�Once or twice a day. I used to get more food snuck to me until they all learned I�d give them bruises in place of the sexual favors they wanted.�
�You don�t have to worry about that anymore,� Mido said.
�I hope so. I�m tired of stupid people and I�m tired of starving.�
I said, �However, a few members might need some reminding that you�re not here for their pleasure. It might take a few painful lessons for them to get the picture to leave you alone. But don�t hold it against them. We�re all just men. We can go months at a time without so much as hearing a woman�s sweet voice.�
�I�ll cuss you out with my �sweet voice,�� Jessie warned. Mido and Sauna laughed.
�That reminds me,� I said, unfolding my arms. I crossed the galley and headed for the stairs to the main deck. �Sauna, assign Jessie one of the empty bunks once she�s fed, then show her where the showers are and get back to the engine room.�
�Yes, Captain.�
I stopped at the base of the stairs and looked at Scully, whose face was quite green and grey, and the back of his head a bloody mess. I headed for the wheelhouse to make sure we were still on course. The compass read that I was bearing a little too far south by one degree. I un-wedged the wood, turned the stick slightly, then put the ship back on auto pilot and met up with Sam at the bow. The sun was finally out in full force, turning the chill wind hot and humid. I unbuttoned my trench coat.
Rammus and Sam were carrying supplies to their appropriate locations around the ship. I informed Cancer via my old-fashioned sound system about his new patient. Hopefully he had the energy for it after preparing two corpses for cremation.
Purposely deciding against using the com a second time, I left the wheelhouse and headed over to Sam in the cargo hold, who stood among several head-high stacks of crates and boxes. �Where�s Rammus?�
�He�ll be coming back from the deck shortly.�
I turned around, headed for the deck, and found Rammus descending the steep steel stairs. I motioned him to stop. He gave me a curious look as I glanced in Sam�s direction before ascending to the hatch. I took hold of his arm. �Anyone else been this way recently?�
�No, sir.�
I glanced up and down the starboard side of my ship. I let go of his arm. Sam and the cargo hold were well out earshot. I spoke in a low voice anyway. �Rammus, we�ve got some special cargo. A woman. She goes by the name of Jessie but her real name is� is Amphitrite.� Once again my stomach did a flop. Rammus�s slate eyes widened.
�That�s��
�Do not call her anything but Jessie. She doesn�t leave this ship, unless I say so. Got it?�
�Yes, Captain. I hope this portends good.�
�So do I. Now get back to work.�

Chapter 5
Surrounded by Men

Jessie ate her chicken stir fry with her gaze frequently checking each man�s proximity to her, using each raise of her fork as an opportunity to disguise her wariness, even though her inability to take a seat gave away part of how terrified she was. The more complacent these jerks got, the easier it would be to defend herself later, whenever necessary. Men were acceptable to have around, so long as they knew their place.
However, she was safest when she knew her place as well. Right now, she was an intruder who was getting fed.
Back on Tethys�s ship, there had been three other women. Two of them were crybabies that did nothing but feel sorry for themselves, and one was a whore who must�ve been a nympho. Unfortunately, her hormones made her think she was some sort of sex queen or goddess; the whore started pulling dominatrix moves, so the men responded by taking her in twos and threes. Her moans turned into cries as they raped her. Every time they were done, she�d spew a tirade about how they�d just treated her, until the day she was replaced.
Dyne hadn�t bothered threatening bodily harm no matter how much she yelled at or beat up him or the rest of his jerks. What was it with them? Were they just a bunch of pushovers? But Dyne had a gun. It took a lot of gall to carry around something that dangerous.
�Are you alright, Jessie?� Mido asked from across the table. �Did you just find a bit with too much spices on it?�
Without realizing it, Jessie had froze with an empty fork in front of her full mouth. She resumed chewing and shook her head. She swallowed, then snipped, �I�m fine.� She grabbed another forkful of the greatest meal she�d had in who knows how long, and checked her company�s positions once again. They were still out of kicking range. Sauna leaned against the ice box and folded his arms.
Guns were something Jessie never wanted to deal with. She�d seen firsthand what happened to those stupid enough to carry one when she was young. Back in Cyprus, a gang leader named Adrastos had found a gun that had survived the centuries, so he flaunted it to get his way. Rumors spread that the gang leader had found a way to get the quasi-children do to his bidding, but no one had seen them do more than appear or vanish every time.
One day, Adrastos wanted to take Dad�s orchards. He refused, calling Adrastos� control over the quasis a bluff. As it turned out, Dad was right. The second Adrastos aimed his gun at Dad, the quasi-children swarmed the gang leader and somehow killed him without drawing blood. Dad bent over and picked up the gun. It looked like he was holding it out for the quasis to take when they touched his arm. They took the gun, then vanished as Dad clutched his chest and went into cardiac arrest.
As soon as Jessie finished her meal, Mido rose and collected the plate and fork, his arms at max reaching distance while she more tossed than handed everything over. At least the cook had learned to stay away. She didn�t much care to beat up the hand that fed her, especially if food was going to taste that good until she got home.
Gentle footsteps pattered down the stairs beyond a bent over Scully, who had stopped vomiting right before Jessie�s food had been ready to eat. A tall, muscled man with a groomed, golden brown beard and long hair stopped by Scully and put a hand on his shoulder.
Mido turned. �Oh, hey, Cancer.�
Scully raised his head and Jessie noticed the dried up blood above his ponytail. A wave of guilt made her grimace. �Oh, thank the sea you�re here,� Scully said in a hollow, nauseated voice. He braced his hands against the ice box and tried to stand. Cancer ducked under one of Scully�s arms and helped him stand. Sauna backed out of the way as Mido rushed over and draped Scully�s other arm over his shoulders. Jessie rose, feeling the need to follow, despite not wanting to be near any of them.
Cancer shot his gaze in Jessie�s direction the second he heard make wood creak. Jessie froze, feeling like she was caught in the glare of a lion about to pounce her, like he already knew she was the one who�d hurt his crew mate. His hair looked like a mane, and his brown eyes trapped her where she stood contemplating how to exact revenge. Jessie found herself unable to feel anything but afraid of this man.
�There�s a woman on board,� he said disapprovingly.
�She�s an escapee from Tethys�s ship,� Scully said. �The captain�s dropping her off back home between shipments.�
�Oh, really?� Cancer pivoted and Mido moved with him. �And where�s home, little lady?�
�C-Cyprus, sir.� Jessie felt her body shrinking into itself. She wanted to find a place to hide but dared not move.
He raised an eyebrow. �And where are we headed right now?�
�I don�t know and I don�t care how long it takes, so long as I get home,� Jessie said. �I can be patient.�
Cancer glared at her, then glanced at Lou. �Your new home will be Port Chesapeake, unless you find another ship to take you home. You were a fool to believe Captain would waste his time on a little lost lady. Let�s go, Mido.�
That was the second time he�d called her a little lady, but Jessie dared not tell Cancer what not to call her. Right now that didn�t matter. She couldn�t bring herself to believe what she�d just been told. She didn�t want to believe it. Tethys had pretended to promise to bring her home years ago. If Dyne had lied as well, she didn�t want to try a third captain. Not another disgusting ship with another disgusting crew, and endless nights of horny, selfish men humping her insides raw. Yet, she didn�t want to make Virginia her new home. It wasn�t home. She had to make Dyne take her home. It had been two years since the last time she�d smelled Cyprus�s warm ocean air and heard Greek on everyone�s tongue.
Jessie silently cursed her weakness as she rubbed her tears away. At least three of the men had their backs to her. She took a deep breath and clenched her jaw, then exhaled and began following on silent feet. The Dominican named Sauna followed her without any apparent disapproval in his neutral expression. He could take her to her bunk later.
It wasn�t until they passed a flight of stairs that they realized she was following them. Mido looked back when they passed all the sleeping cabins. �Sauna, aren�t you supposed to be taking Jessie to her bunk?�
�I don�t want to go yet,� Jessie said, pressing against a wall. She had only one man to barrel through on one side if she needed to go back the way she came.
�I take her when she ready to go,� Sauna said, shrugging. �The sooner she all set, the sooner I work.�
Mido and the others headed for two heavy doors facing each other and Jessie followed.
Sauna tried to fall in stride beside Jessie but she froze in place until he was an arm�s length ahead of her. He turned around, gave her a studious look, then said, �Why you want to follow them?�
�I�m the one who hurt him,� she said, gesturing to Scully. �I want to make sure he�s okay. I�m not a lady, but I�m not heartless.�
�Gracias, se�orita.� His tone of voice was sincere. That made her relax a little, but not so much so as to forget she was surrounded by men, potential rapists.
�I take it he�s a doctor?� Jessie asked, pointing at Cancer�s broad back.
�He has temper but he won�t hurt anyone.�
�Why is a doctor named Cancer? It doesn�t make sense.�
�He�s a cancer survivor.� There was admiration in Sauna�s voice.
To survive cancer in this day and age was rare enough to be called a miracle. Jessie shared the Dominican�s admiration.
Cancer turned the wheel and pushed the door open. Mido led the way inside. As soon as they disappeared, Jessie felt eyes on her back. She turned around. Dyne was headed down the hall, a hand in his trench coat pocket, a scowl etched on his gruff face.
�You are bringing me home, aren�t you?� Jessie yelled over the distant hum of what she assumed was the engine. It sounded big enough to be one.
Dyne said nothing; just walked, his trench coat billowing behind him. Jessie looked through the opened door into what looked like a bathroom. She heard voices but couldn�t make out what they said.
Dyne stopped just out of kicking range. Another smart man. He raised an arm and tossed a heap of material to her. She caught them. Clothes.
�What did you say?�
�You are bringing me home, right? The doc said you were just gonna dump me off at Port Chesapeake.�
�Well he�s wrong about that. Just ignore the old fart. He�s not the one piloting this ship anyway.� He eyed Sauna. �Where you two off to?�
�The wrong place, Captain,� Sauna said, passing a hand over his scalp. �This way, Jessie.� He pointed past the captain.
Jessie stayed put. �What about the guy I hurt?�
�You can apologize to Scully later,� Dyne said. �Let Cancer do his job in peace.� He turned around and trudged towards the nearest flight of stairs.
�Fine.� She took a step away from the bathroom door. �When do you think you�ll take me home?�
The captain stopped mid-stride, then slowly turned to face her. �Eventually. I have a job to do and a crew to pay. If you want off sooner, you can stop being a freeloader and make yourself useful.�
�Doing what?�
�Something useful. Go ask Rammus. He�s my second-in-command.� The captain trudged off.
�What do you think he�ll have me do?� Jessie asked Sauna. Dark thoughts crept into her mind.
�Swab the decks� he said with a smile. �Just kidding. He might have you clean and such. Worry about that later. Time to show you where you sleep.� They began backtracking.
�Will you let me to see that Scully guy after?� They walked down a narrow passage with six pipes of varying widths overhead, and mounted lamps on either side of their head spaced at intervals of ten feet.
�No puedo. I have to get back to the engine room.�
Jessie counted four sets of lamps between the hatch they came down and the door they stopped at. She ended up having a choice of three bunks in this cubby hole of a room. There was just enough space between the bunks and the door to stand or sit cross-legged. There was a hanging lamp she had to be careful not to knock her forehead on, despite being only five-five. It was solar powered and hooked up to a battery that held only a couple of hours worth of light. But having a solar powered lamp was like being given a diamond ring that gave off light. People usually went kerosene or naphtha because it was easier than creating solar panels. Obviously using flammable fuel didn�t work on a rocking ship.
Jessie was about to shove her new clothes in a cubby drawer when Sauna said they were off to the showers next. She gave him a suspicious look but he put up his hands and explained that he was too scared to try anything on her. And yes, there was plenty of soap.
It had to have been at least two years since the last time she�d taken a real shower. All Tethys had given her was a bucket and rags, and soap whenever he remembered. The soap stopped feeling like it was doing much good after three months of getting used by men.
The showers were located opposite the bathroom, and good god were they repulsive. The pigs had centerfolds, drawings and paintings of voluptuous women all over the walls. The very thought of what these men did to themselves in this room, besides clean, made her back up. Sauna sidestepped out of her path.
�We�re just hombres, Jessie, but I guess I should�ve warned you.�
�I�ll live. This isn�t some five star hotel anyway. Where are the towels and such?�
Sauna pointed to a row of lockers by the shower room door. �The fresh ones are all the way on the right. You can pick a locker and leave your towel there after you�re done, or you can take it to your bunk.�
�Where do I get a key?�
�To your bunk?�
�To the showers.�
�You have to go to either Rammus or Sam for one.�
�Can�t you?� There was no way she�d wander around another ship alone, surrounded by men.
�I have to go do my job.�
�How do you expect me to shower?� she asked, exasperated.
�We down two men. Trust me, we all busy and hurting inside.� Sauna bid her farewell and shut the metal shower room door behind him with a clang loud enough to almost satisfy Jessie.
She stared at the door a moment, her heart going out to Sauna for the loss of his friends, then she scanned the vulgarly-decorated room. It was clean enough, with the stray pubic or head hair here and there. There wasn�t any mold or mildew�just caulking between tiles that wasn�t pearly white anymore. The lockers were all closed. The place smelled of soap, water, metal and male body odor. Jessie crossed to the far right one and plucked a beige towel from the top of the pile, then braced herself to enter the closest shower stall.
The stalls were laid out like a gym shower unit, with a bench to sit on, or drop her clothes on just inside a slide lock door, and then a large stand-in shower just on the other side of the plastic curtain. A waist-high steel bar stretched across the shower curtain. Maybe it was there for safety for anyone dumb enough to wash in rough seas.
Jessie shut and locked the stall, plopped her fresh clothes on the bench, then sat next to them and reached for her shoes. She�d never noticed how dirty, worn down and falling apart they were before. Holy crap. Her now brown sneakers were white two years ago, the laces ready to rip in a few places, the soles peeling off both at the heel and toe, and the padding worn down to the thickness of a packaged condom. No wonder her feet hurt all the time. She chucked her sneakers to the opposite side of the stall, then removed her socks, which matched her shoes, and chucked them aside as well.
She unlocked the stall and peered out a half-inch crack, just to make sure no one had been hiding in the shower room the whole time. Seeing no one, she opened the door wider and checked the rest of the room, then locked the door once more. No one was standing or crouching in any other stalls either. She gratefully removed the banana peel of filth known as her clothes, then ducked under the bar and entered the shower. The ceramic tiles chilled her bare feet, but she didn�t care. She was about to take a long, hot shower and use a whole bottle of soap. She pulled and twisted the shower knob, then pried a bottle from its shelf and began cleansing herself of two years of grime and abuse.
* * *
Somewhere around half an hour later, Jessie persuaded herself to shut off the shower, then spun around when the hiss of water fell silent. She�d just heard the shower curtain rustle. No one was there but one side was swaying a bit. She tried to sneak closer to the curtain but her feet sloshed in the small pool of draining water. There was a whimper, followed by a fleshy slap on the tiled floor, and then rustling as someone slipped under her stall door.
�Hey!� She shoved aside the curtain and socked herself in the stomach with the metal bar as she attempted to give chase. She doubled over and wrapped her arms around her ribs as she listened to someone run away. A locker door opened, more rustling ensued, and then the locker door slammed shut. Jessie took a deep breath and exhaled. That pig was going to pay for the show he got. She ducked under the stupid bar and grabbed her towel and wrapped it around her torso. It would take only one fist to beat up someone stupid enough to wedge himself in a locker.
Once she opened her stall door, Jessie could hear muffled whimpering coming from the lockers. The monkey-like noise struck her as an odd sound for a man to make, but right now she was hoping the pig was pissing himself in anticipation of the beating she was about to dish out. Jessie ripped open the trembling locker door and cocked a fist. A red-headed man screamed and shielded his head. Jessie socked him in the gut twice. The man doubled over and fell out of the locker. Jessie was about to start kicking him until she realized the redhead had started crying. What the heck? She�d never made any of the pigs she�d beat up cry; just moan in pain. What was wrong with this wuss? �Get out of here!�
The redhead pushed to his feet, one arm wrapped around his stomach, then looked at Jessie and began bawling like a two-year-old. He ran to the shower room door, heaved it open and ran off without closing it.
Jessie stood there, dumbstruck, staring at the ajar door. She�d never seen a full-grown man behave like that before. What�?
Then the realization that she was standing around with just a towel on galvanized her legs into moving towards the door. She pushed it shut, then returned to her stall. Jessie had a feeling that man had been planted in the shower room as some sort of prank organized by her new dear captain. But then why did Mr. Prankster make a noisy scene of hiding in a locker? That�s something a kid would do. And that was� Well, the captain could supply her with an explanation pertaining to his poor hosting skills after she got dressed.

Chapter 6
Difficult Apologies

Once the Pertinacious meandered past the tip of Long Island, I found myself stuck in the wheelhouse. It being hurricane season in the Atlantic, one good-sized storm could send the whole east coast into turmoil. By the looks of it, one had to be wreaking havoc somewhere around Florida, meaning the storm would greet us either in Virginia, or along our way to Morocco if it swung away from the coast sooner.
This trip was just getting better and better.
The swells varied between three and seven feet. They�d get bigger as my ship plodded farther south. The seas weren�t rough enough to capsize a steam frigate but they were enough to render my auto pilot wood ineffective. I�d learned that the hard way in my novice days when I�d almost beached a smaller steam ship in the night. A ship doesn�t just sail in the direction it�s pointed it. Wind, waves and tides enjoy having a say in steering. I countered the swells and moderate winds with small twitches of the joystick, concentrating hard on not oversteering.
My wheelhouse door clanged against its lock. I flinched. Sure enough, there was my unlucky charm trying to get in. She glared and her muffle voiced yelled at me to let her in. She was wearing the clothes I�d tossed her. Her attire was a bit too big and way too baggy�at least on her torso. I couldn�t see blow her stomach. Maybe the bagginess would be a good thing, hiding her coveted breasts.
I pointed the ship a little more south than southeast to compensate for the few minutes I�d be away from the wheel, then crossed to the door and slid open the window adjacent to it. �I thought you�d try to pull a fast��
�How dare you allow someone to watch me while I showered!� Her voice was a mix of terrified and enraged. �Now let me in so I can kick your ass.� She grabbed ahold of the doorknob with both hands, ready to rip open the door as soon as I was stupid enough to unlock it.
My blank look of confusion made her hesitate, but she didn�t let go of the knob.
�Some redhead. I punched him twice and he ran off crying. Now let me in!�
Just fantastic. No one had thought of keeping tabs on him once he was free of the cargo hold. I clenched my jaw and narrowed my eyes. �No. That was O�Toole, my ship idiot. He�s a severely autistic person. He didn�t understand he was doing anything wrong. Now don�t hit or kick him ever again.� Of course he�d investigate the showers if he�d wandered within earshot of running water. That was his favorite place to pull pranks. I returned to the wheel and checked my compass.
�I don�t believe you,� Jessie said, her tone lacking conviction. She let go of the knob and took a step back. �Why would you have someone like him as part of your crew?�
I smiled what was hopefully a sly smile. I just wanted to yell at her to leave me alone and let me steer as I tried to brace myself for a special side trip I hated yet needed to take. But I was doing my best to be somewhat polite. I needed her to have no reason to run off the second we docked. �He�s immune to the effects of quasi-children.�
�That�s impossible.� I barely heard her subdued voice over the wind. �I�ve never heard of anyone like that.�
�Would you like a demonstration?� I patted the part of my trench coat that concealed my gun.
�No!� Jessie lunged for the window. For half a second I thought she was gonna fly through and pin me down. She stopped with one slender arm outstretched and her fearful gaze honed in on my concealed gun.
�Hopefully you�ll never see. I don�t like quasi-children any more than you do.�
She relaxed her posture and placed both hands on the window sill. �How is he immune?�
I looked out over the rolling ocean and sighed. I wanted to snap at her to go ask someone else. I needed to think. Everyone on board knew the story, whether they believed all the details or not. �He has a twin brother who was born a quasi-child. Whatever qualities Mother Nature thrust on those siblings made O�Toole immune to his brother�s� quirks.� I adjusted my ship�s direction again. The waves were rolling mostly south to north, but as I sailed us closer to our destination, I would have to fight westbound waves and higher winds.
After a moment of silence, I added, �And that�s it. The seas are going to get progressively rougher as we near Port Chesapeake, so I hope you�ve got your sea legs. Now leave me alone and let me steer.� Amphitrite. Her damn name was Amphitrite. Of all the times she could have escaped, she happened to pick my ship.
�Yes, Captain,� she said bitterly. Her head of dark hair disappeared down the steps, then popped up again three seconds later. Her eyes were downcast and mouth drawn in a slight frown. �Is there anyone who can escort me to the guy I hit with the oar. I still want to apologize to him.�
I stared at her, taken by surprise. �Take the hatch closest to the bow, go down, then follow your ears to the commotion going on in the cargo hold. Ask for Sam. He�ll get you a pair of steel-toed boots if we have any that fit you. New ones.� Jessie popped a feral grin and disappeared once more. Ugh. Why did being nice to her make my stomach churn? I thumped my fist down on my bolted-down chair�s armrest. My wrist started throbbing.
* * *
Jessie retrieved her sneakers from the bottom of the stairs and headed for the bow. The wood deck baking under the afternoon sun singed her feet with every step, but putting on her sneakers was out of the question. They smelled as disgusting and filthy as they looked. The second to last thing she wanted was to slip her clean and slightly pruned toes into soiled footwear.
The last thing she wanted was to see Tethys again.
The wind whipped her long hair about. She let it get stuck over her face, then slip off when the wind shifted direction. Her hair felt the softest and silkiest it had in two years. And cleanest. No more sweat-drenched hair caked to her forehead and scalp. No more natural oils giving her months and months of bed head. Jessie wanted to throw her sneakers over the railing so she could be rid of the last bit of filth she carried around. However, first she needed to make sure this guy named Sam had the boots Dyne had promised.
Jessie hopped into a jog. The toasty deck was borderline unbearable. She�d figured the wind would keep the wood colder. So much for that. The swells forced her to pause every so often to keep her balance, but no big deal there. She�d take singed feet over scraped knees and elbows. She found the hatch and heaved it open with a grunt. Another wave helped her swing it shut after she dropped inside, then she turned the inner wheel, securing the hatch closed.
Once she reached the bottom of the stairs, which were quite prickly, she heard voices yelling back and forth. It sounded like they were trying to organize a bunch of big boxes and such, and one of them was in charge of it all. Hopefully that was Sam.
Jessie snuck towards the echoing voices, filthy shoes clutched to her chest. As she drew closer she became painfully aware of her lack of undergarments. She�d dumped them in the bathroom garbage, along with the rest of her clothes. She�d wanted to dump her sneakers as well, but now she was grateful she had them to cover her chest. There was so little between her and her next potential rapist.
She pressed to the side of the path, doing her best to hide from the oval doorway�s view. Two men were bustling around, pushing big crates from one end to the other and carrying large sacks on their shoulders. Just a few feet inside the doorway stood a man with a mop of sandy hair, his back to the door. Jessie geared up some courage, put on a tough face, and stuck her head in the doorway.
The cargo hold was one huge space full of crates and pulley systems. And men. The space spanned from hull to deck. It was modestly lit with glowing cables and solar-charged lamps. The men wore construction helmets with head lamps, and protective gloves. And the steel toe boots she coveted.
One older man carrying a duffle bag over his should pointed to Jessie. �Sam, we have a visitor.�
Sam, the man with his back to her, turned around. His pale eyes widened. �Why hello there, miss. Dyne told me to expect you.�
It took all her willpower to not cower and hide. Showing weakness would be bad right now.
�Please don�t be afraid. I�m harmless. You can come in.� He waved her over. �I bark a lot but I don�t bite. What�s your name, miss?�
Jessie mentally yelled at herself to move. She stepped over the doorframe and pattered to just outside arm�s reach. She clutched her sneakers tighter and couldn�t help but notice her cotton sweatpants brushing against her butt cheeks and nether region. One yank and a pig could force himself on her. She swallowed. �Jessie.�
�Pleased to meet you, Jessie. I�m Sam.� He held out a big, calloused hand.
Jessie stared at it. A man�s hand. She couldn�t bring herself to touch it.
Confusion played across Sam�s face, then he put his hand down. �I apologize. Dyne warned us that you�re uncomfortable with physical contact. I shouldn�t have assumed a handshake was acceptable. My apologies.�
Jessie relaxed her death grip a fraction. �Don�t. It�s� I know you didn�t mean any harm. I just��
Sam held up a hand. �No explanation necessary. Dyne informed us that you�ve been through a lot and warned us to behave ourselves. He didn�t give any specifics, but he mentioned how you escaped Tethys� ship. That was clue enough to understand that they behaved anything but gentlemanly towards you.� Disgust crept into his voice. �You�ll soon learn that we have a better breed of men on this ship.�
�What about O�Toole?� she said bitterly. �He got a peep show while I was showering.�
�He�s the most harmless of all of us,� Sam said, trying not to smile. �He�s autistic. He wouldn�t know what to do you. Just be mindful of your surroundings when you use the bathroom. That�s his favorite hiding place, even when we go in there.�
�Great,� she said under her breath.
�I swear on the wellbeing of my male member that he�s harmless,� Same insisted with a hand up as if he was swearing an oath.
Jessie studied him a moment. The sincerity in his soothing voice was eating away at her defensiveness. She wasn�t afraid of men per s�; just ones she didn�t know or trust. Even while trapped on Tethys� ship, she�d prayed for a knight in shining armor to come save her sorry rear. Men weren�t all bad, but the vast majority were pigs. Sam came across as an exception. There was no mistaking it. She�d become an excellent judge of men while on her last ship.
Two men on Tethys�s ship had tried sweet-talking her. One had sounded sincere, but his body language and hungry eyes had warned her otherwise. The other man had brought her food and kept a respectable distance between them. Sadly, Tethys had fired the genuine guy once he found out he�d been �wasting� food on her. Sam had the same vibe as Mr. Genuine.
�I believe you,� she said, �but I can�t promise I won�t accidentally punch him again. I�ll do my best not to.�
�Thank you, ma�am. All of us would really appreciate it. He�s a really important crew member.�
Jessie wanted to draw inside arm�s reach but fear held her at bay. There was something about Sam�s demeanor and personality that put her somewhat at ease. Maybe it was his gentle voice, maybe his older age, or maybe it was him being almost the same height as her. The taller the scarier no matter how kind and unthreatening they behaved. That aside, she felt a need to speak quietly about O�Toole�s immunity to the quasi-children. �Is it really true that he�s immune?�
Sam nodded. �Runs right up to �em. They just vanish. He�s never touched one and they avoid touching him. Strangest thing I�ve ever seen�besides the quasis, of course.�
Jessie stood in numb amazement. �I lost my father to them. He was only trying to hand the gun over to them.�
�I�m sorry to hear. My condolences.�
�Thank you.�
�We lost one crew member to them as well, years ago. He just accidentally backed into one. Went mad and killed himself a week later.� He shook his head. �Enough of such talk. I need to finish suiting you up.� He looked her up and down but without hunger in his pale eyes. �More like retry. You�re about as tall as me, but nowhere near as broad.� He held out a hand in front of her sneakers. �I can take those off your hands. You won�t be needing those anymore.�
Jessie turned slightly. �I want to throw them overboard after I get the steel toe boots I was promised.�
Sam gave her a knowing smile and tapped the side of his nose. �How �bout a sailor�s burial?� She gave him a confused look. �To the depths with them��
�Ah.� That sounded like a great idea.
* * *
Jessie marched to Scully�s bunk with her new boots clanking along the metal floor. They fit perfectly. She almost wished one of the guys would step out of line just so she could test them out. Almost. As much as she enjoyed making a man fold, she preferred sweet words and respect.
She was garbed in all men�s clothes, including tube socks and boxers. Still no bra, but no surprise there. Bralessness, aside, it felt strange wearing what felt like a thin pair of shorts under cargo pants pulled all the way up to her bellybutton. In order for a pair of pants to fit past her hips, she had to go a few sizes too long to compensate. Sam gave her a leather belt and a few more plain shirts, then sent her off with simple directions to Scully�s cabin. They�d give her sneakers a sailor�s burial after dinner. Right now they needed to work�that and a few of the crew would be happy to help formally send her shoes off.
Jessie smelled the sleeping cabins before she saw the postcards and calendars Sam had described. The place stank of what men did when they had no holes to fill. The smell made her almost turn around. It triggered bad memories she desperately wanted to forget. Still, she wanted to apologize to Scully as soon as possible. Hopefully it would suffice and none of the men would feel a need to punish her and put her in her place for hurting their friend.
Hopefully the doctor named Cancer wouldn�t do that before she could try.
That thought slowed her trek to a silent crawl. She mentally scolded herself and slipped back into a confident gait, then stopped altogether. How should she carry herself? Meek and humble? Confident and tough? What would be better received? She decided on the meek route, not wanting to chance confidence being mistaken for pride in having beat up Scully.
A genial voice mixed with the stink. �And then my line got snagged on the rudder as the bass jumped out of the water. It would�ve jumped clear over the side, but the line stopped it mid-jump. It flopped into the boat right next to my foot!� Two men guffawed.
The laughter brought a small smile to Jesie�s lips but she shooed it away. Smiling wouldn�t be smart.
She wasn�t sure who she was hearing. She didn�t remember Scully�s voice, but the rich tenor didn�t match the frightening baritone of Cancer�s. Maybe he wasn�t with Scully anymore and that was someone else. Her hopes rose� and then crashed the moment she stood in the cabin rooms�s doorway.
Cancer sat in a fold-up chair next to Scully, who was half sitting up in a bunk in the middle tier. The cramped closet of a cabin had three bunks lying opposite the doorway. Blue curtains covered each bunk held up by a white rope. Scully had his curtain bunched by his waist. Cubby drawers took up all the wall space on the sides. Taking up the rest of the room was Cancer, who glowered at her with his brown eyes. Jessie�s stomach dropped.
�And what are you doing here, little lady?� Cancer said, his voice suddenly an octave lower than a moment ago.
She felt like she could piss herself. At the same time she wanted to punch him for being so unnecessarily rude. She could deal with the stupid moniker, but not the attitude. She puffed herself up just a little. �I-I came here to apologize. To Scully.� She clarified her statement to make sure the doc wouldn�t mistakenly think she believed she owed him an apology as well. No way. Not a chance.
�You can do that later. I am busy monitoring the concussion you gave him. Now leave.�
Jessie felt tears well in her eyes. She took a deep breath and raised her chin. Before she could catch her breath and calm herself enough, Scully spoke.
�Let the poor girl talk. I betcha it took a lot of courage for her to come down here.�
�Scully, she�d bad luck. I wouldn�t fraternize with her if I were you. Look at the state of your head already.�
�You don�t really mean all that,� Scully said with a smile.
�Oh, I do.� He turned back to Jessie. �Leave.�
�Stay. Don�t listen to him. I�m the one you came to see. I�d be happy to talk with you.�
Part of Jessie wanted to leave so she wouldn�t have to deal with Cancer. But, if she could make Scully happier by staying, then�
Cancer got up with a huff. �Fine.� His towering frame stomped past her. She shied out of his way with a whimper and he stomped off without talking or glancing at her. She�d half-expected him to punch her. That�s what other men had done.
�Make yourself comfortable, miss,� Scully said in his soft-spoken gruff voice. He gestured to the fold-up chair.
Jessie glanced down the cramped hallway. Cancer had disappeared to wherever. She took one step inside the cabin and protectively folded her arms as her heart rate slowed back down. �Please call me Jessie, instead of �miss.��
�Jessie. That�s right. I don�t much remember the conversation in the galley. Just lots o� vomiting. Where�d you say you were from again?�
�Cyprus.�
�Mediterranean. Sounds like a nice place,� he said with a thoughtful nod.
�It is.�
�The captain will probably veer his route towards Cyprus so you�re not an out-of-the-way stop.�
�You really think so?� Jessie�s hopes rose a little. She still didn�t know if Dyne would keep his word, especially after Cancer�s poisonous words.
�You might be surprised what a gentleman would do for a nice lady. I know you said something about your recent years being full of bad things, but give us a chance. Even Cancer.�
Jessie shuddered at the thought of befriending the doctor. �I�m not a lady and Dyne�s not a gentleman.�
Scully laughed. �You�re quite right.� He�s no gentleman but he is a good man. He�s just the type who�d save your life then go on complaining about having to save you. He cares about others. He just don�t like to show it.�
�I hope so. I really want to get home.�
�I bet you do.�
A moment of silence followed. Waves gently swayed the boat side to side. Jessie looked at the folding chair, feeling it would be more polite to sit. However, she couldn�t bring herself to do such a thing, even in the company of an injured man. Scully said nothing, nor did his gaze look anything but serene and a bit out of it. Hopefully he had enough wits about him to remember this conversation later. �I� wanted to apologize for hurting you earlier.�
�Don�t worry about it, Jessie. I�m made of tough stuff.�
�I still feel bad. I thought I�d killed you. After everything settled down on the deck and you still hadn�t moved, and the blood� I thought I�d killed an innocent person. I�m sorry.�
�Apology accepted. Just please don�t do that again, hehe.�
�I won�t.� Jessie looked at her hands, still feeling ashamed. �So you�re not mad at me?�
�How could I be? It was nothing personal. You were just trying to get away from Tethys. Who�d blame you but the bastard himself?�
�Thanks.�
�Now how�d you get smuggled onto that ship in the first place?�
Jessie remembered it painfully well. Big hopes dashed by an unthinkable nightmare. �He was offering passage to America. I wanted to visit family and help rebuild the coast. Remember hearing about the nasty storm that tore up the east coast two years ago?�
�Hurricane Brutus. Never forget that one.�
�It affected my sister�s town.�
�Is she alright?�
�I never made it to America,� she said emotionlessly. �Never even saw the coast. Tethys dabbles in sex trade. He�s trafficked so many women. He�ll just replace me one day.�
Scully sat up a little straighter, his face serious. �On behalf of all the stupid men that give my gender a bad name, I�d like to apologize. Please never give up on us. There are good ones out there.�
Jessie felt taken aback. What a kind thing to say. She made a mental note that Scully came off genuine as Sam. Dyne could go either way, and same for Mido, the guy who�d cooked for her. Cancer was a danger zone, and the rest of the crew had yet to be judged, except O�Toole. How many guys were on this ship? �I haven�t given up. I�m just not going back to dating any year soon.� If ever.
�Fair enough,� Scully said with a smile. �Now, if you don�t mind, I need to shut my eyes for a bit.� He scooted so he was laying down, then reached for his curtain. �Mind finding Cancer for me so he can wake me up once an hour?�
Jessie�s stomach dropped.

Chapter 7
Port Chesapeake

I was feeling quite grumpy by the time we made it to Port Chesapeake, bright and early. I�d manned the wheel through the night with just a three-hour sleep, thanks to Rammus�s hen-like nagging at me to go rest a bit. Rammus being my second in command, I reluctantly relinquished control, then passed out five seconds after my head hit my pillow. Three hours later, the seas had grown rougher and the sun had started rising.
Red sun in morning, sailor take warning.
Such an old saying that had survived the centuries because it was true. Bad weather followed red sunrises. Said sunrise bled through the steely clouds and receding stars. The roiling sea still looked black as I took the wheel back from a sleepy Rammus. He slipped his leather coat on, gave me a nod, then wandered off without a word. Good ole Rammus. A man of few words and many talents. He was over forty. Don�t remember his exact age, but there were only so many years left in his life at sea.
I pulled my thoughts away from that tangent. Too depressing, and the bay and jetty needed all my focus to navigate with a three hundred-foot ship.
I guided the Pertinacious around the jetty and got my first view of the docks. Port Chesapeake was far more cleaned up than Newport. The streets were all cobblestone, instead of mud and chunks of pavement, and they�d stood the test of one hundred years so far. Minimal warping in the oldest spots and maximum bumpiness in the newest spots that hadn�t been worn smooth yet.
The still-sleeping town was sight for sore eyes. It looked almost like it had from the 2100�s, minus the roads and energy distribution system. Sure, there was plenty of beauty all over the world again but it�d taken a long time to get this far. It would take longer still without the use of fossil fuels, nuclear energy, and anything else the quasi-children deemed bannable. But maybe that wouldn�t be a bad thing. Put some real appreciation in everything humanity built, instead of banging out one structure after another, then demolishing them once they stopped suiting our needs.
Port Chesapeake was dominated by solar panel rooftops, a shoreline full of wind turbines, and the bay was dotted with a mix of functioning and shut down water mills. The functioning ones generated electricity and pushed drinkable water to purifying facilities. Many a home had light shining from within. Yep, this was one of the ritziest places on the planet now. This much technology concentrated in one spot was very rare.
It wasn�t quite 6:00AM. No dock workers manned their posts yet. My crew was full of big boys that could tie up a steam frigate themselves. I putted along the no-wake zone and slid open a window. Cool, salty air filled the wheelhouse. It calmed me, even with the red sunrise on my back. We�d have to make this stop quick. The clock was ticking away with a maniacal grin. I didn�t want to go into lockdown with a hurricane blowing over my head.
I flipped a couple pinky-sized levers and leaned towards the com horn, a piece of brass that looked like the end of a trumpet, which was connected to a sound system that carried my lovely voice all over the ship. The two levers I�d flipped would guide it to the cabins. �Everyone up. We needed to cremate Jersey and Mike before the storm can force us to stay put.� I swiped at the row of levers, cutting my voice from carrying anywhere. Radios existed again, but that�s how old my ship was. I really didn�t want strangers tearing up my ship to install a contemporary one when this one worked just fine.
* * *
Mido whipped up some eggs, Canadian bacon, and toast. Smelled great, looked great, tasted great. With twelve people on board, two dead, Scully and Cancer hunkered down in the cabins, and Mido cooking away, that left four people wolfing down breakfast at the table. O�Toole never sat. He was too fidgety and easily distracted. He preferred nibbling at his food while hovering behind Mido. Wasn�t too annoying for my cook. O�Toole was pretty good at not sneezing or dropping crumbs on food on the counter queued to be cooked. That and he liked to throw pieces of food down the back of Mido�s tank.
Jessie huddled near the fridge with a ceramic plate held close to her chin. Sam had already offered her a spot at the table but she�d refused. He left her alone after that. So did everyone else. Sam and Rammus were the only men openly indifferent to her presence. Sauna snuck hungry glances at her, but I knew he wouldn�t do anything stupid. He was a good kid. Jacobi, the one who�d complained about my gun yesterday, frowned every time he looked at her.
My cargo pushers and sole surviving techie finished their meals as Mido sat down to his own breakfast. I got up, allowing the four men to scoot off the semicircular chair one by one. I put a hand on Sauna�s shoulder before he could get up. In addition to being a brilliant techie, he was the one who raked in all my delivery orders. He was a Dominican kid barely past twenty. Short, real suave with the ladies, and really smart. He�d been with me five years now. I almost hadn�t hired him because I didn�t think he�d been mature enough back then, but we went down to my engine room and he floored me with his mechanical skills. Now if the crew and I could stop finding him jerking off all the time� At least he knew how to talk smooth and use his charm when it came to making money. �Sauna, find us some work that sends us to Europe or northern Africa. I also need you to find us two techies. Make sure they can sword fight. Present them to me when you get back.�
�You got it, Captain.� He got up and thanked Mido for the food, then led the way to the main deck. Jacobi gave both me and Jessie glares before he left.
�Sam, Rammus, make sure the deck runs like clockwork.� I glanced at Jessie, who was halfway through her plate. �I�ve got only a few days. Keep that in mind. Tethys picked a real bad time to delay us. And Sam, keep on eye on Jacobi.� Sam nodded.
Mido caught up and finished breakfast with me and the others, then cleared the table as Sam and Rammus filed out, leaving just me seated. I looked at Jessie again, huddling near the fridge. �You. Sit. Now. I need to talk to you about something.� Fear played across her dark eyes. She struggled to bring herself closer to the table. Of course she was scared. I�d dropped the �we need to talk� line. Every last subordinate cowered at those words whether they had reason to or not. I�d given up sugarcoating them long ago. �Never mind. Just stand.� Anything to get her to calm down. The shock of her having stumbled onto my ship had worn off, giving way for sympathy. I had a feeling she was a sweet kid under that mountain of fear.
Mido started filling one side of the sink with hot, soapy water. O�Toole hovered near the sink, gibbering now and then. Jessie�s frightened gaze shot to him every time he made a noise.
I put my elbows on the table and steepled my hands. �Jessie, it has come to my attention that you�re a good fighter.� Her fear switched to confusion. The side of my head and my entire torso were quite tender from yesterday. My injuries felt worse upon waking from my three-hour nap. I�d popped three painkillers maybe an hour ago. Three hundred years later, pills still did nothing to alleviate pain but, like a sucker, I bought them anyway. �Until I get you home, I�d like to hire you as a bodyguard.� Her mouth dropped open. �For my techies.� I�d thought about this offer long and hard. �And for anyone else on this ship whenever I see fit.� Jessie sat up straighter. �I�ll give you until we disembark to make a decision. You can either go home with no money, or go home with some money. Either way, you�re working off the clothes and boots I�ve provided for you.� I stood and put my trench coat back on, then ran a hand through my greasy hair. Yeah, I needed to make a point to shower before lockdown.
�Why would you want me as a bodyguard?� She sounded genuinely curious. Mido glanced over a bare shoulder. O�Toole was fiddling with the strings to his hood and keeping quiet.
I shoved my hands in my pockets. �You�re a girl and you hit hard. Everywhere we go we�re surrounded by greedy opportunists. You�ll have the element of surprise on your side. They�ll all expect you to cower behind the man you�re guarding. Just think about the job. I don�t want you to decide right now.�
�Do you really think a bunch of guys will let me be their bodyguard?�
�No, but there�s nothing my crew can do about it if I made it an order. Sam �n� Scully might go all chivalrous on you, but they�d suck it up if I tell them to. Cancer and Jacobi�ll whine but they�ll put up. They know better than to cross me.�
Mido said, �I think it�d be hot to watch you beat up a pirate.�
Jessie gave him a flat glare.
He raised his soapy hands in defense. �Just sayin�.� He turned back to the dishes. O�Toole stuck a finger in the water then stuck it in his mouth. �O�Toole, don�t do that.� O�Toole spat and a few flecks landed on Mido�s shoulder, who made a disgusted frown. He flicked some soapy water and the Irishman made a monkey-like whimper, then ran off in the direction of the cargo hold. Mido brushed off his shoulder and resumed dishwashing.
I said to Jessie, �Start thinking. I�ve got two crew members to cremate because they didn�t know how to fight.� Nope, guilting people into doing what I wanted wasn�t beneath me. �Now go tell Sam what you need added to the supplies list.�
* * *
I oversaw preparations from the wheelhouse while organizing my charts for a trip to Revivre, Morocco. I also organized my Mediterranean charts for the eventuality that we headed to the island Cyprus. I still wasn�t sure how I was going to convince her to stay. The bodyguard card was a desperate move, but at least it felt like a good one. Not only would my men accept her as one of the crew, it�d given her purpose and hopefully block her from fixating on how many men surrounded her. Heck, maybe she�d fall in love with the job and the trip home would turn into just a visit. But before I got all excited, I needed her to survive my first lockdown.
I looked up from my charts. The steel crane the dock workers were using to move crates onto the deck had made a teeth-clenching screech. The stupid thing looked like it belong in a junkyard. No paint was left on it and it looked like a bleeding giraffe with all that rust and corrosion. However, the dock workers and crane operator went about their business, unconcerned. The crane swiveled back to the dock and lowered to the next crate of food and supplies, girly stuff included. I chanced leaving my post for a direly-needed shower.
* * *
Halfway through the morning, someone knocked on my wheelhouse door, startling me awake. Sauna smiled and waved.
�I brought two good hombres, Captain. They good fighters and know their stuff.�
�Well if they impress you, then that�s a great sign.� I slid my feet off the control panel and rubbed the sleepiness from my clean and shaved face. Barring my bruises, I didn�t feel too bad after three hours of sleep in the past two days; however, my energy level felt stretched thin.
Sauna and two tall men awaited me at the bottom of the stairs. Both recruits were taller than me, had sculpted bodies, pale skin, and black hair. At first glance, I thought I was looking at twins, but then I noticed that the man on the left was bulkier than the other and had brown eyes. The leaner one had green eyes. Both looked like they could hold their own in a fight. They carried swords on their hips, in addition to duffle bags slung over their shoulders. The presence of their swords was already a step up from the two good men I�d lost. Still, no one could replace Jersey and Mike; only pick up where they left off.
�Captain,� Sauna said, �This is Ed and Ted.�
Both men waved and said hello in voices an octave higher than I�d anticipated. Oh, boy. My crew was growing quirkier as of late. I wondered how Ed and Ted would react once they eventually stumbled in on Sauna entertaining himself. Then again, maybe he�d be more discreet with them around. That would be an improvement.
�Hello. I�m Captain Dyne Lavere.� I shook hands with both of them. �So why do you want to work for the Pertinacious?�
Ed, the leaner one, spoke. �We need work back on the ocean. The land life doesn�t suit us. We tried the mills but it�s just not the same.�
�Yeah,� Ted agreed.
�So what happened to your last job before the mills?�
Ted said, �The captain just ignored us when we told him the prop shaft was cracked and needed replacing. Said it�d hold.�
Grinning, Ed said, �Never said for how long.� They both laughed. �But the boat scraped out a whole two weeks, then bam. The shaft shattered and tore up the engine room. The prop slid off and the boat sank, ass first.�
�We were lucky to get out alive.�
�Yeah,� Ed said.
I said, �Where�d you go down?�
�Two hundred yards from shore. Florida Keys.�
�Such a shame,� Ted said, no remorse in his voice.
�Yeah. Oh, well. He got what he deserved for not listening to us.�
�Well I take much better care of my ship,� I said, fully aware of how ragged, dented, and patched her exterior was. The interior was kept to a far higher standard. If I didn�t, I�d have ended up like Mr. Keys long ago. �She just needs a paint job. I�ll have Sauna show you below deck if we get that far.� She was in dire need of a paint job. I was fond of my dents�the patches not so much�but it all gave her character. �Well, we�ve covered your mechanical experience satisfactorily enough. Tell me about your fighting skills. This is a dangerous job.�
�We know,� the both said.
Ted, the bulkier one, said, �We�ve got some battle scars.� He pulled up his sleeve and showed a chunk missing from his shoulder. Ed lifted his shirt a little, showing a scar right over a kidney. That was a dangerously close one. They straightened out their t-shirts and leather vest jackets.
�So you can survive,� I said. �That�s one half the battle. Care to demonstrate your fighting skills?�
�On each other?� Ed said, looking eager to prove himself.
�Nah. Put your stuff down. Swords too.� I crossed to the weapon box sitting up against my wheelhouse and drew out two wood practice swords. �Sauna, go get Sam and Jessie.�
Sauna ran to the stern and shouted for Sam, then waved Jessie over, who was hovering near Sam.
I held out a sword. �I don�t care who goes first. Sam�s of average skill. If you can put up a good fight against him, then you�ll be competent enough to have a long life on my ship.�
�Fair enough,� Ted said, taking the wooden blade.
�You are one of the most successful captains out there,� Ed said. �You have a lot of people who�d love to see your ship at the bottom of the ocean.�
�Do you share that view?� I asked earnestly. It was a fair question, but it was fun to catch people off guard. It made both men flinch. Their reaction made it obvious it hadn�t crossed their minds to hate me, but I�d let them speak for themselves.
�Course not!� Ed said. �We don�t wish harm on anyone. We fight only when we have to.�
�We�re mechanics; not killers,� Ted said.
�Good to hear.� I believed them both. I�d hire them if they passed the last two tests.
Sauna jogged over with Sam and Jessie right behind him. Sam was somewhere around forty, his sandy hair still free of grey, and his skin was tanned, hardened, and wrinkled from a life of working under the sun.
�Men, this is Sam,� I said, gesturing to my cargo pusher. �Sam, this is Ed and Ted, our prospective techies.� The men greeted each other. I held out a sword to Sam, who took it and marched over to some open space on the deck. Ted joined him and they formally crossed swords. Jessie stood in my peripheral, looking quite confused.
�What�s going on?� she asked.
�Job interview.�
Ted went on the attack, testing Sam�s defenses for weak spots. Sam had solid defense, but was a bit stronger guarding his left. After thirty seconds of Ted going purely on the attack, he seemed to have figured that out, too. He kept circling Sam, but my cargo pusher used well-practiced footwork to keep Ted where he wanted him. Ted began frowning as he concentrated, trying to get inside Sam�s defenses. They tangled up a couple of times, but they both pushed each other away each time.
After the third tangle and push, Ted ran back in with an overhead flourish. Sam raised his sword, opening himself for the kick that followed. He reflexively doubled over. Ted pretended to decapitate him, then patted him on the shoulder. �You alright, Sam?�
Sam straightened up and nodded. �Yeah. Lemme catch my breath real quick.�
Ted handed his sword off to Ed. Great start so far. Both men had made each other work. This would be interesting to see how much faster Ed could move with less muscle to throw around.
Ed stood with his sword ready and his free hand behind his back, his feet defensively close but ready to spring to action. �Let me know when you�re ready.�
Sam popped him a glare to cover his injured pride. He lunged, sword leading the way.
I thought Sam had him, but Ed sidestepped the frontal assault, spun in place, and horizontally mock-slashed Sam across his back. A real blow would�ve severed anyone�s spine.
Sam heaved a sigh. �Well that was embarrassingly quick.� He turned around, switched sword hands, and exchanged a handshake with both interviewees. �Will that be all, Captain?�
�Yes. Go finish helping load the boat.�
Sam collected Ed�s sword and stowed both weapons in the crate, then walked off while rubbing his stomach.
I looked at Ed and Ted, who both wore confident smiles. �I have one last question for both of you. Do you have reservations against being on a ship with a woman on board?�
They both gave me looks that said they thought I was an idiot for asking that, then they faced Jessie and bowed.
�Not at all,� Ted said.
Ed drew closer and held out a hand. Jessie hesitated. Fear played across her face, wiping Ed�s smile away. �What�s wrong, hun?�
She studied him a moment, then realization played across her face. She visibly relaxed. �Nothing. I�m Jessie.� She offered her hand.
�Ed.� He took her hand in both of his and kissed it.
�And I�m Ted.� He took a turn kissing her hand as well. She didn�t flinch or start flailing. Good. Maybe they�d straighten out Sauna and make Jessie feel safer and more welcome.
�I think we�ll get along like peas in a pod,� Ed said merrily. �So will you take us, Captain?�
I pretended to consider the question, just a subtle reminder of who was in control of the situation. Things had to happen at my pace; not anyone else�s. It was a trick I learned back in my youth while training to become a skipper. �Yes you are. We�ll take care of the paperwork on land. Do you have any questions before I take care of other business?�
A loud metallic crash and snapping of wood shot through the salty air, followed by men crying out. I looked for the decrepit crane, which was nowhere in sight. My stomach dropped. The five of us rushed to starboard side. Rammus and Mido were pulling up shards of planks that used to be the dock. Jacobi�s screams came from beneath the mess. I clenched my teeth at the amount of pain carried in his cries for help.
Heedless of my safety, along with who was watching, I vaulted over the side of my ship and hit the broken deck at a roll and popped to my feet. The landing hurt, but all my injuries would be erased in a few days. Now, if only my curse gave me super strength, I�d� be all set.
I ran to the mess of wood and metal and helped clear debris. �Jacobi, where are you?� My right ankle felt sprained but whatever. The pain was nothing compared to my cargo pusher�s plight. How the heck was he even alive and yelling?
�I�m right here! Get the damn crane off me!�
�Sauna, go find Cancer and bring him here!� The Dominican disappeared.
The crane had crashed right through a small crate and the dock holding it up. The dock surrounding the impact site formed a hazardous crater. I spied a patch of bloody flesh near the middle and yelled for everyone�s attention and pointed. Seven of us gathered around the top half of the broken crane and wedged our hands under it. Together we heaved the crane up a few inches. An eighth person slid down and grabbed Jacobi, then pulled him out from under everything. He screamed and swore at his rescuer. We let go of the crane, which made the dock sink more on impact. I helped the dock worker carry Jacobi out of the mess and set him on his back on stable dock space.
Jacobi was drenched in bloody seawater and his right thigh was kinked at an unnatural angle. My insides squirmed. Blood I could handle. Unnatural skeletal compositions? Not so much. He was bleeding from his head and shoulder, but everything was attached and his voice sounded devoid of fluid.
Cancer arrived with a medical bag in one hand. I ordered my cargo pushers to salvage what they could from the shattered crate, which had been full of fuel pellets for the engine. They were compacted wood soaked in a chemical that made them burn nice and hot, and not too fast. Rammus and Mido began collecting the dryer pellets in mesh sacks but kept glancing at Jacobi. Sauna, Ed, Ted, and Jessie watched from the railing.
Cancer checked Jacobi�s vitals, then tended to his cuts and assed the other injuries. He relieved us all with new that he had no concussion and had gotten away with just bruised ribs. The cuts weren�t deep enough for sutures. His leg would need to be set and bound.
Jacobi said, �It�s that bitch. Get her off the ship. She�s bad luck! First Jersey and Mike, then Scully, and now me. She doesn�t belong with us!�
I looked up in time to see Jessie run off. Ed and Ted ran off, hopefully to chase after her. Sauna hesitated before chasing after the rest. I knelt over Jacobi. �I would punch you right now if you weren�t terribly injured.� I wanted to tell him the real reason she was on my ship, but the truth would only make matters worse. We were already reeling from the loss of our two techies. They didn�t need my curse thrown in with it. I spoke in a deadly calm voice. �You will show her more respect or I will fire you right now.�
�That would be more of a threat if you�d get rid of a particular weapon you�re carrying.�
He almost had me there. �And your threat would carry more weight if you didn�t have a broken leg.� I rapped his swelling leg with a knuckle. He cried out and reached for his leg. �Right now she�s far more useful than you, which puts you in no position to bargain until you�ve healed. Chances are she�ll be back home before you�re walking again. So shut up and put up.�
His grey eyes watered with hurt. I�d just sucker-punched his pride. �Yes, Captain,� he said submissively.
I turned my glare on Cancer. Right before my three-hour rest, Rammus, who�d been informed by Mido, had warned me about the doc�s dislike of having a woman aboard. Cancer met my gaze, then looked down. I was almost disappointed he didn�t try to put up a verbal fight. I felt in the mood for a fight, even though it would accomplish nothing.
�I heed your wishes, Captain.� He injected local anesthesia into Jacobi�s leg. I stormed off before the sight of watching a bone get reset could make me vomit. I headed for the dock house, a squat wood hut with a huge solar panel on top, and slammed the door open.
A man sitting at a desk looked up from his paperwork.
I paused, taken aback by this mousy man�s obliviousness to the ruckus outside. �Did you not just hear that crash? I need to speak to the person in charge. Your crane almost killed one of my crew.�
Cremation would have to wait until the dust from this mess settled.

Chapter 8
Adopted

Jessie balled herself up as small as she could in the bunk she�d claimed last night. First Cancer, and now that guy who�d nearly been crushed to death. How long before they beat and raped her? She�d seen hungry looks in Sauna, the Dominican. He wouldn�t stay away from her forever.
She didn�t feel like crying; just getting away. But Port Chesapeake was way too rich and far from home to meet her needs. Her best bet was to hide out on Dyne�s ship until Morocco. Bodyguard was definitely out of the question. Why should she guard men who hated and disrespected her? But� if she didn�t do that, then what else did Dyne have in mind to work off her new attire?
For a whole second she thought of giving everything back, but that�d leave her naked. So no, really bad idea there. She�d keep everything, even her boots. There was no way she was dumpster diving back the clothes she�d been freed from.
Footsteps thumped down a flight of stairs and drew closer, but more muffled once they hit the thin carpeting.
�Jessie!� Ted�s deeper voice called out.
�Hun, where are you?� Ed yelled.
It was unmistakably them. No one else had their girly-sounding voices.
�She probably went this way,� Sauna�s accented voice said.
Jessie scrunched up further. She should�ve picked a better hiding spot. Her heart began pounding as three sets of boots stopped outside her cabin room. She held her breath and scolded herself for not having at least buried herself under the blankets. That might have made it possible for them to overlook her.
No one moved or said anything. It was dead quiet and the boat dead still. Jessie was almost certain they could hear her heart pounding against her ribcage.
�I�m not going in there, amigos. She hits hard. You saw the captain�s face, no?�
�That was her?� Ed said.
�Yeah.�
�Oh, my. What did he do to deserve that?�
�He just touched her. Mido got beat up too. She don�t like being touched. She was with some real bad men before us. She�s pretty, but I�m leaving her alone like Captain said.�
�We�ll take over from here then,� Ted said.
�Yeah. By the way, where are our bunks?�
Sauna laughed nervously. �This room. Take good care of them. Jersey and Mike were good people and techies.�
Jessie�s heart leapt out of her chest and she began feeling lightheaded. How stupid of her to assume she�d have three bunks to herself all the way home.
�Okay, thanks,� Ed said weakly. �We�ll grab our stuff off the main deck once we get her calmed down.�
�Bueno suerte.� One pair of boots ran off, then all fell dead silent again.
Jessie started sweating all over from anticipation. Even though she knew Ed and Ted were gay, they were still men, still had the same equipment. But�
�So what do we do?� Ed asked.
�There a stick or something anywhere? I don�t wanna get punched.�
�Lemme look.�
Feet shuffled away and objects got moved around. With the silent grace of a cat, Jessie snuck to the foot of the bed and curled up into a ball against the storage cabinet wall blocking the bottom third of each bunk. She wedged her head away from the curtain draped across the other two thirds. She pulled the top blanket over her legs and torso and hoped it�d be enough to keep her in the shadows. The wood framing pressed against her elbow and shoulder, and her legs started cramping.
�This�ll work,� Ed said from one cabin over.
�Oh, nice.�
�You want the honors?�
�No, thanks.�
Ed huffed. Footsteps trudged back into Jessie�s cabin. She heard a loud click, then saw a line of light lance into her hiding place between the cabinet and curtain. A second line of light shined on the unkempt pillow and illuminated the head of the bed. Good thing she�d moved.
�Maybe she�s not even in here,� Ed said. �She could�ve gone anywhere on the ship.�
�Jessie?� Ted called out. �Please let us know where you are. We mean you no harm. We just want to cheer you up.�
�Yeah, don�t listen to that grump and his silly superstition.�
Both fell silent. Jessie held her breath and kept still, every last muscle taught and on the verge of shaking. The arm propping her up on an elbow was afire with strain. She willed them to go away.
Ed calling her name out at the top of his lungs made her jump. She smacked her head and a shoulder on the underside of the bunk above her, let out a yelp, then clamped a hand over her mouth. Both men gasped.
�Which bunk was that?� Ed asked.
�I don�t know. I�m just gonna pick one.� His voice sounded like he didn�t like his own idea.
Feet shuffled closer. Ed let out a fearful whine. The curtain swayed from being poked, Ed let out a strangled whimper, and the curtain fell still. �God, this is so scary.�
They both laughed nervously.
Jessie blinked and let go of the tension in her aching limbs. Them scared of her? And here she was curled up and feeling terrified of them, two big men. Why on Earth would they be frightened of her? She had plenty of reasons to be frightened of them, but them her? She almost laughed aloud.
The curtain swayed from getting poked a second time. Then the rubber tip of a metal rod slipped under the curtain and raised one corner.
�Hello?� Ed called tentatively as more light poured in. His face was blocked from view by the storage cabinet. She could only see the rod shaking and the wall on the far side. The rod rose to the rope holding up the curtain, then slid in a little farther.
It was enough to grab a handful. Jessie snatched and yanked it. Ed let out a girly scream, making Ted scream as well. Ed let go of the rod. A series of thuds followed, and then laughter sounded from the floor.
Jessie had to fight back a smile. Even though she didn�t want anything to do with them, they were still amusing.
�She got us good!� Ed said between breaths.
�She got you; not me.�
�You screamed, too.�
�Because you screamed.�
�Yeah, right!�
�Fine, fine. You win. But you�re still down a stick.�
�I know, but we can�t just leave her.�
�No.�
Ed paused, then said, �Hun, please talk to us.� He sounded emotionally hurt.
�Please?� Ted said in the same heartbreaking tone.
Jessie heaved a resigned sigh, then rolled towards the head of the bed and lifted the curtain. She did her best to wear a neutral expression. As much as she wanted to be left to the safety of solitude, she yearned for some decent friendship. And since these two were more like women with male equipment, they were hardly a threat.
Ed and Ted were sitting in the hall with their legs stretched through the doorway. They beamed at the sight of her.
�Hello, Miss Jessie,� Ted said. �May we come in?�
Jessie sighed again, then stuck her torso out and lowered the rod as far as she could before letting go. It bounced a few times before settling against the bunks. She slunk back into her bunk and pushed aside the curtain.
Both men got to their feet and cautiously drew closer. Ed, who was in front, said, �Promise you won�t hurt us?�
She nodded, gripping the raised edge of the bunk so they could see her hands.
Ed drew within punching range but Jessie felt no need to start swinging. He said, �May I give you a hug?� She thought a moment, then nodded again. He stuck his arms and head inside and pulled her into a tight hug.
The hug felt so good, so� so much like her father�s good night hugs. The same reaching in, the same arm and head placement, and the same love-filled squeeze. But that man and those hugs were gone. Her fond memories got strangled by the memory of watching him die. His love-filled smile morphed into open-mouth shock as he collapsed. A sob escaped her.
�I�m coming in,� Ed said in a tone that brooked no argument. He slid past her and wedged himself between her and the wall, then slipped an arm under and and pulled her back into a hug. She held on tight as he nuzzled his chin on top of her head.
Strangely, she didn�t feel in the least bit threatened.
Ted bent down and planted a kiss on Jessie�s cheek and placed a hand on top of hers. She flinched. �Oh, hun, you can�t let that guy get to you like this. He�s just an arrogant jerk.�
�It wasn�t that.�
�Oh?�
She turned to her cuddler. �Ed or Ted?�
�Ed.�
�You just�� Her throat tightened. The memory was so powerful. �You hug just like my dad used to.� More tears came out. She stifled her sobs as best she could.
�Aw.� Ed squeezed her again. �How long ago and what happened?�
�Two years. Quasi-children.�
Both men sucked in air through their teeth. Ted said, �The world we live in nowadays��
�Yeah,� Ed said. �I�m sorry to hear.�
�It�s okay,� she said softly. �The hugs are good memories.�
�Well then I�ll hug you plenty,� he said, giving her a gentle shake.
Jessie smiled. �Thanks.�
�You�re welcome, Jessie.�
�Amphitrite. I�m from Cyprus. �Jessie� is just a nickname that�s easier for people to say. I prefer my real name but the captain wants me to go by �Jessie� instead.�
�Did he say why?�
�No, but I�m too scared to disobey him.�
Ted leaned closer. �We can call you Amphitrite when no one else is around.�
�Works for me.�
Mido appeared in the doorway with the new techies� swords and duffle bags. He looked quite shocked and overburdened. He tried popping a smile but it came off as more of a grimace. �Hi,� he said. �I� heard a commotion and shouting. I�� He paused. �I guess everyone�s okay.� His pale blue eyes found Jessie�s. �Jessie, who are these guys? I thought you��
Ted popped to his feet. �I�m Ted and that�s my partner Ed.� He pointed to Ed, then shook hands with Mido. �We�re your new techies.�
�Oh.� He set the bags and swords down. His gaze fell on Jessie, then on Ed and he narrowed his eyes a little. �Mido. The ship cook.�
�Oh wonderful!� Ed said. �Lemme know if you ever need any help in the galley. I love cooking.�
Ted turned on him. �Ed, you keep your sooty hands out of everyone�s food! You never taste test when you experiment.�
�Fine, fine.�
Mido said, �And Jessie, you need to stick with your nickname while on this ship.�
�Why?� she asked.
�It�s�� Mido glanced up and down the hall, then took a step into the room. �Your name�s from Greek mythology.�
�I know.�
�It�s� it�s�look, I don�t care but I�m gonna stick with calling you Jessie so I don�t accidentally slip�but your given name is linked to a stupid sailor superstition, so you�re better off doing as the captain says, okay?�
�Okay. I�ve caused enough trouble just by being here.�
Mido took a step closer and put his hands on his knees. �Don�t listen to Jacobi or Cancer. Jacobi�s just a douche bag with some issues of his own, and Cancer is crazy superstitious. Even Dyne makes fun of him for some of the things he does to avoid bad luck.�
Ted said, �Yeah, hun. Listen to Mido. He�s one of the smart ones.�
�And handsome ones,� Ed said. �Mm-mm! You got some nice arms there.�
Mido straightened up, his expression caught between shock and a frown.
Ted waved a hand. �Oh relax. We�re harmless.�
The cook thought a moment, and then realization dawned on him. �Oh, that�s what you meant by �partner!��
�Mhm.�
He started cracking up. �This is gonna be so much fun. Sauna�s gonna have a blast working with you two.�
�Why? He�s straight.�
�Right. And you guys aren�t. He�� Mido backed up and check the hallway again. His grin widened. �The crew and I would be indebted to both of you if you could find a way to make him pick more secluded places to entertain himself. Sorry, Jessie.�
�That�s so gross!� she said, wrinkling her nose.
Mido shrugged. �We�re guys. We spend most of our lives at sea.�
�Oo!� Ted said. �Maybe we should play matchmaker!�
�We should,� Ed said. �Jessie, what do you think of Mido? He�s a handsome gentleman. Needs a new tank but it�s hard to find a pair of arms like his.�
Mido studied Jessie like he was considering the match. He popped a nervous smile and ran a hand through his black hair.
Ted said, �Aw, we made him blush. There you go, Jessie. Give him a whirl!�
Jessie retreated lower in Ed�s arms and stiffened up. She didn�t want to contemplate getting in bed with another man for a long time.
Hurt played across Mido�s face but it was replaced with empathy when he saw her cringe. �Guys, she�s been through a lot lately. I don�t think matchmaking is a good idea.�
Ted said, �I�m sorry. I forgot. Sauna mentioned something but he didn�t stick around to give us details.� He turned to Jessie. �May we asked what happened?�
Jessie�s stomach churned. She didn�t want to talk about it but she didn�t see the point in not explaining things. Even though none of them were a threat to her, it was still hard to talk about what happened. She felt like soiled and damaged goods, less of a woman, dirty, a reject, refuse. She�d been taken and abused in ways no woman should ever experience. What decent guy would want to bother with her now? She took a deep breath and summarized her last two years with Tethys, doing her best to not use the �r-word� to describe events.
Everyone fell silent. Ed squeezed her reassuringly.
Ted said, �Hun, you need to get up so I can hug you.�
Ed released her and gave her an encouraging nudge. She�d been so comfy and cozy, however she wouldn�t deny her new friend a hug. She slipped off the bunk. Ted picked her up in a hug and lifted her feet off the ground. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on tight. She felt a fresh wave tears wanting out, but she held them down. This treatment was overwriting her expectation that no one would want to touch her ever again. Ted set her down.
Mido looked at her with sympathy wrinkling his brow. He held out his arms. �You don�t have to if it�d make you too uncomfortable, but I�d love to give you a hug as well.�
Jessie hesitated. She took in his broad chest and strong arms, his gentle eyes and handsome face. All of it reminded her of all the crap she�d been through. Still, this was a different ship with a different captain and a totally different atmosphere. She tentatively reached for him and took a step forward, then another. A third brought them terrifyingly close. Mido tried to reach his arms around but stopped when she whimpered. Her eyes welled with tears.
Mido said, �Need me to stop?� No anger or frustration was in his expression or voice. Instead he radiated empathy.
�Please.�
Jessie backed into Ted and he wrapped her in his arms. He said, �I still see their potential. We�ll give it time.�
Dyne appeared in the doorway. �Is everyone more or less alright?�
�Yeah, we got this, Captain.�
�Alright then. Carry on.� He turned around and left.
Mido cleared his throat, then spoke to everyone. �I gotta go. I was only stopping by to drop off your stuff. We�ve got two crew members to cremate before the storm rolls in. Jessie, remember: nickname only. And don�t let stupid get to you. We�ve got your back.� He smirked. �Especially if you�re busy being our bodyguard.�
�Bodyguard?� Ed said.
Mido pointed to the bruise on his cheek. �This is from her,� he said with a guilty grin.
Ted said, �How many of you did she beat up?�
�Just me, Dyne, and Scully, and she sucker-punched Sauna.� Ed and Ted laughed. �All in one day.� The two laughed harder.
�What a hoot!� Ed said, getting up.
Mido bid them farewell as he headed off.
�How did you land that job?� Ted asked.
�I haven�t actually accepted it yet.�
Ed said, �You should! You�d be great. We�d love to have you as our bodyguard.�
�Not everyone feels that way.�
�Oh don�t worry about them. Captain Dyne looks like he�s got good control of his crew. You�ll do great.�
Even with her new friends and their encouragement, she still wasn�t sure. It�d be nice to feel useful for more reasons than having a vagina, but body-guarding a strange group of men? She� guessed she could survive doing the job long enough to pay off her boots and clothes. �I�ll think about it. Let me get used to the idea.�
* * *
I headed to the galley for a pretzel snack. I needed something crunchy to work off my stress. Seeing Mido and Jessie had been great but it didn�t change the fact that chewing out the head dockworker had been a waste of time. Lawsuits and such weren�t worth the effort for skippers like me. I�d make less money trying to win a case than if I�d stick to my delivery schedule. I was better off never touching this dock again.
Mido caught up with me as I was perusing the pantry full of slow-to-expire snacks. �Captain,� he called out, then lowered his voice. �Is there anyone else around?�
�No. Everyone�s on the docks collecting pellets or helping Cancer.�
Mido joined me in the pantry. �I just wanted to warn you that Jessie told Ed and Ted her real name.�
�Did they�?�
�No. No one knows about your curse but those of us who�ve been with you a while. So that makes everyone but those three. I warned her to use her nickname. I lied to her, though. Said her name gave rise to superstition.�
�You only partially lied.�
Mido took a deep breath and exhaled. �Right. I�ve got your back no matter what. I want you to be free of your curse as much as you do.�
�I appreciate it. I�m taking her to Cyprus; however, we need to find a way to convince her to stay. I can�t in good conscience hold her hostage like Tethys.�
�I understand. How long do you think you�ll wait until you tell Jessie and the others?�
I knew he meant telling them about my curse. �I�d rather wait until the last minute, but I think we have a better chance of Hell nuking itself to pieces. I�m pretty sure questions will be flying after my next lockdown.�
* * *
Jersey and Mike were cremated and returned to us in jars by dinnertime. Mido and I did the honors of carrying our fallen comrades back to the ship. We didn�t speak the entire trip back.
There were burger joints all over the port but I was too depressed to grab one.
Shortly after we returned to the ship, Mido started on dinner and I navigated us out to sea under a cloudy sunset. Our departure gave me one less worry, but only one, and the smallest one to boot. The hurricane was nothing compared to the dissent Jacobi and Jessie would cause. Every last one of my crew was loyal to me, even Jacobi. However, they all had their breaking points.
* * *
Rammus was on the wheel while I joined my crew to dinner. Mido had cooked up penne noodles with garlic butter sauce, herb-roasted chicken chopped up and thrown in, spinach, sun-dried tomatoes, and mozzarella cheese. Jacobi was confined to his bunk for at least a week, so meals would be peaceful for a while. Cancer acted like his usual quiet self. He�d even politely nodded to Jessie and said �madam� when they crossed paths on the way to the galley. It was clear he wanted nothing to do with her, so he was going about his business as if she wasn�t there, and without going out of his way to be rude or spread his dislike to others. More than good enough.
Everyone but Jessie, Mido, and O�Toole were seated at the table. Ed and Ted had tried to coax her and her fold-up chair over but she�d firmly declined.
�I�m not ready,� she admitted. I admired her courage to admit that much. �However, Captain, I�ll take the job.�
�Very good. Welcome to the Pertinacious.�
Ed and Ted high-fived and I saw Mido grinning away over a huge tray of toasted bread. He�d turned an entire loaf into cheesy garlic bread.
�What job?� Cancer asked politely, then took a sip of coffee.
�Bodyguard,� I said.
The doc barely managed to swallow his sip before going into a coughing fit. Sam and Sauna patted his back until he caught his breath. �That�s a new one,� he said. He raised an eyebrow at Jessie.
Scully said, �Just give her an oar and we�ll all be plenty safe.�
Everyone but Cancer, Jessie, and I laughed. Cancer pursued his lips and shrugged.
Scully said, �Aw, lighten up, doc.�
He let out an old man grunt. My men laughed again, then let him be.
Mido held out a mountain of cheesy garlic toast to O�Toole and Jessie. They each took a slice, and then all that cheesy garlic goodness was set in the middle of the table. Ten hands shot out in an opportunistic free-for-all. In the few seconds it took Mido to return with the five-gallon pot of dinner, the bread plate had nothing but crumbs and butter smears on it. He set the pot down with a thump. �Aw, come on, guys. You forgot to leave some for me and Jacobi.�
My men laughed again and even Cancer smiled. Ed and Ted partook in all this like they�d been here for years. Good. They were fitting in nicely. On top of that, they were wooing Jessie into sticking around. Very good.

Chapter 9
Ashes and Sneakers

The humor died shortly after dinner. We had nothing left to distract us from the hardest part of our dangerous lives. I sailed out for a good hour before forcing myself to shift into neutral and call everyone to the stern.
It was dark out; just a few clouds, ample stars, and no moon. We�d escaped the clouds for now. The stars being out while we freed their ashes would bring good luck to their dearly departed souls. I decided to spend stored energy on lights that lined the railing, making the flanks glow like a bottom-dwelling fish. I switched on two flood lights hanging from the corners of the wheelhouse, too. Time to say goodbye to two good men.
The stern was fifty feet of open deck, interrupted by the weapon crate sitting against the wheelhouse, which rose twenty feet above the deck. Gave me a gull�s-eye view of my ship.
All of us gathered on starboard side, even Jacobi and Jessie. Cancer and Mido had carried broke-leg boy up. Jessie stood apart from us and near Ed and Ted, her old sneakers dangling from one hand by the laces.
Sam approached her with four ten-pound weights. He pointed to them. �For you, Jessie, so we can give �em a proper burial.�
�Thanks.�
He held out a hand. �Mind if I tie �em on for yeh?� Make sure they don�t get away.� She handed them over and watched him set to work. With aid of some fishing line, he tied two weights to each sneaker, then connected the sneakers with more line, using the lace holes to hold everything together. He handed over his final product. Jessie took and placed them by her feet. �Now just be patient, miss.�
�Don�t call me �miss,�� she whispered.
�Oh, that�s right,� he whispered back. �I forgot. Sorry.�
Everyone but Jessie, Sam, Rammus, and I lined up along the glowing rails. Rammus had a cloth sack slung in front of him. He meticulously handed out a pair of objects to each crew member. Anyone unfamiliar with our funeral ritual might laugh, but every last one of us would beat up the offender without hesitation. The objects were wood sticks, metal pipes, metal rods, a set of spoons, and a a set of drumsticks. Ten pairs in all. Together the objects would create a band of sounds for the drumming my crew was about to tap out. Rammus folded the empty sack and set it by the railing with care.
Sauna spoke to Ed and Ted, who were as confused as Jessie and none of them near laughing. �Just join in once you catch the rhythm. It�s not hard.� He and my seasoned crew members used their elbows to space themselves out. Jacobi was seated near the railing, sticks in hand and leg propped up on the lower rail. They all settled in place and waited for me to start.
I handed a jar to Sam. I�d thought of giving one to Sauna but he�d done that just five years ago. It was too early to drive home the loss of close friends again. The techies all got real close to each other, and same for my cargo pushers, yet we were all one unified crew. Still, Sauna was feeling the two losses the hardest right now. I�d been through this service far too many times, but at least most of the ashes I�d cast into the sea had died of old age, a fact I took pride in, despite hating how unnaturally long I�ve been alive.
Sam and I stood on opposite ends of the line. Rammus pulled out a book of poems from his jacket and opened it to a choice page, then took his post behind the middle of the line.
I took a deep breath to keep my voice steady. My throat was constricting. �To Jim Norman, better known as Jersey. Born October eighth, 2383 in Cape May, New Jersey. Died October twentieth, 2412. K.I.A. He will be missed.� My impromptu drummers rapped out a short rhythm.
Sam said, �To Michael Jones, from Atlantic City, New Jersey. Born April sixteenth, 2381. Died October twentieth, 2412. K.I.A. He will be missed.� The crew repeated the two-measure beat and fell silent.
I set Jersey�s jar on the deck, then crossed to the iron chest Rammus stood by. I chucked Jersey�s favorite deck of cards in there, along with the tattered shirt Mike had worn the day I�d hired him. It was hard to let the objects go. They were pieces of friends I�d known for five good years. I nodded to Rammus to begin.
He fished two objects out of his jacket, then cleared his throat. �I�d like to read �Sea Fever� by John Mansfield, to bid them farewell on this night.�
Jacobi tapped out four beats, then the drumming began. It rose and fell in volume with each line, ebbing and flowing like waves on beach.
�I must down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky,
And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by,
And the wheel�s kick and the wind�s song and the white sail�s shaking,
And a grey mist on the sea�s face, and a grey dawn breaking.�
Sam set his jar down and stood before the chest with his own gifts: photos. That was a sore thing to give up. They were the only way any of us would get to see their faces again. Now we had several fewer to remember them by. If the parting gift didn�t hurt at least a little, then it wasn�t a good enough gift. I understood why Sam had chosen the photos: to remind us to look to the future and not dwell on the past.
Sam took two driftwood carvings from Rammus, then waved O�Toole over. The Irishman was subdued and hiding his head under his hood. He was pretty good at picking up on other people�s emotions and emulating them. He was smart enough to understand death, but it would take him a while to understand that the two techies were gone and that he�d never get to prank them again. Sam handed him a carving of a dolphin. Together they added the items to the chest. I then realized Rammus must�ve never slept last night in order to bang out the carvings, the second one of another dolphin.
And he�d taken over the wheel for me�
Sam returned to his jar and O�Toole huddled behind Rammus.
�I must down to the seas again, for the call of the running tide
Is a wild call and a clear call that may not be denied;
And all I ask is a windy day with the white clouds flying,
And the flung spray and the blown spume, and the sea-gulls crying.�
The rest of the crew added their gifts to the chest one by one and returned to their drumming. Sauna gave one each of the boots and work gloves to Ed and Ted. The new techies added the attire to the chest, one person as a time, and Sauna added their mates. Cancer brought over Jacobi�s gifts, a filleting knife and gold chain necklace. Cancer added a jar of burn ointment and a package of bandages. Simple things that brought back many fond memories that spawned endless jokes. Those two were burn magnets.
�I must down to the seas again, to the vagrant gypsy life,
To the gull�s way and the whale�s way where the wind�s like a whetted knife;
And all I ask is a merry yarn from a laughing fellow-rover
And quiet sleep and a sweet dream when the long trick�s over.�
Rammus fell silent and the drumming continued, taking on a new phrase, one that roiled like a riptide. He closed and locked the chest. Sam detached a second of railing and set it aside, then joined Rammus and I in sliding the chest to the gap. The drumming built in intensity, Ed and Ted keeping up with the rest. Together, the three of us heaved the chest over the side. It cannonballed with a big splash, then began its journey to Davy Jones� locker. We weren�t pirates, but here we were burying a chest full of priceless treasure. I dusted off my hands and returned to Jersey�s ashes.
Now, what was about to happen next would make anyone who didn�t know the truth become devout believers in sailor superstitions. Everyone but Ed, Ted, and Jessie had seen it before. �Don�t stop drumming,� I told the two.
I held the jar out over the railing. A column of water rose like a geyser to take it. The leading end morphed into a hand big enough to wrap around my body as it reached for the jar. I cradled Jersey�s ashes in the giant hand, then stepped back. The hand closed around the jar and pulled it into the sea in one swift motion. Sam held out his jar and it was claimed by a second watery hand.
Unsurprisingly, Ed and Ted had stopped drumming to stare. Jessie stared too, eyes ready to pop out of her head. It was no big deal that the new techies had stopped drumming. No harm done or intended.
Right after the second jar disappeared, the drumming concluded, leaving the rolling sea to fill the silence. I let the moment of silence stretch out so everyone could say a prayer and bid them farewell, including myself. Once this funeral was over, it was right back to what we knew as normal.
After a minute passed, I quietly said, �Alright, men, we�ll reach Revivre in about ten days. Everyone who�s ready to retire for the night is free to go.� Rammus pocketed his book and collected all the drumming equipment. Cancer and Scully helped Jacobi hobble away, O�Toole following them. I turned to Jessie. �Your turn.� A few more had been making to leave. They stopped and turned back, but stood away from the railing. I waved Jessie over.
She fearfully contemplated the ocean a moment, then picked up her burden and cautiously approached me.
�There�s nothing be afraid of. You�re not a jar of ashes.�
She whispered, �But my name��
�Is Jessie,� I whispered back, then gestured for her to give her sneakers a good toss. �Time to say goodbye to your old life and make way for the new.�
Jessie cringed. At the same time there was yearning in her dark eyes.
�You can do it, hun,� Ed said.
�We�ll give you a drumroll,� Ted said. The two lined the railing and began rapping on it with their knuckles. Mido joined in, followed by Sam and Rammus. Sauna joined as well and turned the drumroll into a beat like that of a train chugging along. The rest of my remaining men lined up and strengthened the beat.
I watched on and waited for my cue to participate.
Wiping stray hair off her face, Jessie steeled herself and frowned at the ocean, as if challenging it to tell her to back down. She took a few steps back, swung her sneakers to one side, then surged forward and chucked them over the side with a girly grunt. The weights and sneakers twirled. Right before everything hit the water, a whale-sized koi fish made of water surged up out of a wave and swallowed the weighted shoes, then dived back under, giving us only a glimpse of its whiskers, scales, frilly fins, and dorsal fin. Its tail end melded with the wave behind it and the whole thing became one with the ocean once more. The koi hadn�t looked too bad for not having seen one in a good few years.
Ed, Ted, and Jessie gaped at the splash ring and the drumming stopped. The rest of the crew looked at me, eyes wide. I held a finger to my lips, then slipped my hands in my pockets and limped off. My ankle had swollen nicely after my jumping stunt.
Ted said, �So that�s why we�re supposed to use your nickname only.� There was awe and fear in his voice.
�I guess so,� Jessie said, matching the techie�s tone.
Sam said, �Wait, Jessie�s not your real name?�
I paused and risked looking over a shoulder. Yep, the older members who�d just figured it out were staring at the poor girl in abject horror. Sauna, however was clueless. He hadn�t been with me long enough to understand the full extend of my curse.
Sauna said, �So what�s your real name?�
Jessie shook her head. �I�m not even gonna write it down after what I just saw.�
�Captain?� Sam said.
I turned around and wore a glare. �What, you want me to say it instead?�
�Er, no. Does this mean we�re heading��
�I will discuss everything in full after lockdown, so worry about it later.�
�Yes, Captain,� he said somberly.
�Lockdown?� Jessie said.

Chapter 10
Wrath

The night after the funeral�the night before my curse would pull me into its monthly grip�I quietly woke several choice crew members. Most woke easily. Even though we were all hardened men, death never struck softly. A few had managed to find deep sleep, forcing me to shake them until they startled awake. Thankfully, none of them tried to hit me out of self defense. However, a few unintended people woke. I told them to go back to sleep.
Five tired, heartsore men followed me to the main deck. We stopped by the metal door to a large shipment container that used to be four smaller train container. Now they were one welded-together resident on my ship.
The stars were out in full with no moon to speak of. The railing lights were still on. Rammus would know to turn them off at dawn. Hopefully it�d be a sunny day tomorrow so the solar batteries could recharge. That was a lot of lights strung along both sides of a very long boat. I leaned against the container door.
Mido, Rammus, Sam, Cancer, and Scully stood in a semicircle around me. They knew it was almost time for my lockdown. The thing is, I only ever grabbed Rammus to make sure I was locked in. They looked at me suspiciously as the wind whipped at us. I cast my gaze to my old boots. �It�s been twenty seven years,� I said just loud enough to be heard over the wind. I didn�t want to talk about it, but I�d create more problems if I waited. �You all know what that means. You�re the only ones who�ve been through it before�minus Mido.�
�Australia,� Rammus said somberly.
�Why now?� Mido asked.
��Cause of Jessie,� Sam said.
�I don�t understand,� Cancer said. �What does she have to do with anything? Why are you even bothering with being her chauffeur?�
�He�s not,� Sam said. �There�s more to it. �Jessie� is only her nickname. Her real name�� He gestured to me and let the unspeakable name hang in the air. The name wasn�t taboo. Wouldn�t bring down the wrath of the sea on us either. It simply didn�t give us fond memories.
�Amphitrite,� I said.
Cancer stared at me and paled. �She has the same name.�
�Her arrival means it�s time for a visit to our favorite cave. I have to bring her with me if I can convince her to stay.�
�You mean �with us,�� Rammus said. �No way we�re lettin� you go it alone�or with just her.�
A particularly bad memory from long ago roiled around in my head. I�d been thinking about it on and off ever since Ted let slip the whole nickname thing. I�d never told any of them. It looked like I�d have to, but later. Right now it was too much at once. �I won�t pressure any of you to come. In fact, I advise all of you to stay on the boat when I go in the cave. It�ll be very dangerous. We didn�t have a girl last time. It�ll be very different this time. More dangerous.�
�We don�t care,� Rammus said. �All of us want to see you free of your curse.� The rest voiced their agreement.
Cancer said, �I�m sorry, Captain. I didn�t understand her importance. I�ll stop giving her a hard time.�
�That�s why you should never question my orders,� I said with a humorless grin. I�d tried to be funny, but the humor left my voice before I finished saying it. �But don�t apologize to me; apologize to her.�
The doc winced. �Fine. Maybe it�ll help things in the long run.�
�Can�t hurt.� I looked at their downcast faces. Yeah, I felt just as lousy as them. I wished I could hide in my lockdown container until the need to go to the cave passed, but that wasn�t possible. The cave was an unavoidable round of torture. �I need all of you to keep thing quiet for the next five days. Don�t tell those three about my curse and tell no one else about our impending trip to Australia. Just tell them I�m sick, which, in a roundabout way, is true.�
They all nodded.
�Just carry on as normal. Don�t give our new techies anything to worry about, and don�t tell Jacobi or Sauna about the trip. That�s no one�s job but mine. And keep on eye on Jacobi. Make sure he doesn�t go stir crazy.�
�And keep Jessie away from him,� Cancer said unhappily. �He�s been ranting, Captain.�
Well that�s just plain fantastic. �Great,� I said sarcastically. �Give him meds or something, and definitely keep her away from him. I�ll deal with him as soon as I can.�
�What if Jessie starts asking questions?� Mido asked.
�We�re still taking her to Cyprus.�
�Why?� Cancer asked. �It seems like a waste if you need her.�
�I�m not making a hostage of her.� I straightened up and grabbed the door latch. �If she doesn�t stay, then I�ll just have to go on without her.�
�But Amphitrite is so fickle,� Rammus said. �She might make you sail all the way back for her.�
�Then start making it hard for her to want to leave.� I glanced meaningfully at Mido. He nervously ran a hand through his hair and wore a faint guilty smile. I almost laughed. He hated being put on the spot like that. He didn�t mind talking about a one-night stand and such, but I could tell by the way he held himself while cooking that he�d taken to her. He�d trip over his own words if anyone asked him what he thought of the girl. �Anyway, you all survive my lockdowns on a monthly basis. You can survive this one, too.� I pulled the door open. �Rammus, lock me in. Everyone else go back to bed and get my curse off your minds. The more you dwell on it, the more likely you�ll slip up. Now good night and see you in five days.� I stepped inside and pulled the door closed with a clang, but not without seeing their solemn faces first. Recent funeral or not, having a girl named Amphitrite on board was eating at them. I didn�t blame them. In fact, I was grateful they were willing to go through all this for my sake.
Closing the door immersed me in the safety of total darkness. The boat�s rise and fall on the waves was my only clue as to what my external surroundings were.
Metal scuffing came from just the other side of the door as Rammus secured a lock on each door latch. Once everything fell silent, I limped to the cot that awaited me on the other end.
* * *
As soon as the container door closed, Jessie rushed down the stairs and back to her bunk, not wanting to further risk getting caught. She�d heard all of it�the curse, the cave, the person who shared her name�every last word.
She�d followed them because she was worried they were plotting a way to keep her on the ship for less than gentlemanly reasons. They were all men. How could she trust them, especially when Dyne hadn�t tried to wake her, Ed, or Ted? She understood why now, but had no intention of saying anything until she got all her facts straight.
She�d been right about them wanting to keep her aboard, but not the reason behind it. The whole conversation had been so bizarre. She�d almost pushed the door wider when Cancer apologized to Dyne about how he�d treated her. Not one of her offenders had ever expressed remorse for hurting her, much less scaring her and making her feel even more inferior, like Cancer had.
Jessie slowed her flight to a silent prowl when she reached the hall where the cabins lay. Gentle snoring and a white noise machine gave her movements some cover. She pulled off and lined up her boots with Ed�s and Ted�s, then slipped into the bottom bunk, doing her best to rustle and thump as little as possible. She�d taken the bottom bunk so the two techies could sleep closer together. Ed and Ted had gone to sleep both nights while holding hands, Ed on his belly up top, and Ted on his back in the middle, their fingers intertwined until they nodded off. It was a sweet sight. She found herself almost wishing for the same companionship.
Maybe one day. Right now it was too soon, the nightmares too common, and her insides too raw.
Soft footsteps made their way to the cabins. Jessie pinched the curtain and parted it a crack. Black silhouettes interrupted the orange glow from the night lights that lined the walls along the floor and ceiling. Low voices bade each other good night, and a silhouette with Mido�s voice stopped outside her doorway. She couldn�t make out his face but she recognized the curvature of his arms and shoulders, and the outline of his close-cropped hair. He ran a hand through it, then checked down the hall.
�Good night, Jessie,� he whispered, then, without waiting for a response, he pulled off his shirt as he walked away.
Jessie�s heart started pounding. For half a second she�d thought Mido knew she was awake and had eavesdropped on them. Her guilty conscience had convinced her of it. Mercifully, he�d just wished her good night and walked off, but not before getting half-naked first. There was nothing to take away from showing off his physique. But the good night wish? First the hug and now�maybe she was being too paranoid. She needed to keep reminding herself that she was on a different ship with a different crew. Dyne had made it clear during her eavesdrop session that he was taking her to Cyprus, that he wasn�t going to be another Tethys full of lies and deceit. That was some solace.
Still, he wanted her to stay so he could bring her to some cave in Australia. What the heck was that about? And what curse? No one had laughed about any of it. They were as dead serious as the funeral from last night. And a little afraid. Should she be too?
If she hadn�t seen the water hands take the cremation jars and a giant water fish take her sneakers, she�d have concluded they were all a bunch of lunatics with some manners. But no. They were all a bunch of strange men who dared not speak her given name. Now she couldn�t say it either. However, she wasn�t too afraid to demand answers. She would bug Sam for an explanation. She needed to get to the bottom of what her name had to do with Dyne�s curse. That, and what was with locking him up for five days?
Jessie tried to shoo away the questions buzzing in her head so she could get some sleep, but her brain refused to cooperate. She slept fitfully, more dozing between bouts of tossing and turning. She managed a few hours by the time Rammus announced via the sound system that the sun was up. She groaned and pulled her covers over her head.
She dozed while they bathed and went about their routine, hoping to grab a little more rest, but knowing the sun was up tricked her lagging brain into wakeup mode. Her mind resumed buzzing with questions by the time the second wave returned. Jessie grabbed fresh clothes, slid her feet into the shower sandals Sam had given her, and headed to the shower.
The ship�s interior was extensive, yet easy enough to navigate. It was one big hallway with everything branching off it. The bow housed a huge cargo hold stuffed with crates and boxes, and a workout station, which smelled strongly of sweat. Sitting adjacent to the hold was the galley and a pantry. Past the galley lay all the sleeping cabins, followed by the bathrooms and showers, and then a large, sweltering engine room full of pipes, gauges, and carefully stowed fuel pellets.
Jessie ended up waiting outside the shower room for a few minutes. Sam was busy getting O�Toole to brush his hair and teeth. She knew Sam hadn�t returned to the cabins but she�d assumed he�d went elsewhere to go about his day. She could�ve waited inside on the bench that lined the lockers but she didn�t want to feel like she was intruding, even though neither of them would have cared. Well, she didn�t know what O�Toole would do. She didn�t trust herself not to punch him.
Sam bade her good morning on his way out as O�Toole scampered off towards the galley. �Don�t be too long,� Sam said with a warm smile. �Breakfast is soon.�
Jessie nodded, then entered the shower room and closed and locked the door behind her. She eventually might relax enough to stop locking it but, until she trusted every last one of them, Dyne wasn�t getting his key back. She might even use it for leverage to get answers.
* * *
Rammus was back on the wheel while everyone but Dyne and Jacobi gathered for breakfast. Jacobi was confined to his bunk for several days and everyone at the table had scooted close enough together to keep Dyne�s spot empty.
Mido was turning four loaves of texas toast into French toast with cinnamon. Butter, syrup, and two bowls of chopped fruit sat in the middle of the table. The men snacked on bananas, apples, pineapples, blueberries, and strawberries while Mido worked on flipping his third loaf on the griddle.
Jessie sat in her folding chair near the fridge. O�Toole watched breakfast get made with childlike fascination as he sucked on one of his hood strings. The mood in the galley was light with a nervous tension underneath that emanated from those Dyne had pulled aside in the night. They ate with their usual enthusiasm but they seemed to be overdoing trying to act casual. Tension aside, she watched everyone bring pieces of fruit to their mouths. She wanted some but lacked the courage to approach the table with so many there.
Ted brought a piece of pineapple to his mouth, then stopped and looked at Jessie. �Come sit and eat.�
She fervently shook her head.
Ted gave her an injured frown, then spooned a fresh bowl of fruit and held it out to her. �Here you go then.�
Jessie stared longingly at the bowl. Once she decided to get up, Cancer spoke.
�If she�s going to eat, then she needs to join us at the table. There�s no excuse not to. Sam?�
Sam sat next to the empty spot. He considered Jessie a moment, then nodded. �I agree. Jessie, you�ve been with us a few days now. That should be plenty enough time to see that we�re not Tethys and his crew. Now come over and eat.� He patted the cushion.
Jessie wrung her hands and looked at the floor. �He spent a month building my trust in him before� before showing his true colors.� She folded her arms, feeling a need to cover herself.
The room fell silent, minus the toast sizzling away on the griddle. She could feel their eyes on her.
�Okay,� Sam said, sounding taken aback. �Then for now you can take your turn eating after us. I don�t want you to get in the habit of hiding in corners. You�re eventually going to join us to meals.�
Jessie opened her mouth to protest but Sam held up a calloused hand.
�It�ll do you good. We�ll not let you live a life of fear and playin� the victim. We all know you have plenty of fight in you. The sooner you go back to normal, the better. Do you understand where we�re comin� from?�
She understood. �You�re right.� Memories from the beginning of her imprisonment with Tethys surfaced. �You�re very right. I�� She gathered her thoughts in hopes of clearly expressing how they could trust her to let go of the last two years of her life. �When the� raping�� Ugh, that word made her want to vomit. ��first started, I fought. I fought it as hard as I could. But after a few months I stopped and just took it. I couldn�t fight it anymore. Didn�t see any point. But I never gave up trying to escape. My being here is proof enough. I�ll fight my fears. I won�t give up.�
�Good,� Sam said with a warm smile. �The captain would approve.�
Mido scooped his third batch of French toast onto a heated plate sitting in the oven, then battered and placed a fourth loaf on the griddle, and sprinkled them all with cinnamon.
�Speaking of,� Ted said, �where is the good captain?�
Jessie looked up. A few men stiffened.
Cancer said, �Sleeping. He got sick in the night. He should be fine within a few days.�
Jessie searched the techies� faces for signs of suspicion they�d been lied to, but they nodded in satisfaction. How could they suspect anything was amiss when the ship medic announced Dyne�s �illness?�
With aid of oven mitts, Mido set heaping plates of French toast on both sides of the table and slid them in. Six hands shot out and snatched up slices for their awaiting plates. The crew more tossed than dropped their piping hot slices, then shook out singed fingers. Mido flipped the fourth batch, then held the third heaping plate in front of O�Toole before bringing that to the table as well. That pile dropped to half in a hurry.
In an attempt to force herself to be braver, Jessie scooted her chair closer to the table, but only a couple feet closer. Still, it was enough to get another smile out of Sam, along with Ed and Ted. It would do for today. She did her best not to stare while the crew ate. The mix of fruit, cinnamon, and coffee wafting through the air made her stomach growl.
Mido divvied up the fourth batch and a few slices from the third onto five more plates. He set two plates in the oven, then handed off two more to Sam, who gobbed them with butter and syrup. He hastily finished his meal, then disappeared with the plates towards the cabins. Mido followed with a third plate and three bowls of fruit carefully balanced in his big arms. O�Toole snooped around the griddle but touched nothing.
Scully picked up the fruit bowl Ted had filled for Jessie. �O�Toole.� He held out the bowl. The Irishman considered it a moment, then took it and wandered off towards the cargo hold.
Soon the rest of the crew finished eating. Sauna took Ed and Ted to the engine room. Scully cleared the table and deposited all the dishes in the sink, then wandered off with more fruit in hand. Cancer returned to the cabins, leaving Jessie all by herself.
She got up and cautiously approached the table, looking both ways down the hall before reaching for a bowl. She scooped herself some fruit and took Dyne�s seat.
Mido returned empty-handed and headed straight for the oven. He used oven mitts to retrieve the laden plates and set them on the table. They had four golden-brown slices each with egg and cinnamon-smelling steam rising off them. Mido tossed aside the mitts and began buttering the slices on each plate, then chopped them up. Jessie raised an eyebrow. �I can do that for myself, you know.�
�I want to do it for you.�
Shrugging, she let him wait on her. It was a small gesture, but she still felt touched. She being only twenty two years old, not many guys had tried to pamper her, besides her father. But he didn�t count romantically. Her teenage boyfriends didn�t know how to treat a lady, and now here she was after Tethys, with a cook who wanted to please her. She started pecking at her fruit as her thoughts centered on their first hug. She watched his muscles flex minutely as he cut up their meals. She had to admit they were nice arms, but would they always protect her, or would they one day overpower her?
Mido poured a generous amount of syrup over both plates, then slid them to opposite ends of the table. �Would you like some coffee?�
�Yes, please. With cream. And nutmeg if you have any.� She shooed away thoughts of Mido being a threat as best she could.
He crossed to the coffee pot and poured two tin mugs of coffee to order, preparing them both with cream and a pinch of nutmeg.
�You like nutmeg, too?�
�Never tried it. Sounds good.� He held out a steaming cup.
Jessie looked at it and waited for him to put it down. He frowned and set the mug next to her fruit bowl. He took a sip from his own tin. �It is good,� he said with as much enjoyment as someone attending a funeral. He stared into his mug but didn�t sit.
Jessie picked up her tin mug in both hands. She knew not taking the mug from his hand had offended him. Ed and Ted had been the first loving contact in two years, followed by Mido�s attempted hug. She wanted to experience that feeling again but was afraid it�d go all wrong. She closed her eyes and inhaled her coffee�s spicy aroma, then took a sip. This was her first cup of coffee since Tethys. Two years with nothing to drink but water. She took another sip. �I don�t know what you did but this is the best coffee I�ve ever had, and Cyprus isn�t far from Italy.� She took a third sip. Yep, definitely the best, and hopefully her genuine compliment would smooth over her not taking the mug from his hand.
�Thank you,� he said, his frown softening. He set mug beside his own plate. �Now.� He held out a hand, palm up. �Please don�t be afraid of me, Jessie. I know you�ve been through a lot, but it still hurts every time I see you cringe.�
Jessie considered his hand, then wiped her own on her pants and slowly reached for his. Her brain screamed at her to stay away from it but� she wanted to be a survivor, not a victim. She clenched her teeth and placed her hand on top of his with a feather touch. Mido gently sandwiched her hand between both of his and just held hers. Her heart pounded as her memories assumed she knew what was coming next. Two years of being touched meant getting raped. But this time�
She flinched when he said, �See? No harm.� He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, then began massaging it.
As good as it felt, her brain slipped into shutdown mode. Her emotions turned off and the world around her fell into a haze. She just sat there, oblivious to what was happening to her, letting unwanted company just have his way until he was done. He�d be done eventually. If she was lucky, he�d give her no bruises. She�d managed to keep all her teeth, unlike most of the other women who�d come and gone on Tethys�s ship.
Her body was gently shaken. A finger snapped near her face and she heard someone call her name. She blinked a few times, then realized Mido was still holding her hand. Worry crinkled his brow. �Are you okay? Your eyes just glazed over and you didn�t respond to anything I said.�
Jessie fully came back to the present and the sensation of her hand in his. �I�m sorry. I just�� Her heart began pounding. She wanted to run. Run and hide. This was so embarrassing.
�Don�t be sorry.� He kissed her hand began rubbing it again, but watched her eyes for signs of glazing over.
Instead, her eyes filled with tears. She looked down and tried to squeeze the horrible memories flooding her system. And anger. Lots of anger. The anger that�d fueled her before the fight had left her. She made a fist with her free hand. A little voice in her head told her to not swing. She knew the voice was right but she had so much anger in her system. The men who�d taken needed to be punished. She craved revenge�no, justice. Beating and castrating every last one of them would be justice. She raised her fist.
A hand seized her wrist. That contact sent her into a frenzy. She wrenched free and started swinging, but connected with nothing. She surged to her feet and lunged for the man backing away from her. He blocked all her punches and yelled something at her repeatedly. Some two-syllable word. She continued swinging until she recognized her given name.
�Amphitrite! Stop! Please!�
That snapped her out of her red haze, but she still felt a need to punch things. She had so much anger pent up inside her. Mido looked at her fearfully and didn�t move. She wiped at her tears and kept her fists raised. �I need� a punching bag��
Mido stared dumbly, the demand throwing him off-guard. �This way.� He waved for her to follow, then led her to the cargo hold. They hurried down the hall and into the bow of the ship, past stack after stack of wood crates and into a corner on starboard side. Other men were in there but they both ignored them. A large red leather punching back hung from a steel bar holding up a second-level storage shelf. Mido reached for something on top of the bag, then turned around and held it open for her. An open-fingered sparring glove. Jessie slipped her hand into the too-large glove and tightened the wrist strap, then repeated the process with the other. Mido back out of the way and Jessie took out her wrath on the bag.
She slipped back into blind rage mode. She pounded the bag over and over, throwing her weight into each blow. It felt so good to beat the crap out something, yet she couldn�t seem to hit the bag hard enough. She willed herself to swing harder with every blow. She tried kicking it several times, then went back to punching. Her brain told her arms that she wasn�t getting tired at all but at some point they started quivering, feeling heavier. Her swings became slower and weaker, but she willed herself to keep trying to hit harder.
Her last swing missed the bag entirely. She stumbled and reached out for the bag to catch herself, but her burning arms couldn�t hold her up. Mido caught her before she hit the floor and helped her upright. He tried to back away but she held on with shaking hands. He held her with his hands cradling her elbows and said nothing, just looked at her with sadness in his blue eyes. And a hint of fear. She looked at the floor and whispered, �I hate them all.� Fresh tears filled her vision. She leaned towards him and he pulled her into a hug. She would�ve hugged back but her arms were done. Instead, she started crying. �I hate them all so much,� she said louder.
�Hopefully you�ll never see them again,� Mido said in her ear.
�If I do, I�m going to castrate all of them. They�re worthless pigs. They�re going to pay for what they did to me and so many other women.�
�They definitely deserve it. But try not to think about them okay?�
�I�ll try.�
�Think about yourself and the rest your life ahead of you.�
Jessie broke into heavy sobs. Suddenly her legs couldn�t hold her up anymore and she started slipping. Mido guided her to the floor, then pulled her close so she could cry on his chest. Beyond caring, she buried her face in his chest and cried.
The tears came out of nowhere. Maybe she�d burned through all her anger and there were only tears left, tears for all the horrible things she and her fellow captives had endured. All the cries of pain, all their shared tears, all the ravaging to her own body made her cry harder. She felt so unworthy of the arms that held her, but she lacked the strength to get away. That just made her cry even more.
Mido rocked her gently and rubbed her back. That fueled her tears as well. Her mind warred away with how to react to such kindness. She�d done nothing to deserve being treated well. How could he stand touching her? How? She didn�t deserve it at all. At the same time part of her willed him to not let go, to hold her close and protect her from ever getting abused again. It was so much better than her other experiences. Mido hugged her tighter. Oh, god, it was so much better. She needed to convince herself to not resist such kindness anymore.
Jessie stopped crying, bolted upright, and tore herself from Mido�s arms. She looked around for a garbage but didn�t see one anywhere. She rolled to her hands and knees and began vomiting all over the cement floor. The few sips of coffee, the fruit, and whatever else had been sitting in her stomach splattered everywhere. She heaved until she had nothing left, then clenched her stomach and dry-heaved a couple of times.
Mido put his hands on her shoulders to steady her when she started tipping sideways. Jessie gasped for breath and spat a few times to get the acidic taste out of her mouth.
�Feel better?� Mido asked.
She nodded. She felt a lot better. Lighter, too, like whatever�d been weighing her down had left her system. She also felt like she�d pass out in five seconds if she closed her eyes. �Sorry about the floor.�
�Don�t worry about it. Scully�ll clean it up.�
�No, I should. I�m the one who made the mess.�
Mido pulled her to her unsteady feet. �You need a hot meal in you, not a cleaning duty. Are you well enough to walk?�
Jessie clenched her jaw at the insinuation that she was weak. She steadied herself but didn�t try to push him away. �Of course I can.�
�Good, then let�s get back to breakfast.�
�I�m not hungry.�
�Trust me, you are. Once you take a couple of bites, you�ll feel hungry again.� He undid the velcro strap to one of the sparring gloves and pulled it off. Jessie tried to remove the other but the tendons in her arms did not want to be used. Ugh, how was she going to feed herself? There was no way she was going to let anyone spoon or fork-feed her.
Mido kept an arm around her all the way back to the galley. They passed Scully and Sam, who watched them leave with perplexed gazes. Mido informed Scully of the mess that needed cleaning up. He just grunted and walked off. Mido told Jessie that Scully was the one the whole crew went to when there were dirty jobs that needed done. The captain paid him a little extra for it. Jessie stopped feeling so bad after that.
Jessie obediently took her seat at the table while Mido stuck their breakfast back in the oven. In the name of washing the vomit taste out of her mouth, she helped herself to her coffee with shaking, burning arms, and managed to not spill a drop, even when she more plopped than set the tin cup back down. Mido smirked but kept his teasing thoughts to himself.
�Have some fruit while we wait.�
�I told you I�m not hungry.�
�And I told you that you are.�
She glared at him but he wore a patient smile. Since she was tired and he looked like he had far more patience than her, she gave in and picked up her fork, then pulled her bowl to the raised lip of the table. She pecked a piece of banana and stuck it in her mouth and chewed. The banana tasted good so she ate the rest of the slices before moving onto the apple slices, then the pineapples, and then the strawberries and blueberries together. Okay, so she was hungry. Starving. She eagerly pushed aside her bowl when Mido set the heated plate of French toast before her. Using her wrist to swing her fork like a pendulum, she brought her face closer to her plate and began wolfing down her breakfast.
�Don�t eat too fast, miss I�m-not-hungry,� Mido said as he took his seat.
�Yeah, yeah. Whatever.� That was as close as she would get to admitting she was wrong and he was right. Or maybe it was just how amazing he made everything taste, even reheated French toast. �You need to teach me how to cook as well as you.�
Mido brightened at the request. �I can if you�d like. We�ll start with simple stuff.�
�Like what?� she asked between bites.
�Coffee.�
She gave him a humorless grin and he just laughed. �I can make a cup of coffee.�
�As good as mine?�
He had her again. �No.�
�Well once we�re done eating, I�ll teach you the secret to good coffee. You look like you�re gonna need another cup soon anyway.�
Now that her mind was catching up with the amount of food in her stomach, she was beginning to feel dead tired again. �Sounds good.� She snuck in sips of coffee between bites of breakfast, and as soon as she was done, her eyelids began to feel real heavy. She finished her coffee, but the caffeine wasn�t doing anything for her. She rested her head against the wall, closed her eyes, and listened to Mido finish his own breakfast.
* * *
At some point she startled awake to a hand shaking her shoulder. Mido stood over her with a contented smile on his face.
�The coffee lesson can wait until later. I�ll escort you back to your bunk.�
She let out a tired groan as she forced herself to sit up. She was too tired to protest as Mido helped her back to her feet. She mechanically took a few steps towards the cabins and swayed into the wall. Mido caught her for the second time today, then scooped her into his strong arms. She let out another tired groan, then buried her face in the meat of his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her face felt flushed. Her tired body bounced with his steady strides and swayed as he sidestepped into her room. He carefully deposited her in her bunk, untied and pulled off her steel toe boots. She pulled her feet onto the bed and feebly grabbed at her blankets. Mido pulled the blankets over her, and her tired brain barely registered the kiss he planted on her cheek before she passed out.

Chapter 11
Coffee

Jessie woke up feeling the most relaxed she had in years. She�d woken up smiling, too. What was with that? Come to think of it, why did it matter? Smiles were good. She rolled over and lifted her bunk curtain.
A wave of fear passed over her as she remembered she was surrounded by men. She whipped off her blankets. She was still fully clothed in her plain shirt and cargo pants, zipper up and button still fastened. Her insides didn�t hurt with the telltale pain that she�d been raped. Heck, she still had her socks and undergarments on, and she couldn�t smell her own stink, if she stank at all.
She sat up and looked at herself, still dressed and unharmed after passing out however many hours ago. She had some vomit splatter on her knees, but other than that she was clean. She�d been in a vulnerable position during waking hours and no one had done anything to her, except tuck her into bed. She touched her cheek.
And given her a kiss.
It was almost too good to be true to believe. She�d had so many nightmares on Tethys�s ship, and a few more every night on Dyne�s, except during her latest rest. It was such a merciful reprieve. Maybe Mido�s good night kiss had been magic.
Considering the strange times with quasi-children and water morphing into objects, maybe it was.
Jessie got out of her bunk and into her boots. When she straightened up, her fear returned out of habit. She wasn�t afraid of the men themselves, but what they could do to her. But� they�d just gone a bunch of hours without doing anything. Days, actually, if she took in the rest of her stay. Even Jacobi had hurt her with nothing more than words. But she was safe from Jacobi until his leg healed, and Cancer had admitted he owed her an apology. She really needed to undo her habitual fear reactions. How exactly she wasn�t sure. She was sure about not living the rest of her life in fear. It was too stressful and exhausting.
Feeling quite hungry, she headed for the galley. No amazing smells wafted down the hall but the lingering smell of eggs and bacon filled the galley. Mido was chopping vegetables at the counter. Cancer and Sam were at the table hunched over ledger books. The entire table was covered in papers and� receipts.
Cancer looked over the rim of his glasses. �Why look who�s up at last.�
Sam turned and smiled. �Why good morning, Jessie. How do you feel after your twenty four-hour nap?�
�Twenty four-hour?� she exclaimed.
Cancer turned back to his ledger. �Give or take an hour. You were out cold. Your vitals were fine so I left you in peace.�
Sam said, �Word has it you had an emotional moment shortly after breakfast yesterday.�
Mido wiped his hands on his apron. He wore a pained expression. �I couldn�t not tell the doc what happened, and everyone was looking in when he gave you a checkup. Please don�t be mad at me.�
�I�m not,� she said and meant it. �I�m just embarrassed I did all that.�
�Don�t be,� Sam said. �Yeh�ve been through a lot.�
�How do you feel?� Cancer asked.
Jessie took a deep breath and looked inward. �Fine. This is the best I�ve felt in so long. I feel lighter, too.�
�Good. Whether you believe it or not, vomiting helped get rid of bad energy weighing you down. What about your fear and anxiety levels?�
�They�re trying to creep back up but I�m trying to enjoy feeling more relaxed. I didn�t have any nightmares during my long nap, though.�
�I have some medication I can give you to curb your anxiety. It�s not a magical cure but it�ll help you stay calmer so you can better retrain yourself.�
Not sure what to say or do, Jessie looked to Mido and Sam. Cancer�s kind, businesslike manner was such a one-eighty. If she hadn�t overheard the conversation from the other night, she�d have thought this was his nice twin talking to her.
Sam said, �Listen to the good doctor. He knows his stuff.� Mido nodded.
Jessie turned back to Cancer, who watched her studiously. �I don�t mean to be rude but why are you being kind to me all of the sudden?�
Cancer set down his pen, pushed up his glasses, then folded his hands on the ledger. �I owe you an apology. We got off on the wrong foot.�
�You sure did!� Sam teased.
Cancer ignored him. �I still don�t agree with having any women aboard. It�s nothing personal, Jessie. I have a wife of thirty years whom I see only a few months out of the year. It�s too dangerous to have her on the Pertinacious. On top of that, we men often act too slovenly for a woman�s taste. You�ve seen our table manners.�
Jessie tried to picture Cancer�s wife. It was hard imagining anyone not being too intimidated to marry him in the first place but, sure enough, he wore a gold band around his left ring finger. His wife had to be as big and intimidating as him. And as headstrong. Any wife who saw her husband that infrequently had to be strong and devoted.
�Anyway, I apologize for treating you poorly. You didn�t deserve it.�
�Thank you.� She didn�t know what else to say. He sounded sincere, but was it only out of fear of this other Amphitrite? She highly doubted he would�ve changed his behavior if she was only Jessie. Hadn�t considered apologizing until he�d learned her real name. So now what?
Sam said, �Have a seat, Jessie. You must be hungry.� He scooted over, taking his ledger and papers with him. �Move yer stuff, yeh coot.� Cancer grabbed a bunch of papers and began reorganizing them so there was a free spot to put a plate.
Mido said, �Would you like some coffee, too?�
�Yes, please. And my coffee-making lesson.� Anything to put off sitting at the same table as Cancer. Sam wasn�t so bad but the doctor intimidated her.
�By the way,� Cancer said, �did you want the anxiety medicine?�
She nodded. �Anything to not go back to how I felt yesterday.�
He got up and stretched his spine, making his modest gut stick out. Jessie shuffled towards Mido. Cancer was a good eight inches taller than her five-five frame. �I�ll be handing out each dose to you. I make all the medicines, so I don�t let anyone into my supplies. Not even Dyne. It helps me keep track of what I have, along with better monitor everyone�s health. No exceptions for you. Understand?�
�Yes.� Fair enough.
�I�ll be right back.� He marched off.
Sam said, �So what�s this I hear about a lesson in coffee-making?�
Jessie stood before the coffee maker, a typical drip-style one.
�Jessie�s already figured out I�m one of the best cooks on the planet, so she wants some cooking lessons.� Mido poured the leftovers into the sink, then rinsed and filled the pot with fresh water to the four-cup line.
�She�s picked a good teacher.�
Mido set the pot aside and cleared out the coffee grounds and filter from their chamber. He set a fresh filter and a can of whole beans on the counter, then backed up. �Okay, your turn to take over.�
Jessie stepped up and reached for the paper filter.
�Start with the water. That way you�ll never forget it. You don�t want to come back ten minutes later, dying for a cup, just to realize you never poured in any water.�
�Fine.� It seemed trivial; however, she decided to be a good student and listen. Once the water was poured and the pot set to catch fresh-brewed goodness, she tucked the filter in the coffee maker and gave the frilly edges a few pats so it sat evenly.
�I gave you four cups of water, so that�s four scoops of beans. Make sure each scoop is nice and even so you always get the same flavor from pot to pot.�
Jessie leveled out four scoops nice and flat before adding them to the machine.
�Now go ahead and close the lid and hit the �four� button.�
She did as told. There were eight buttons vertically lined up on the side. She took a step back and folded her arms. The machine hummed as the beans were ground up. �Gee, that was so hard.�
�Lesson�s not over,� Mido said. �That�s only half of it. Now what would you like for breakfast?�
�What time is it?�
Sam looked at his wristwatch. �About ten.�
Jessie turned back to her teacher. �And what are you making right now?�
�Slow-cooked chili for dinner.�
�Oo, my favorite!� Sam said.
�I�ll just have some toast. You look busy enough.�
�Don�t worry about it. I love cooking.�
�Toast is still just fine.�
Mido fired up the griddle, then buttered up two pieces of multigrain bread and added two round slices of Canadian bacon from the fridge. He shuffled to an overhead cupboard and set four tin mugs on the counter, near the coffee maker.
Cancer�s heavy footsteps returned to the galley, an amber bottle in hand. He tipped one pill into the plastic cap and held it out for her to take. Jessie hesitated, then forced herself to push through her fear and take the pill. On top of her usual fears, she worried he might be trying to drug her but, with two witnesses, there couldn�t be a chance of that.
�Bite it in half,� Cancer said. �I want to give you a few days before I let you have a whole pill.�
Jessie carefully bit down and handed half the pill back. Cancer tucked it inside a tissue baggie and capped the bottle. Mido turned on the faucet. Jessie went over and washed down the bitter-tasting powder with a lot of water, then Cancer returned to his paperwork as Mido set some cream and nutmeg next to the awaiting mugs.
�Now for the second half of the lesson.� Mido set a metal spatula on the edge of the griddle. �Pour cream in two of the mugs. Sam likes his black. Pour just a little more than enough to cover the bottom of the cup.� He shook the carton, then showed her with one.
Jessie took the carton, then carefully poured cream in two more cups.
Mido stowed the cream back in the fridge before returning to his vegetables. �Now sit tight until the coffee�s ready.�
She leaned against the counter and watched Mido chop up a pile of zucchini, squash, peppers, carrots, celery, tomatoes, and onion. He got all the way through his first four vegetables by the time the coffee pot gurgled and shut itself off with a click. Mido rinsed and dried his hands, flipped, the toast and bacon, then poured coffee into the tin he�d poured cream in. He added a pinch of nutmeg and stirred the contents with a teaspoon.
�Pour the coffee and add a pinch of nutmeg to everyone�s mugs.�
�Nutmeg?� Sam said.
�You�ll like it. Adds a little extra flavor.�
Jessie filled up the remaining mugs and added a pinch just like Mido had. She stirred Sam�s black coffee first, then the other two. She brought Sam�s and Cancer�s coffee over as instructed. They thanked her as she set them down, and when she returned to the counter, Mido handed her the mug she�d made. She took a sip. �It�s good, but not as good as yours.�
Sam took a noisy sip. �Tastes great to me. I like the spice.� He took a second sip, then went back to work.
Mido traded mugs with her.
Jessie sipped the coffee Mido had prepared and enjoyed its spicy smoothness all the way down. �Yours is better and you did the exact same thing I did. I don�t get it.�
Mido took a sip from his own mug and licked his lips. �The secret is to put how much you care about the people you�re feeding into everything you make. Still, I think you did a good job. And as a reward for your efforts�� He took one of Jessie�s hands. She retracted her hand and shied away, but then forced herself to retake her ground, tentatively holding out her hand for him to take. He hesitated, then wrapped her hand in a feather touch and kissed her knuckles.
Jessie couldn�t help but smile. Her heart rate slowed back down and she felt calmer. �Are you sure you�re not using magic or something?�
Mido smiled back as gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. �Wish I was.� Cancer cleared his throat and Sam chuckled. Mido lost his smile and turned around as he let go. He ran a hand through his hair. �Almost forgot I was cooking.� He flipped the toast and bacon. �Take a seat, Jessie. Food�s almost ready.�
Mug in hand, Jessie forced herself to walk to the table. Sam scooted a little farther over. Jessie struggled with slowing her breathing. She was starting to hyperventilate just at the thought of sitting across from Cancer. Standing near him was one thing. Sitting was another. It would take that much more effort to start running if she needed to.
Cancer said, �Jessie, tell yourself to calm down.�
�I�m trying.� She set her mug down and stood before Dyne�s customary spot at the table. She kept telling herself over and over in her head to calm down, that this wasn�t how she wanted to react, that this was a horrible feeling she needed to stop making herself experience. Still no calmer, she slowly turned and sat down, and her eyes stung with tears.
�Breathe, Jessie,� Sam urged.
She took a gulp of air, then began panting. After a few seconds, she took a deep breath and wiped her tears. She put the edge of the table in a death grip and tried to slow her breathing. This reaction was not fun at all. The sooner she could train herself to stop this, the better. She�d never given being surrounded by men a second thought before Tethys. In fact, she used to relish their attention. Now it was hell.
Okay, must stop thinking about Tethys�s boat. It�s not helping.
She heard a man say something, and then another spoke. She ignored them both. Suddenly, the smell of coffee and nutmeg filled her nose. She breathed in the lovely scent. A man�s voice spoke again. She wasn�t sure what he was saying but his tone was soothing and unthreatening. And the coffee smelled wonderful.
�Jessie, come back to us.�
�You�re okay, Jessie. Just keep breathing.�
She blinked and the world around her came back into focus. Her tin of coffee was right under her nose. She relaxed her death grip and took the cup with shaking hands. Right from Mido�s hand. Her fingers brushed his.
�There you go, Jessie,� he said, beaming.
�Why�d you hold my coffee right under my nose?�
�I told him to,� Cancer said. �It was the only thing I could think of to snap you out of it. A positive smell linked to a positive experience. I�m not much of a psychologist but I do know our sense of smell is our strongest link to memories.�
�So give her a positive smell to interrupt a bad memory?� Mido ventured.
�That was the idea. And it seems to have worked. Her pupils aren�t dilated anymore.�
�Is it safe to feed her?�
�Certainly.�
�I�m not hungry anymore.� She set her coffee on the table, but held onto it for comfort.
Mido put his fists on his hips, showcasing how big his arms were. �Are we going to have this discussion again?�
Jessie hunched her shoulders. �No.�
�Good.� He went to the griddle, then returned with a plate of Canadian bacon and golden brown toast.
The food looked and smelled great, but she felt as interested in eating it as much as she wanted to eat her plate. However, yesterday had already proved Mido wasn�t going to let her walk away unfed. She snatched a piece of toast and bit off a corner. Like everything else he�d fed her so far, this simple piece of toast tasted great. She took a bigger bite.
�And your reward for listening to me,� Mido said softly. He ran a gentle hand through her hair, petting her like a loved sibling, then backed up.
Once again, his touch got a smile out of her and helped her feel calmer. �You really are magic.�
�And you�re a beauty who�s a pleasure to serve,� he said with a bow.
�Does this mean I get breakfast in bed?� she teased.
�Once we get to shore, sure!� He returned to his pile of vegetables.
Jessie couldn�t tell if he was joking or not. If it was a joke, it was no big deal. She hadn�t been serious herself. But now that he�d said that, it sounded really nice. �Sounds great. I�m holding you to it.� She popped a smile, then went back to her breakfast. The knife slipped out of Mido�s hand as he looked at her like he was the one trying to figure out if she was serious or not. He chased his knife to the floor, then rinsed it off under the faucet and went back to work. Jessie wasn�t sure herself. At least she had a week to figure it out.
Sam chuckled.
�What?�
Sam glanced at Mido�s back and grinned broadly. �Nothing.�
She let it drop and finished her breakfast in silence. By the time her food was gone, along with the rest of her magic coffee, she chanced a question she�d been wanting to ask since yesterday. �Where�s Dyne resting? I tried looking for him before I came here, to see if he was feeling any better, but he wasn�t in any of the cabins.� Yes, it was a lie, but at least it was a lie for a lie, and she already knew where he was hiding.
Mido stopped chopping and the three men looked at each other. Cancer lowered his gaze to his ledger. �He�s in quarantine until he gets better. Just leave the poor man in peace.�
She decided against pressing for more answers for the moment. She knew Dyne would explain things sooner or later, but so many strange things were going on that she craved answers sooner. She was a part of this strangeness somehow.
She set her dishes in the sink, thanked Mido for the food and coffee lesson while watching his arm muscles flex with his chopping.
�Where you off to?� He asked innocently enough, but she could see it in his face that he didn�t want her to leave.
�Just explore. Maybe try to get to know more of your crew, or just beat up the punching bag a little more.� She waved and headed for the hallway. Cancer�s eyes followed her, unhappiness all over his face. She stopped. �What?�
�Don�t go looking for Dyne.�
Jessie held up her hands. �If you�ve got him in quarantine, I don�t want whatever he has.� She walked off.
In truth, she had no intention of bothering him in his container. Sure, she was curious. What was it about his curse that required locking him up for five days a month?
Maybe she should sneak in and find out�
The idea gave her the same thrill as breaking a rule when no one was looking. Except this bit of rule breaking seemed a bit too dangerous. Still, she couldn�t help but wonder what was in there.
What was she thinking? Sneaking into a double-padlocked iron container? It was stupid.
She shook her head at herself as she climbed a set of stairs that led to the main deck. Maybe this was what it was like to be called by a mythical Siren, being lured to danger, knowing it was dangerous, yet feeling powerless to resist the call. Ever since she�d asked the question pertaining to Dyne�s whereabouts, she kept picturing herself sneaking inside.
There was heavy fog blanketing the ocean. It was too early in the day for sun. Jessie meandered along the deck and took the long way to the wheelhouse so she could walk past Dyne�s container. She needed to see Rammus, ask him a few questions and see if he always carried the key to the padlocks at all times.
It was already muggy out, low wind and calm seas. Jessie came upon Dyne�s container and stopped at the door leading in. Two rotate-able bars were locked in place. She lifted a padlock. The keyhole was just a normal lock. Nothing fancy. Still, she knew nothing about lock picking. She released the lock, letting it thunk against the door, the sound making her flinch. It wasn�t a loud thunk, but would Dyne come to the door, expecting to be let out? Had it sounded louder on the inside?
She walked the length of of the container, passing a knuckle along the vertical ridges, making a soft ping on each one. The more she stayed near the container, the more she wanted to know what was on the inside.
Something banged against the container from the inside. Jessie jumped back and almost screamed. The blank side of the container stared back at her and she heard no further sound. She tentatively held up a hand, paused, then gently rapped against the container. Seconds later, she felt someone splash a cup of water on her back. She sucked in a deep breath and cringed, then turned around to snap at her splasher, only to find that there was nothing but open deck and ocean surrounding her. She bounced her gaze between the container and calm ocean. For the life of her, she couldn�t figure out who or what just splashed her. She had a sneaking suspicious it might�ve been Dyne, but that was ridiculous. There was no hole in the container.
Keeping an eye on the ocean, Jessie took one tentative step, then another. No water magically rose up to splash her. A few more steps and she cleared the container. She relaxed her arms and headed for the wheelhouse in earnest.

Chapter 12
The Demon in the Darkness

Rammus was bent over some maps when Jessie knocked on wheelhouse door. He did a double-take, then waved for her to enter. Thank goodness whatever had splashed her had gotten only her back. The water was soaking into her pants, but that was no big deal. So long as she kept her back to everyone until she dried, no one would ever know about her supernatural experience.
�You wouldn�t happen to have any thoughts of taking this boat elsewhere now would you, miss Jessie?� he asked with a smile.
She shook her head and stood just inside the door.
�Then to what do I owe the pleasure of your company? And by the way, it�s good to see you awake again.�
�Thank you. I just have some questions. I was hoping you were the person to ask since I can�t seem to find Dyne anywhere.�
�He�s sick. Just leave him be,� he said a little too quickly.
�I know. Cancer told me.�
�Okay, good. What�s on your mind?�
�The funeral,� she said, testing the waters. �I�ve never seen anything like it.�
Rammus sat up. �Oh, yeah. We never did take the time to give the three of you a heads up. Don�t let the water show spook you. But anyway, you�ll find that every boat has its own way to say farewell to lost crew mates. Back in the day, whole fleets knew each other. Nowadays we just know who our enemies are depending on the location. Too few good guys roaming the sea now. But anyway, I�m digressing.��
Jessie forced herself to stay quiet until Rammus gave her a chance to speak. Maybe the more polite she was, the more she could weasel out of him. He did have a circle of keys tied to his belt.
She shook her head. Why was she still thinking of sneaking in there? It was clearly dangerous, not to mention stupid. If it wasn�t serious, he wouldn�t be in a sixty-foot iron container. She just needed to forget about it.
�I imagine you�re wondering about that water stuff. Dyne�s the one who can explain it best but, seeing how he�s down for a bit, I�ll explain what I know as best I can.� He took a bit of driftwood from his jacket and began whittling at it with a small knife. �Captain don�t like me doin� this in here, but oh well.� He grinned slyly. �I�ll clean up later. Anyway. As you know, sailors are a good bit superstitious. A lot of it�s a buncha nonsense, but there�s truth in every tall tale. Sometimes it gets hard to see the truth in it all, so we do and don�t do certain things just to be safe. We do our drumming to make sure the sea comes to take the souls it�s snared in life. You follow me so far?�
�Yeah. So what�s with the fish that ate my sneakers?�
�That was a koi fish. Good luck for you. Symbol of strength and courage to overcome obstacles. Means the sea�s supporting you through this tough time in your life. Wants you to let go of your fears, so it sent you a symbol of strength. Kois are freshwater fish but I guess that doesn�t matter to the souls that live beneath the surface.�
�How much of all that mythical stuff is real?�
Rammus shrugged and made a face. �Beats me. I wish I knew. All I can tell you is that the ocean�s full of surprises. Always respect it and always err on the side of caution.�
�Is that why my given name�s forbidden?�
�That�s a question to ask Captain.� He spoke carefully, like he was trying to hide something.
�Can you tell me what you know?�
Rammus gave her a studious frown. �Save those questions for him. It�s not my place to say anything, okay?�
�May I ask why?�
�You may, but I won�t answer. Just be patient and wait for him to get better.�
This visit wasn�t yielding many answers. As much as she wanted to nose around for more information, it looked like she was going to have to suffer through waiting. Her mind wandered back to the container.
�Did you have any other questions?�
She thought a moment. �Yes, but it looks like I�m just going to have to wait.�
�Alright. Away with you, then. Stay out of trouble.�
�I�ll try.�
Rammus grunted, then set his driftwood aside and bent over the charts.
Frustrated, Jessie decided to head back to the punching back to vent.
* * *
The next few days were agonizingly devoid of answers. On top of that, the nightmares returned. Sometimes she�d wake up covered in sweat and start crying. She was reliving her nightmare on Tethys�s ship. Ed and Ted would soothe her back to sleep, only to be woken up by another nightmare. After the third nightmare, Mido came in and gave her a kiss on top of her head. The other men teased him for trying such a thing, but for some reason it worked. On the fourth night of Dyne�s lockdown, he gave her a good night kiss and she slept wonderfully. She didn�t question how or why it worked. She didn�t care. The nightmares were making it hard to progress during waking hours.
On the fifth and final night of lockdown, Mido gave her another goodnight kiss on top of her head, and Ed and Ted announced they were gonna start calling him �Lover Boy� from now on. Cancer manned the wheel and the rest of the crew turned in for the night. Once again, Jessie was spared of a single nightmare, but not a strange, vivid dream that caused her to wake up sweating while everyone else was still sound asleep.
She sat up in her bunk for a minute to bring her brain fully into the waking world. The dream had been so real. When she woke up in her own bunk, instead of in Dyne�s container, she�d been terribly confused. She�d dreamed of a beautiful lady standing on water, with fish circling below her bare feet. The lady had called Jessie �Amphitrite� and had told where to find the keys to her answers.
Jessie took a deep breath and slipped out of her bunk and into her boots. She always slept fully clothed for her own sanity.
She snuck into Rammus�s cabin, which he shared with Cancer and Scully. Her heart was pounding�not so much out of fear, but more from an adrenaline rush. Cancer was still in the wheelhouse, so the little room wasn�t as scary for the moment. She kneeled on the floor and reached inside the leftmost-placed boot of six. The keys were in there just like in the dream. She almost gasped when her fingertips brushed them. This was too unreal.
With aid of the noise machine giving her auditory cover, she reached in with both hands and lifted out the keys without making a sound, just as instructed in the dream. She wrapped them in a fist, then headed down the hall and grabbed a lantern by a flight of stairs leading to the main deck. The lantern had been in the dream too, and the lady had expressed particular importance to take it. She didn�t question it; she just took it and snuck out onto the deck.
The wind and waves were moderate, only strong enough to make someone without their sea legs sick. Jessie worked with the swells to reach the container door. She picked the small key the dream had pointed out to her, undid both padlocks, and slipped inside. She closed the door behind her with little noise, another detail the lady had stressed, and turned on the battery-powered lantern. Its light temporarily blinded her, then she lifted it above her head and looked around the container. It was mostly empty, except for something lying on the far end. Now all she had to do was wake the sleeper and she would get her answers.
A tiny voice in her head warned her that this was a very bad idea. However, that rational voice was drowned out by the lady�s eager instruction. She also insisted the answers were worth the danger. Jessie crossed to the far end. The container was definitely empty, except for her and a sleeping Dyne, who lay on a cot in a t-shirt and shorts. He lay with his back to her. His trench coat, boots, and whatnot were set by the foot of the cot. Everything looked perfectly ordinary, so why�?
Jessie squinted and brought the lantern closer to Dyne�s arm. Were here eyes playing tricks or was his skin turning a greyish blue? It had to be. Either that or the lighting was messing with his skin tone. She looked at her own arms to double check. She looked quite normal. She brought the lantern near his feet, which were the same greyish blue, and they were inching off the cot.
She took a step back, fearing she�d woken him with the light. Thankfully he slept on. Apparently he was just moving in his sleep a little, even though it didn�t look like he�d straightened his knees at all. But his feet were most certainly sliding off the bed. She went back to his torso and his shoulder looked higher off the cot than before, yet his other shoulder was still on it, and she could�ve sworn his t-shirt fit loosely. Now it looked uncomfortably tight around his arm� which was supposed to be smaller than Mido�s
Jessie looked back at his feet, which had both slid off the bed while his legs were still bent. They looked bigger, too. She took another step back. This was really strange.
A dorsal sail burst through Dyne�s shirt, almost hitting her in the face. A matching fin sprouted from the back of his forearm, which she swore was bigger as well. Was she still dreaming? Dyne�s shirt ripped in several places and fell in shreds on the cot, which was bowing under his increasing size. Jessie took another step back, not quite believing what she was seeing. She knew she should get out, but she couldn�t take her eyes off the transformation.
Dyne groaned and rubbed his eyes. �Time�s up already? Ugh, I ache all over this time.� He rolled onto his back and onto his dorsal sail. He stopped moving but continued growing. �What the hell?� His torso was now as long as the cot. He set his feet on the floor, then sat up and looked at Jessie.
Her eyes were level with his sternum. She backed up even more.
�Jessie! What are�put the light out!�
A scream got stuck in her throat. She gaped at the monster glaring at her.
Dyne doubled over and his shorts ripped at the seams. He rolled to his hands and knees and reached for her. �Put that thing out!�
The last thing she saw was a webbed hand big enough to crush her head before it swiped the lantern out of her hand. It crashed against the wall and fell to pieces in the sudden darkness. She groped behind her and backed all the way to the other end.
�Don�t you dare open the door. You�re�� he groaned, then spoke in a strained voice. ��stuck with me until dawn. Now don�t move until I say you can.� He sucked in a breath and held it. There was a moment of silence, followed by two huge bangs against the container, the first against the ceiling, and the second against the sides. The metal shook and vibrated. �Ow.�
Dyne�s voice sounded a little deeper and much more resonant, and from somewhere higher than her head. Jessie sank to the floor and hugged her knees.
�Great. Now it feels like I�m back in my own bunk, but without any blankets or mattress.� Something meaty thumped in front of where the door should be. �What the hell went through your mind to come sneaking in here? Wait. Don�t tell me. I don�t want to know the extent of your stupidity. I�m so beyond pissed that I can barely speak right now.�
Something told her that things would get worse come morning if she didn�t tell him the truth. She swallowed. �Amphitrite told me to come in here.�
�And you just listened?�
�I�it was�I couldn�t help it. As soon as I figured out where you were hiding, I became obsessed with getting in here, even though I knew I shouldn�t.�
�Oh, that was you tapping my container. Damn it, I thought you were O�Toole.�
�Was that you who splashed me?�
�Yep. Now soothe my doubts about how stupid I hope you�re not and describe Amphitrite to me.�
Jessie tried to recall Amphitrite�s appearance. The directions she�d given were clearer though. �Pretty. Very pretty.�
�Uh huh. Great. Try to impress me with something less vague.�
She wracked her brains to recall the dream. �Tall. Wearing something like a toga. Long, curly hair. She was standing on water in a cave. Fish were circling her feet, which were bare and looked human.�
A pregnant silence followed. Dyne broke it with a heavy sigh that sounded big enough to come from a whale. �Great. Now she�s meddling with you to get under my skin.� His voice then came out flat. �Did she leave a message?�
Jessie didn�t know what he was talking about but words came out of her mouth before she even knew what she was saying. �If you don�t tell me everything I should know, she�ll be very angry.� She fell silent and mulled over the words that weren�t exactly her own.
�Yep, that sounds like her. Royal bitch. Something you�re not. You�re very lucky it wasn�t your own stupid idea to break in here. I came very close to killing you.�
Jessie bowed her head and hunched her shoulders.
�What are you moping for? You�re not the one with just a few feet on all sides to wiggle around in, nor are you stuck in a cursed life.�
�What exactly is your curse and how did you get it?�
He let out a sarcastic laugh. �I got it for the stupidest of reasons. And as far as by whom, you already know.�
�Amphitrite?�
�Yep.�
�But� she�s��
�Say it.�
�A goddess from Greek mythology.�
�Welcome to one of those grains of truth,� he said unhappily. �Was a nasty shock when I found out. I won�t blame you if you decide to stay in Cyprus once I bring you there. The world as you know it just got dropped on its head.� His monstrous body shifted and scraped against metal. �Damn it, if you�re going to make a habit of breaking in here every month, I�m going to need a bigger container.� Whatever was blocking the door slid away. Dyne filled the whole container with shuffling and scraping.
Something made sparks against the ceiling, giving Jessie a glimpse of what she was trapped with. She clamped her hands over her mouth and swallowed a scream. Dyne wasn�t kidding when he said he had little room to move. His head was bigger than her, his arms thicker than her body, and his shoulders were almost as wide as the container. There was only several feet between her and his face, which she hadn�t gotten a good look at.
�Damn it, I need maybe another foot and I could roll over.� He slid, Jessie guessed, his webbed hand back in front of the door and settled down. She scooted towards the empty corner. �Oh, don�t waste your energy being afraid. I�m not going to harm you. I�m pissed at her; not you, so don�t take my mood personally.�
�You can see in the dark?�
�Obviously. I have heightened senses when I�m like this. It�s a bit overwhelming. I�m not used to it. And speaking of heightened senses, we have visitors coming. I probably made a big enough ruckus to wake at least one person up, but�� There was the sound of one of the door latches being lifted. �Don�t come in here you moron!� Dyne thumped the floor with the hand near the door. Water and a body hit the outside of the container. �Are you developing a case of stupid or what? Who�s out there?�
�It�s Cancer, Captain.� He spat some water a couple of times. �I heard banging and noticed that your door�s unlocked. Is everything alright?�
�No. Is it dawn yet?�
�No. Did you really have to drench me like that?�
�You know better than to open my container before time�s up, so yes.�
�I�m sorry, Captain.�
�Good. Now go away.�
Cancer sighed.
Jessie and Dyne then heard Rammus said, �Cancer, you�re drenched. What happened?�
�The captain�s very grumpy,� he said flatly. �Talk to him at your own risk.�
�I can still hear you!�
Rammus said, �Captain, have you seen Jessie? I can�t find her or my keys.�
�I�m looking at her right now. Amphitrite tricked her into sneaking in here with a light source. We�re all going to have a nice long chat tomorrow. I don�t want any more surprises like this�or at least as few as possible, now that I know she knows I have Jessie with me.�
�Oh, boy,� Rammus said unhappily. �How well do you fit in the container?�
Dyne thumped a fist on the floor. Another wave of water hit the outside of the container.
Rammus spat out water. His shuffling footfalls headed off.
�Cancer, just walk away if you know what�s good for you.�
Jessie didn�t hear anything, but she had a feeling the doctor did just that. She looked at the darkness. �Were you the one who made the koi fish out of water?�
Dyne gently said, �Yes. Now save the rest of your questions until after dawn.�

Chapter 13
It�ll Be Dangerous

After being stuck in the same position for a couple of hours, the full grip of the curse receding back inside me was the greatest feeling in the world. Even better than�well maybe not better than a night of good sex, but definitely close. All my fishy features popped back inside and I felt the pruning finger sensation from getting dehydrated all over my body as I shrank. My heightened senses returned to human strength, making me feel less self-conscious about being stark naked with Jessie in the container. I flopped onto my shrinking back and lay spread-eagle as circulation returned to my arms. Even with all the perks the water demon form gave me, being comfortable while lying face-down on metal for two hours wasn�t one of them.
Someone knocked on the container door.
�Don�t open it yet!� I scrambled to my feet and said to Jessie, �Let me get my pants on before you let any light in here.� I blindly groped my way to where the cot had been, then began crawling around on my hands and knees. I found one boot where I left it, then found the rest of my clothes bundled up and squished against the wall. The cot was with everything else. The horizontal bars were permanently bowed. Just great. I�d� have to buy a new one in case this cot would make my neck and back hurt. I slipped my pants on, draped my trench coat over an arm, and carried my boots. Going commando it was for now. Not a bad feeling, but not great either since I was sweating all over from transforming back to human.
The foggy light of early dawn poured into the container as I pushed the door open. Jessie un-balled herself and stared at me like the monster I was. The look hurt but I didn�t hate her for it. I felt bad for inadvertently scaring her like that. I stepped outside and held the door wide. I didn�t blame her for her reaction. Fresh air on my torso cooled me down a bit. Hopefully no one was standing downwind. I hadn�t showered in five days. I wasn�t counting the towel baths.
�Morning, Captain,� Rammus said, eyes downcast but looking inside the container. Mido was with him. He looked at me searchingly but said nothing. Rammus said, �Scully�s on the wheel until you�re ready to take over. Do you want me to start roundin� everyone up?�
�No. I need a few hours to myself. Go on as normal but have someone keep on eye on Jessie. She got a good look at my demon form before I put the lantern out.� I needed some time to feel more human than monster. I didn�t like being around anyone when I felt like this.
�Oh that�s where that went.�
�You need a new one.�
Mido said, �Where is she?�
I pointed inside. She hadn�t moved.
Mido ran in. She gave him a wary look but calmed right down when he pulled her into a hug. I looked to Rammus, raised an eyebrow and pointed inside the container.
Rammus shrugged. �I�m not questioning it.�
�Any idea how that happened?�
�You�ll have to ask them.�
Mido helped Jessie to her feet, who clung to my cook for dear life. She looked ready to throw punches if any of us moved the wrong way. I swung the door wider and gestured to Rammus to back up as Mido led Jessie out onto the deck. She stopped in front of me.
�I�m sorry,� she said.
�For what?�
�I knew I shouldn�t have snuck in but I couldn�t seem to stop myself.�
�Kid, you never stood a chance against her. Don�t beat yourself up over it. Now everyone go. I need a shower and some time to calm down.� I walked away before they could bother me with more questions and such. And with their eyes following me, I felt like they were seeing my demon form instead. The word �freak� followed me down the stairs.
* * *
After a long shower, I took the wheel from Scully and locked the door behind him. By then the entire crew knew I was out and about, and to leave me alone. My seasoned crew also knew about Jessie�s walk-in orchestrated by Amphitrite. Now said crew knew what was coming soon. This put everyone on edge, including Ed and Ted, even though those two, along with Sauna and Jacobi, were clueless about the full truth surrounding my curse.
My ship was still on course so I took out my charts that covered the northern Australian coast, more specifically the place I�d sank another boat long ago. God, I�d been so stupid then.
I called ocean water to me with a thought. I sensed two bands rise up on both sides of my boat and snake their way to the wheelhouse. I wrapped the windows on all four sides in shimmering water like drawing a curtain across a window. The room darkened and it looked like I was sitting inside a submerged craft. The subdued lighting matched my mood. I waved a hand and images appeared in the windows like a movie that surrounded me. A silent one. However, my memories added the sound of crashing waves, roaring wind, crew yelling at me to hurry up and jump�all of it. I put my elbows on the counter, rested my chin on folded hands, and watched my fateful night replay itself.
Australia�s Timor Sea churned with thirty-plus swells topped with whitecaps getting blown away by hurricane winds. I�d knowingly sailed right into the storm. I hadn�t fully grown out of my �I�m invincible� mentality back then. In addition to wind and waves, there was ample lightning to top off the scene. Clich� or not, those were the conditions necessary to sink the first cargo ship I ever piloted. Too many waves swiping the surface in too many directions for me to handle.
The sea took all five of my crew members right before my eyes that night. The memory scene zoomed right into the moment where a wave flipped the emergency inflatable craft before I could join them. I�d made sure I was the last one to board, like any good captain would. Instead, during one wave, five hands were beckoning me to jump on. The next wave, I was looking at an empty churning ocean while the hundred-footer rapidly sank. I stopped trying to catch my balance and just stared at the roiling emptiness. Five good men gone just like that. To this day I�d rather have gone with them, curse or not. They�d been good friends.
My memory self jumped into the sea before the ship�s nose could disappear under the surface. I had no floatation device or survival suit; just the clothes on my back and one bad temper sparked by the sudden sucker-punch loss. I was determined to die with my crew and friends.
�Come on, you damn ocean! You took my boat and my whole crew! You missed one!� Lightning struck the bow. I flinched but felt nothing. �You missed again! What�s the matter? Can�t bring yourself to kill me out of pity?� Waves thrashed me but I kept finding my way to the surface and spitting out sea water. �I�m still here, you bastard!�
The ocean in front of me rounded like a bubble was rising, but instead of bursting, the water kept rising, taking my angry ass with it. The water dome grew into a column, which then morphed into more humanistic features. I found myself lying on a giant hand, which held me up to a woman�s face that was bigger than my whole body. She had dark eyes like voids, eyes as big as me if I curled into fetal position. I rolled off the hand, but a huge rope of water caught me midair. It brought me face-to-face with who I now knew as Amphitrite.
Figuring I had nothing to lose but my life, which had just lost all value, I hid my fear of whatever had found me. I put on a mask of rage and defiance. Dumbest thing I ever did. �Go away! I�m busy dying here.�
�I know,� Amphitrite said in a huge, sensuous voice. �I heard. I�m not at all pleased with your lack of gratitude.� The rope of water twisted me about, holding me at varying angles so the lady could get a good look. I flailed and yelled at her to let me go, but my efforts were as effective as swimming against a riptide. �I saved your life, then you dive right in and taunt me to kill you? Not pleased at all.�
�I didn�t ask you to save my life! Now put me down and let me die.�
She raised an eyebrow. �Is that how you really feel?�
�No, I feel like playing poker with kangaroos!�
The giant lady frowned. �I go out of my way to preserve your life, yet you�re so adamant about throwing it away. I�m deeply hurt.�
�I don�t care.� Why had she bothered saving me and not them? To this day I didn�t know the answer to that. Why me? Why only me and not them too?
�You should care. You cut me deeper with every word. Dyne Lavere, I curse you so that you may one day learn from your folly.� She raised a giant hand and blew me a kiss. And when she blew, so did the storm. I went flying. No clue how far, but far enough to black out when I hit the water.
Someone knocked on the wheelhouse door.
I let go of the curtain of water. Sunlight shined back in and I could see out again. My stomach churned at being caught brooding. Sam was standing outside the door, protectively holding a plate away as water splashed onto the steps. He looked at me with one eye, his face serious. I got up and let him in.
�Why you brooding, Captain?� Haven�t seen you do that in years.�
Even though I was older than him�far older�Sam was a father-figure to me. He just had that fatherliness to him, the kind you could trust to admit your mistakes and flaws to. He�d never judge; just help you become a better man. Outliving him was going to really hurt. �I�m tired of dealing with my curse, Sam.� I returned to my chair and dropped in it. �We humans aren�t mentally equipped to live as long as I have. I�m reaching the end of my endurance.� Yes, I was showing weakness, but Sam was the only one I�d voluntarily show it to. And right now I really needed a shoulder to lean on.
�I hear ya.� He set a plate of toast with a six-inch pie of broccoli and mushroom quiche on top of my charts. �I hear ya. We all wish there was more we could do to help.�
�I know.�
�Mido made your favorite breakfast in hopes of lightening your mood.�
�Looks great.� I picked up a piece of toast. I�d eat the good stuff in solitude.
�Best to think and talk on a full stomach. And you�ll handle your curse for as long as you have to. I know you can and you will.�
�What if she never lifts it?�
Sam paused. �She will one day,� he said with conviction. �I know it in my old bones she will. Maybe not this year or the next, but one day for sure. Trust an old sea dog�s wisdom.�
I wanted to believe him but after all these decades, I couldn�t find it in myself to believe anymore. �Tell everyone to gather in the galley in half an hour. Jacobi and Jessie, too. Hopefully we won�t have to replace too many people in Morocco.�
�I doubt you�ll lose anyone. Ed and Ted are proving to be a loyal, dedicated pair. We�ll see what Jessie does. She�s grown attached to Mido. Dunno if it�s enough. And she also likes beating up the punching bag. Might wanna get her a pair of gloves that fit,� he added with a smile.
Great news, and the gloves would be no problem. Anything to increase my chances of keeping her around. �What about Jacobi?�
�You should ask Cancer or Jacobi himself. I�ve been busy in the cargo hold and such, so I haven�t seen much of him. What I do know is that he�s getting restless. He doesn�t like sitting still this long.�
�I don�t blame him.�
* * *
All twelve of us gathered in the galley shortly after I finished my favorite breakfast. The food improved my mood at little, even though I had a feeling the impending conversation would subdue everyone. My techies sat on the right with Cancer. My four cargo pushers sat on the left, Jacobi on the end so he could have his splinted leg elevated on a fold-up chair. Rammus sat on a stool next to Jacobi�s foot, and reclined against the table edge. O�Toole observed everyone from his post near the fridge, and Mido had an arm around Jessie�s waist. They stood on my right. I stood in the middle of the galley, hands in my trench coat pockets.
I looked at all their faces as they waited in expectant silence. I didn�t want to say anything. I just wanted to keep the full extent of my curse to myself, but that wasn�t fair to any of them anymore. I looked at my two newest techies. �Ed. Ted. You two are the farthest out of the loop. What have you heard so far?�
Ed, the leaner one, said, �Not much. We�re both really confused as to why everyone�s so tense today.�
Ted said, �We heard something about Jessie finding you last night, but we don�t get why that�s a big deal. It�s good to see you�re feeling better, though.�
I nodded my thanks, then steeled myself. I was about to lose people or I wasn�t. Either way, revealing the truth about me and my curse took away a shred of my humanity every time. �You remember the water display during the funeral?� They said they did. �I� did that.� They crinkled their brows in confusion. I tried a slightly better explanation. �I�m not entirely human anymore.�
Ed let out a nervous laugh. �I don�t get what you mean.� He turned to the rest of the crew. �Is he serious?� They all nodded. �What do you mean, Captain?�
�I wasn�t sick for the past five days.� God, this never got any easier over the years, even though very few quit their job after learning the basic truth about me. Most never experienced anything beyond my lockdowns, so it had no bearing on their opinion of me as a skipper. �I was in lockdown.� I gave the two a moment to let the news sink in. �Just out of curiosity, how old do you think I am?�
�Forty� ish?� Ted offered.
�Not even close.�
�Fifty?� Ed said.
�Much higher.� I pointed to the ceiling with a thumb.
�Really well aged for sixty?� Ted said doubtfully.
�Two hundred and seventy seven.�
The two looked at me, then at each other, and then back at me. Ted said, �Right��
�I was born on July twelfth, 2135, thirty years before the Purge. Yeah, I survived all that nuking. But� I should�ve died in 2180 in a hurricane off the northern coast of Australia. My ship sank, my crew drowned, and I was brought face-to-face with Amphitrite�the Amphitrite. That night she bestowed a curse on me because I wasn�t happy she�d saved my life.� My tone grew bitter towards the end. �So here I am today, still alive, and still trying to lift my curse.� As nice as it was to remain relatively young this long, it felt as unnatural as it was. It wasn�t right. Every so often I�d scrutinize my reflection for wrinkles or grey hairs, hoping for a sign that I wasn�t stuck in limbo. Every time my heart sank.
Jessie looked at me like she believed every word. Ed and Ted stared with mouths ajar. Ed recovered first and looked at everyone again. �Is this� is this an elaborate prank?� Several men shook their heads.
�Not to be rude,� Ted said, �but do you have any proof? Anything from the 2100�s?�
My thoughts immediately jumped to the gun I had holstered against my chest. I put a hand over it. �I do.� My gaze darted to Jacobi. �I carry a gun with me at all times.�
The two techies� eyes widened. �Are you serious?� Ted asked.
I looked at O�Toole, who was watching me, more specifically the hand over my gun. I angled my back to him and quickly flashed the weapon at them. All they could see was a leather holster and the dull metal of the handgun�s grip. I refastened a coat button and smoothed down my front. O�Toole crept closer, never taking his eyes off my gun�s hiding place. �Back away, O�Toole. They�re not coming out to play.� The Irishman obeyed and stuck one of his hood strings in his mouth. I went to the sink and turned on the faucet. �And if you need one last bit of proof�� I willed the streaming fluid to follow my hand into the air. I guided out two feet of water, then shut off the faucet and collected the water into a sphere over my hand. I molded the water into the likeness of a reaching arm, then into a koi fish, and then a replica of my gun. I stood at the edge of the table and let all of them get a good look at my artwork. Many of them leaned forward. I never showed off my talents, except on occasions like this. Using my command over water served as proof that I wasn�t human. I would remain the same with the rest of the world changed, grew, lived, and died in cycles.
Once I felt like they�d had a good enough look, I flung the water into the sink and released it from my will. �Now are you believers?�
Ed said, �How is that a curse? Long life and command over water? That�s pretty darn awesome from my perspective.�
�I can�t die,� I said unhappily. I wasn�t going to bother explaining how painful it got outliving every single person you knew and cared about. �I can get sick and injured, but any fatal injury or sickness will get wiped away once a month. You could shoot me in the head and I wouldn�t die. I�d bleed everywhere and black out, but once my lockdown period comes around, I�d heal right up. Remember my sprained ankle from jumping off the boat?� I lifted my foot and rolled my ankle a few times, unhindered by pain or swelling.
�That�s� amazing,� Ed said. �I don�t get why you don�t like your curse. Your powers are amazing.�
�You�re forgetting my five-day lockdown.� I stuck my hands back in my coat, crossed to the sink, and leaned against it. �I have to hide in total darkness for five days and nights once a month. If any light touches me, I transform into a water demon called a ketos. Jessie got a good look at that, thanks to Amphitrite meddling with her. Despite the lockdown, I can transform into the ketos at will, but I refuse to. It would only give her satisfaction to see me like that.�
�Your curse still sounds cool,� Ted said.
�It comes at a steep price. I�ll trade places with you any day.�
He hesitated. Fear crept into his eyes. �Can you do that?�
�No. Nor would I if I could. Don�t give her more mortal toys to play with. She�ll belittle and humiliate you ruthlessly.�
�Your curse isn�t contagious or anything, is it?� Ed said.
�Not a chance. You have to be unlucky on your own time. And this brings me to an important question for all of you.� I panned my gaze around the room. I had their rapt attention. �Do you wish to stay on this ship and continue working for me? I force no one to stay. Mido?�
�I�m in.�
�Jacobi?�
�Same.�
�Scully?�
�You bet.�
I called each of them in turn and they all declared their wish to stay. When I got to the newest recruits, Ed said, �Your coolness factor just went through the roof. There�s no way I�m leaving now.�
I blinked. �You�re not in the least bit afraid?�
�Not at all,� Ted said. �Should we be?�
I glanced at Jessie, who was listening intently while leaning against Mido. �Sooner or later, yes. But for now, not really. My curse is mundane to anyone else, except when Amphitrite is involved. You just happened to pick an interesting time to join my crew.� That much was true. My seasoned crew had a solid routine that worked around my lockdowns.
Ed said, �Hey, I still wish I had your powers.�
Ted said, �Yeah. Hey, Jessie�or rather miss Amphitrite�curse us so we can command water like him.� The two broke into light laughter as Jacobi gave Jessie a wide-eyed look.
�I don�t have any magical powers,� she said quickly.
I studied her a moment. She was clearly lying but I wasn�t about to put her on the spot in front of the entire crew. �That remains to be seen.� She certainly had a magical power or two.
Jacobi said, �Why did you just call her Amphitrite?�
Ted said, �Because that�s her real name.� My cargo pusher gasped. �You didn�t�? Oh, crap. I wasn�t supposed�Captain, I�m sorry!�
I gave him a dismissive wave. �I was actually about to get to that.� I pushed off the sink and stood next to Mido. �Jessie, it�s no coincidence that you found your way to my ship. You do realize that now, correct?�
She searched her thoughts. �I hadn�t really considered that, but now that you mention it, yes. What does this all mean?�
�I�m still taking you home after Morocco. I won�t make you stay if you don�t want to. But the thing is, your name means you were sent to help lift my curse. No clue how exactly, which is why I�ll be taking a very long side trip to Australia. Now, before I ask��
�We�re going,� Ed and Ted said in unison.
�It�ll be dangerous.�
�Don�t care.�
Mido said, �You already know I�m going, Captain.�
�As am I,� Rammus said.
The others chimed in their declaration to accompany me, even Jacobi. I said, �I don�t think any of you grasp how dangerous this�ll be. Well, Cancer, Sam, and Rammus sort of do. You three are the only ones who�ve gone on that trip with me before, and she didn�t make the visit overly pleasant.� The four of them grimaced.
Rammus said, �I think I�ll stay on the boat this time, Captain. Once is enough.�
�What happened last time?� Sauna asked.
I offhandedly said, �She seduced one of the techies and tried to drown the rest of us on our way out. I almost went water demon, but I managed to keep everyone alive without it. The next visit with Jessie, if she decides to go, will be even more dangerous.�
�How?� Jessie asked.
�I don�t want to discourage you to stay, Jessie. You�re the person I need the most to stick around if I�m to find a way to lift my curse. However, this is a lot to take in and you may not even want to be a part of all this.�
�I�� She looked at Mido, then back at me. �I�m still not sure. I want to go home so badly, but� I feel like I should help you if I can. I don�t know. I need time to think.�
Jacobi said, �Captain, I say dump her on her doorstep and be done with her. Same name or not, she�s just as much trouble as the other.�
I agreed with the trouble part, but I knew I needed to have her accompany me of her own free will. Mido whispered something to Jessie about not listening to Jacobi, that the guy was an jerk. Mido was right on both counts, but still. Jacobi was a good man and sailor, despite his womanizing streak. �My ship, my rules. I can drop you off somewhere nice while your leg heals if you don�t want to be a part of all this.�
He considered my words a moment, then gave Jessie an angry look and shook his head. �I�m staying.�
�Very well.� I wanted to ask him what changed his mind about quitting after Newport; however, I wasn�t going to put him on the spot in front of everyone. I�d ask later, if the opportunity arose. What mattered more was the look he just gave Jessie. I didn�t like it one bit. �Now let me reiterate this to all of you one more time.� I spoke slowly and carefully. �Sticking around and going to Australia means putting your life on the line. That�s how dangerous this is. This is not a joke or a vacation. So, are all of you sure you still want to come?�
With exception of Jessie and O�Toole, everyone gave me a resounding yes.
I began to feel suspicious. �That was rather easy to get all of you to come with me. I�m glad but��
Ted said, �A hybrid of human and water demon for a Captain? Too cool to say no to!� Ed voiced his agreement.
Rammus said, �I�ve been sailing under you too long to quit now.�
�I want to see this through,� Scully said. More men voiced their agreement.
I gave all of them a flat look. �Any more sappy, heartfelt answers floating around?� I asked dryly.
Sauna said, �The pay�s muy bueno.� The rest of the crew laughed.
I pointed at him. �That�s the answer I was looking for! Now get back to work you crazy greedy bastards.� I said it all with a genuine smile. I knew Sauna�s statement was a humorous truth. I paid them well not only in compensation for the danger factor, but also for putting up with my curse.
My crew filed out, Jacobi hobbling away on crutches. Ed and Ted approached me and squeezed me in a group hug. �Glad to be a part of the crew, Captain,� Ed said.
I gave them a stoic smile. �Don�t ever hug me again.� The techies laughed and Ed smacked my rear. I went wide-eyed. �Or that.� Mido laughed. �Good god, how does Sauna put up with you two?�
�Pretty well,� Ted said.
�Yeah, we caught him once on our second day,� Ed said. �We asked him if he wanted any help but he just ignored us. Apparently he�s used to everyone walking away every time you�ve caught him.�
�Yep,� I said unhappily, my mind going back to memories I did not want to remember.
�Well,� Ted said mischievously, �I put my hands down the back of his pants and he flew out of his chair like a Mexican jumping bean.� The two giggled. �Haven�t caught him since.�
Ed said, �He gave us such a nice view before that mast went down.�

Chapter 14
Decisions

After spending a few hours trapped with a monster, then being told she was needed to help lift a curse, Jessie needed to lie down and think for a bit. She�d had a nice, quiet breakfast with Mido right before the talk, but now she felt like she was crashing from a long adrenaline rush. On top of that her brain still had the energy to race with questions.
She leaned against Mido for comfort as everyone but Dyne filed out. Men left in both directions while chatting among themselves about the day�s schedule and Dyne�s curse. �I need to lie down for a bit,� she whispered to Mido.
�Okay.� He let go and followed her to her cabin.
It was still a little nerve-wracking to have a man behind her, standing or walking. The pigs on Tethys�s ship had taken her from behind most of the time. All any of the men on Dyne�s ship had to do was tackle her small frame and that would be the end of her struggle. Since it was just Mido behind her, it was easier to push past her knee-jerk panic reaction and calm down.
She traversed the hall with no one the wiser to her brief emotional spike. She didn�t know why Mido was following her at the moment. She�d assumed he had to start getting lunch ready. She wasn�t going to complain, though. His company always made her calmer, or at least calm down faster, especially his kisses to the top of her head. He also made her feel safer. He was protection from others.
Jessie stopped inside her cabin and faced Mido. He stopped in the doorway, his expression contented. That contentedness drew her to him. She just wanted to stay in that positive energy bubble. She leaned forward and gave him a hug.
He returned the hug, gentle but firm. �I�m a lucky man today. Do you mind if I stay with you for a few minutes?�
�Not at all. I just need to lie down.�
�I can work with that.� He slipped past her and reached inside the bottom bunk. Jessie heard the clunk of two latches, and then the raised side of the bunk rotated so it lay horizontal. �Have a seat.� He patted the varnished wood.
She sat on the newly created space and marveled at the brass latches. �I didn�t know my bunk could do this.�
�They all do. Makes changing sheets and replacing mattresses easier.� He knelt before her and began untying her boot laces.
�I can do that myself, you know,� she said, but made no move to stop him.
�I want to do it for you,� he said in that tone Jessie recognized as his �don�t bother arguing� voice.
�I know.� He looked up with a straight face. Making eye contact made them both smile and Jessie�s chest flutter.
Mido deftly loosened the laces and pulled her boot off, then repeated the process with her other boot. He tugged her cargo pants straight so they reached her ankles, then rubbed each foot. �There you go.�
Not wanting the pleasant feeling to end, Jessie just basked in the attention. Mido waited for her to pull her feet onto the bed, but once it dawned on him that she wasn�t moving, he plopped into Indian style and began massaging one of her feet with both hands. Jessie let out a small sigh. The kneading felt wonderful. Tension she didn�t even know she�d been holding onto was leaving her foot, and the relaxation traveled up her leg. Mido spent a few minutes on her foot, then set to work on the other, resting her ankle on where his legs crossed. He began with her heel, then moved onto her arch, sole, each toe, and the whole foot as if he was trying to rub calm happiness into her. Just like when he�d cut up her french toast, she watched his chest and arms flex minutely with his movements. The relaxed feeling spread up her other leg.
Dyne appeared in the cabin doorway. Mido turned.
�Oh, hi, Captain.� He stopped massaging but didn�t let go.
�You two seem to be getting along nicely,� he said conversationally, his gruff face casual. �Carry on. Don�t stop just because I�m here.�
Jessie inadvertently twitched her leg, causing Mido to let go.
He got to his feet. �I�� He cleared his throat. �I have to get started on lunch soon anyway.� His cheeks were flushed. He turned to squeeze past Dyne, but the captain placed a hand on the doorframe.
�Might be better if you stick around a minute. I need to talk to Jessie. I�d like her to be as calm as possible.�
�Do you want me to stay?� Mido asked her.
Jessie considered both men a moment. Dyne acted completely human and normal, the same person from when they�d first met. There�d been a monster underneath this whole time. But he didn�t like turning into it. Despite the demon in hiding, he hadn�t gained the same trust as Mido. He didn�t come off as a potential rapist; just scary and respectable. So� �It�s up to you, Mido.� She tried to say it neutrally but her wish for him to stick around came through.
�Just stay,� Dyne said, then stuck his hands in his coat pockets and leaned against the doorframe. Mido glanced back and forth between them, then mumbled his consent. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, showcasing his broad chest. Dyne spoke to Jessie. �So� what did you think of my demon form?�
Not the question she�d expected. �Scary,� she admitted. �I�ll never do that again.�
�Good to know. What do you think of me being able to turn into that?�
She thought a moment, trying to come up with an honest answer. �Unreal. I�ve seen quasi-children before, so your demon form isn�t so much of a stretch�maybe more of a shock. I�m not sure what I�m trying to say.�
Mido said, �I think you�re trying to say that, with the quasi-children and his curse, what other supernatural things are out there that we�re not even aware of yet?�
�Yeah, something like that. Have you ever seen what he looks like?�
�No, but I�ve been curious for years.�
Dyne said, �Now don�t you sneak into my container next.�
Mido held up his hands. �I�m not that curious.�
Dyne grimaced. �Now that you mention it, she better not send all of you in there one at a time. I�ll be really pissed.�
�How many people have seen your demon form?� Jessie asked.
�Out of this crew? Just you. I�ve transformed only several times. You�re not the first person Amphitrite sent into my container to lure the demon out. It�d been a while, so I was overdue, I guess.� He shifted so he was leaning on the other side. �This brings me to some important questions I didn�t want to ask while everyone could make you feel uncomfortable.�
�You want to know if I�ll help you.�
�Right,� Dyne said unhappily. �It�s a lot to ask of you. My curse isn�t that horrible. It�s more of a nuisance than anything, but still. I don�t want to be cursed anymore. The worst of it are pockets of time like this one where Amphitrite meddles with us mortals and makes everyone�s lives stressful for her own amusement. It�s gotten old over the past two hundred years. I hate how she treats me and all the innocent bystanders like you two. No respect. No empathy. If my curse is lifted, that�ll all come to and end, but I need your help to achieve all that.�
That answered a few questions. Now she understood more about why the curse needed lifting, instead of just tolerating it. �Why is it more dangerous to have me around?�
He gazed levelly at her. �You are basically her avatar.�
Jessie tried to picture what that meant. Since she and the other Amphitrite didn�t look that much alike, her imagination came up short. �I�m not sure what that means.�
�You are an incarnation, so to speak, of the goddess Amphitrite. You are a goddess in human form. She will take everything personally when it comes to how we treat you. Chances are we�ll pay for Tethys�s stupidity, even though we didn�t do any of that. She doesn�t care. So, if I say you�re coming to Australia and that you have no say in the matter, I�ll pay for that, too. You�re a double-edged sword to have around, but I�m willing to risk it.�
�Why exactly do I need to go all the way to Australia? I don�t get it.�
�She�ll want to see you, talk to you, ask how you were treated, admire her handiwork and stupid stuff like that. Most importantly, if I want her audience, I have to go to her; not her come to us. So, if we�re going to convince her to tell us how to lift my curse this time, we bow to her arrogant will.�
�This time?�
Dyne�s shoulders drooped. �About every fifty to seventy five years�nothing exact�she sends an avatar my way to give me a chance to lift my curse. The problem is, it has never ended well.� He looked at the floor.
�What happened?�
He clenched his jaw and sighed through his nose. �Lots of dying.�
That was quite the confession, one that made Jessie�s stomach drop to her massaged feet.
�If you�re willing to help me end this curse, you�ll also help put an end to this needless dying. I know you want to get home. I won�t stop you. I�ll wait for another avatar if I have to.� Dyne�s somber expression conveyed that he was ready accept whatever decision she made without argument. He looked like he was at rock bottom.
Jessie wanted to help, but it sounded so dangerous. �What happened to the other avatars when you failed?�
He swallowed. �Like I said, lots of dying. I�ll understand if Cyprus is the last place I ever see you. But let me explain one last thing.� He met her gaze again. �Every time I transform, it becomes a little harder to revert back to human. Long ago, Amphitrite warned me that if I can�t turn back into human, I�ll be permanently cursed �till kingdom come. But that�s my problem and not yours. There�ll be other avatars.�
Mido went wide-eyed. �Captain, I didn�t know.�
�Only you two and Sam know. Don�t tell the others. I don�t want this to be common knowledge.�
�I won�t.�
�Good. Now Jessie, think about what you wish to do. Don�t answer me until Cyprus. I�m sure seeing home will affect your decision. If you do decide to stay, your bodyguard position will become more permanent if things go well and you choose to stick around longterm.� He glanced at Mido. �We deal with pirates and black market thieves, but they�re nothing compared to the dangers surrounding my curse. They�re just predictable humans you can kick in the nuts. Which reminds me, I need to get you a pair of sparring gloves that fit.� He straightened up. �And on that note, I�m going to let you think about it. I gotta get back to the wheelhouse.� He left on silent footsteps.
Mido gazed at her longingly with pale eyes, a dead giveaway to the choice he wanted her to make. �And on that note as well, I should get started on lunch. I�d love to talk with you about everything he just said, but I�d just be biased.� He leaned in and pecked the top of her head. �Rest well.�
Jessie took ahold of Mido�s hand and reeled him back in. He gave her a puzzled look as his face drew within inches of hers. She gave him a kiss on his forehead. �Now you can go cook.�
Mido gave her a million-dollar smile as he straightened up. He brushed his fingers over where he�d been kissed. �I�m a very lucky man today. Thank you!� He didn�t take his eyes off her as he waved and walked right into the doorframe. The wood crunched and he let out an �oof!� He grabbed the frame to steady himself, then blinked a few times and shook his head. He popped an embarrassed smile and disappeared down the hall with a final farewell.
Jessie couldn�t help but laugh. It had been so unexpected. Someone who spoke and moved so smoothly capable of running right into a wall? She popped the side of the bunk back into place, drew the curtain, and settled down. The relative darkness brought her right back into Dyne�s container and steered her thoughts towards more serious matters.
Dyne didn�t look like he could turn into a demon, or that he bore a curse, so maybe there was nothing to feel or see. But still, after all she�d been through on Tethys�s ship, her growing relationship with Mido had to be proof that some sort of magic had to be going on. No one but him made her feel totally safe, happy, and at ease. And he was most certainly falling for her. She loved his soothing voice, his gentle eyes, the way his muscles flexed, and even the way he made sure she did what was best for herself when she felt like being stubborn. Gosh, maybe she was falling for him, too.
Despite all that, Dyne had made it clear that having an avatar around ensured a high chance of death for everyone, including her. He�d also made it clear that she didn�t have to go through with it.
But then Dyne might run out of time if occurrences like her sneaking into his container inevitably continued. Avatars were few and far between. What if another didn�t come along before it was too late? But if she stayed, then people might die because of her. She didn�t want anyone�s death on her conscience, not even jerks like Jacobi. So, if she went home and stayed home, the current crew, including Mido, would have a much better chance of living their lives in full. Another avatar would pick up the torch one day.
Yeah, that sounded like the best option.
To make sure that happened, she�d have to run away come Morocco. The longer she stayed on Dyne�s ship, the harder it would be to leave the comfort of Mido�s company. The parting would hurt, but it was for the greater good.

Chapter 15
Revivre

Two days after my chat with Jessie, Morocco�s rocky coast formed on the horizon. I needed a mini vacation from the Pertinacious like a horse that needed to hump a mare in heat. Come to think of it, I needed some pleasurable company, too. Both Newport and Port Chesapeake had been too brief to burn such energy. Nothing like a land full of exotic beauty to relax in.
Revivre, the city that used to be called Casablanca, had changed a lot over the last two centuries. It got blasted pretty good during the Purge, just like every major city, but this place had made a comeback not only in practicality, but also aesthetically. The architecture was a mix of primitive mud bricks and smooth stonework, and a shore lined with wind turbines. Roofs rotated so the solar panels lining them always faced the oppressive sun. Color thrived in the form of murals made out of paint and ceramic tiles. Revivre was art under a sea of solar panels and palm fronds. The streets were filled with bicycles and kinetic-powered carts, and every building powered by electrical cables running underground.
Revivre: Latin for revive. Yeah, this place was revived alright.
The port was bursting with ships and boats, and even another steam frigate I�d have to compete with for business. So long as it wasn�t Tethys, which it wasn�t, I didn�t care. Sauna knew how to work the shipping industry with rivals around.
I flipped a few switches so the whole ship could hear me. �Everyone prepare to dock in fifteen. It�s busy out there. And Sauna, we�ve got competition, so work your magic and get us another European delivery.�
�You got it, Captain,� came Sauna�s Dominican voice.
�Also, just a heads up: we�re spending a couple of days here to cure ourselves of cabin fever. Usual rules apply: always three people on the boat, and don�t come back until you�re nice and loose.� I flipped all the switches off and kept an eye out for the dock that awaited our arrival.
* * *
It being nearly lunch time, my mind was on cheeseburgers. Revivre was a mix of Spanish, African, and Middle Eastern food and cultures, but they hadn�t forgotten to add in the American burger to their menu in certain eateries. I was craving one so bad that I was seeing burger shapes everywhere in the scenery. On top of that, one minute I was approaching the dock, then the next minute, the Pertinacious was tied down and everyone was on deck. I cut power to the props and headed to Sam, who was handing out everyone�s pay.
Sam had a handheld computer tablet that was my mobile bank. It connected to every other bank in the world via old satellites that still functioned after the Purge. Money was interesting nowadays. Coins and paper bills still floated around, especially in inland places where technology hadn�t caught back on yet. The need for a wallet for shore and seafaring people had vanished. Everyone had a scannable piece of biotechnology surgically inserted into a forearm shortly after birth, or a hip if they lacked limbs.
Keys in hand, and wheelhouse locked, I zipped over to Sam for my cheeseburger money. And mini vacation money. Cheeseburger first. All other important matters later. Well all of that after I picked up Jacobi�s slack to offload one delivery off the boat and get the next one on. I�d volunteered to make up for doing nothing during lockdown.
With a bit of typing on a touchscreen and a few beeps, Sam finished downloading Mido�s money onto his identification chip. Jessie stood beside him, watching. I silently commended her for not cringing when she spotted me. She was building courage fast. However, she did keep Mido between us. No complaints.
�Good timing, Captain,� Sam said. �How much do I give our bodyguard?�
�Wait, I�m getting money?�
�Eight days of routine starter wages, plus the usual bonus for surviving curse complications.�
Jessie said, �Is this a joke?�
�No, actually. Enjoy what you�ve earned so far.�
Sam said, �Jessie, lemme give the captain his money real quick. I have to register you to our system.� He aimed the tablet at me and in seconds I had a full digital wallet. �Have fun, Captain. See you in two days.�
I tipped an invisible hat and headed over to my cargo pushers. My favorite Moroccan burger joint was already calling my name, but it�d have to wait a bit.
* * *
Jessie almost said goodbye to Dyne but she just waved and stayed quiet. The less suspicion the better. She�d gone about her usual morning routine of showering alone and eating with Mido. He�d asked if she wanted another coffee lesson but she politely declined. Mercifully, he gave no outward indication that he thought anything of it. Her heart had already been feeling heavy from her plan to leave him behind with the rest.
Sam collected her personal information and gave her $487.50 in universal dollars. Jessie went wide-eyed. She�d been expecting nothing.
�You get fifty dollars a day while out to sea and nothing happens. Double that if you�re actually guarding anyone. And 25% of your weekly income as a bonus for surviving curse complications. The bonus isn�t to encourage you to go looking for trouble. It�s more of a thank you for sticking around after all that madness.�
Her stomach twisted with guilt. �Please take the bonus back. I don�t want it.� She desperately needed more than the four hundred to get back home on her own.
�Too bad,� Sam said lightly. �Every paycheck transaction is final. Spend it on Mido if you don�t want it for yourself.� He winked at Mido.
That actually sounded like a good idea. �I can do that.�
Mido said, �I dunno. I don�t like the sound of a beautiful woman spending her money on me. It should be the other way around.�
�Does it have to be?�
�For today? Yes. In the future? We�ll see.� He took hold of her hand. �But I�d be honored if you�d let me treat you for the day.�
That made her want to cry. He was so sweet and handsome, and he treated her like he thought she really was the avatar of a goddess. Her father had cherished and treated her mother just like Mido was with her right now. Her mother had glowed daily, and her father had often woke up with that certain million-dollar smile from a good night�s �rest.� And now today was going to be the last day she ever saw Mido. �Okay.� The least she could do was enjoy the day out of respect for his kindness.
�Thank you.� Mido threaded his fingers between hers and together they disembarked via the stern ladder.
Once Jessie found her footing on the bustling dock, she couldn�t move. There were people everywhere. At least half of them men. All those men potential rapists eager to take her. She took a step back and bumped into Mido. �Maybe this was a bad idea.�
�Why?� He wrapped an arm protectively around her shoulders. He tried to start walking but Jessie put a hand on his chest.
She took a deep breath as her gaze darted everywhere. �There are so many men. Everywhere. I can�t keep track of them all.�
�Then don�t. I�ve gotcha covered.� He kissed the top of her head.
A smile broke through her anxiety but faded. �You don�t understand. I don�t know any of them. I�m familiar with everyone on the ship now, so it�s not so bad. But here?� She gestured to the bustling masses and shook her head. �It�s too much.�
Well here was a blaring error in her escape plan. How was she supposed to get herself home if she couldn�t walk around Revivre with dear Mido?
�Okay,� he said patiently, �so there�s a lot of people around. Any of them paying attention to us?�
People hurried to and fro along the dock, eyes intent on their destination. People gave them passing glances, but just to take in their surroundings. Everyone was busy moving, buying, selling, talking, or loading and unloading ships. �No, but��
�Before Tethys�s ship, would you have given any of these people a second thought?�
�No,� she said, drooping her shoulders.
�Then try to bring yourself back to those days and just be one of the crowd.�
Jessie took in the the moving crowd again, her gaze snagging on every male she spotted. Her eyes blurred with tears she didn�t want to shed. She understood what Mido was getting at but for some aggravating reason it was so much easier said than done. �I�m still scared. I don�t think I can do this.� She tried to reach for the ladder but Mido pulled her close.
�Shh. Yes you can. Of course you�re going to be scared. So what? What happened to the Jessie that doesn�t want to live ruled by fear?�
The question struck a chord. Tears fell but she wiped them away. �You�re right.� The docks didn�t look any less frightening but she sorely needed to learn to walk among strangers. If she could force herself to calm down with Mido around, then maybe she would gear up the courage to follow through with her escape. She swallowed the lump in her throat. �Where to?�
�We�ll go to my favorite place. It�s right on the shore.� He held her close and coaxed her to start walking, his arm still around her.
They strolled northward along the dock, far enough away from the nearest buildings and walls without getting tangled with the dock workers going about their business. Jessie kept Mido�s hand in a death grip as people came and went within arm�s reach, and even brushed up against her on accident. As time passed and all the close encounters resulted in men doing nothing to her, she slowly eased her grip and relaxed her limbs. She couldn�t quite bring herself to look at all the scenery yet, instead of the men, but she�d try that after lunch. This was exhausting enough.
Lunch turned out to be an outdoor seafood restaurant right next to a beach. They sat at a table nearest the ocean, away from the gathering lunch rush. She sat with her back to the modestly-populated shore and the dining patio�s fence. The beach-goers flew kites, enjoyed long walks, and caught waves. All of them were oblivious to curses and meddlesome goddesses, and had at least forgotten the existence of quasi-children for now. They were happy and carefree.
To Jessie�s relief, they had a female server. The Spanish lady took their double lemonade, a shrimp platter order for Mido, and a chicken salad laden with vegetables, nuts and cheese for her, then rattled off the weekly schedule of some local tourist attractions. Out of all the events mentioned, walking around with Mido until she found a good place to say goodbye sounded the most appealing. Mido expressed interest in seeing the soccer match before dinner. Jessie reminded him to give her time to combat her anxiety. He agreed that was fair enough.
The tables started filling up fast by the time the server returned with two sweating glasses of lemonade. None of the fellow patrons paid Jessie and Mido any heed. He helped himself to some lemonade, but not before placing Jessie�s straw in her glass first and pointing it towards her. �And your reward for letting me take you out to lunch.� He kissed her knuckles and flashed a heartbreakingly charming smile.
She smiled back. She couldn�t help it. Tears welled in her eyes as well.
�What�s wrong?�
�Just really stressed right now. Give me time to get acclimated and calm down.�
�Of course.� He took a hand in both of his began working his masseuse magic on her.
God, she was going to miss him real bad.
Food arrived shortly after the hand massage. By then she�d calmed down a lot, yet her heart ached. Mido savored every bite of his succulent bowl of shrimp with melted butter for dipping and Jessie tried not to feel disgusted as she focused on her salad.
�You keep looking at my bowl. Want a piece?�
Jessie shook her head fervently. �I don�t eat seafood. Sorry, I didn�t mean to stare.�
They made small talk about where they were from and what home was like. Mido was from Maine and he had a lot of Italian blood in him, which he jokingly said was why he could cook so well. He had a big family back home he saw just a few times a year. He�d had two girlfriends in his life of thirty years but neither of them could tolerate the whole long-distance relationship deal with a sailor. Jessie�s heart reached out to him and she felt a little angry towards the girls who�d left him like that. They�d given up on quality boyfriend material. She told him as much, which made them both blush. She let out a nervous laugh. �Well you are.� Oh, why was she saying this? She wanted him to want her, yet didn�t want him to ask her out. It�d crumble her resolve to leave.
�Thank you,� he said, gazing her with open interest. �So tell me more about your home, miss goddess.�
Being called that made her feel beautiful inside and out. It made her feel desirable, even after all she�d been through. She pushed around a couple pieces of romaine and began talking about her life. It was less pleasant after her father�s death. Before that it was happy enough, even while watching her mother slowly deteriorate from MS.
�My parents were a happy couple. My mom stayed home to raise me and my dad ran his own fruit orchard. Mostly wine grapes. I�m from Paphos, which is in the southwest corner of Cyprus. Beautiful countryside with lots of green hills and ocean views. I really miss it. But what I don�t miss are the few gangs that ruined lots of lives. Their violence came in waves, like my mom�s MS. She died a few years before my dad at the age of forty four. Once the quasi-children killed my dad, I had to get away.� She shook her head. �I never should�ve left.�
Mido scooted closer, making his chair scrape along the cement. No one paid the racket any mind. He wrapped an arm around her. �I wish I knew what to say to make the bad memories go away.�
She leaned against him. �You don�t have to say anything. Your company more than suffices.� She rested her head on his shoulder and he rested his cheek on her head.
�Well that�s a relief. I�m lousy with words sometimes.�
She laughed softly. �Me, too.�
They finished their lunches, then split some mint ice cream with fudge, crumbled cookies, and whipped cream on top for dessert. They took turns taking spoonfuls all the way down to the last scoop. Mido happily covered the tab and they took some waters to go.
Stomachs full, they headed farther inland at Jessie�s request. The plan was, once she was on her own, to stick to land until Egypt, and then hop a boat for the final stretch. Mido and crew were tied to their ship.
Walking around Revivre became progressively easier to the point where Jessie no longer felt the need to hold hands anymore. However, she held on. She tried to convince herself it was so she wouldn�t generate any suspicion, but she knew deep down she didn�t want to let go. The closer she drew to the unspecified moment of their parting, the tighter she wanted to hold on.
A few miles into their meandering, she pulled them to a halt. She�d heard train horns. This was close enough. Any closer and Mido might figure out where she would run off to�not that it�d be that hard, since the entire crew knew she was dead set on seeing home again.
She let go of his hand and stood before him. �Mido.�
He gave her his full attention with his gentle blue eyes.
She looked at the ground. �I have to go now.�
�To�?� He pointed with a thumb in the direction of the ship.
�Home,� she said. �I can�t go through with helping lift the curse if it means that much danger. I don�t want any of you dying because of me.� Mido began to voice his protest. Jessie got up on her toes and covered his lips with hers. That shut him up. He blinked a few times, then pulled her closer and returned the kiss. She pressed her hips and abdomen flat against him and he wrapped his arms around her.
She pulled away before the kissing lasted too long. It left them both gasping for breath. Mido licked his lips and leaned in for another round, but Jessie put a finger over his mouth. �No more. This is already hard enough. You�ve helped me so much. Now I return the favor by making yours and everyone else�s lives safer.�
He took hold of the hand in front of his mouth. �Jessie, that�s not a valid reason. Our lives aren�t your responsibility.�
�The level of danger considerably drops if you remove me from the situation. I say you�re wrong.� She peeled her body from his.
�And I say you�re as wrong as all those times you tried to tell me you weren�t hungry. Just stay until Cyprus at the very least.� He kissed her hand.
�I�ve already made up my mind. I�m telling you out of respect.�
�I�ll carry you all the way back to the ship if I have to.�
They were standing far apart enough to get in a decent swing, but close enough to make it impossible for Mido to react. Jessie swung a leg and the steel toe of her boot connected with his groin. He grunted and collapsed in a heap, clutching his groin. �I�m so sorry, Mido. Please don�t hate me.� He reached for her ankle but she easily yanked free and backed away. He looked up at her with eyes full of hurt. �Good bye.� She ran off with that heartbreaking expression etched in her memory.
�Jessie don�t!�
Jessie headed for the train station. Once there, she�d buy some supplies, then hop the soonest train to Egypt.
* * *
It took me a good hour to help my cargo pushers unload our delivery and get the next one on. Sauna had made quick work of bringing in more business. First a delivery to Athens immediately after Cyprus, and now a separate delivery near Paris. Not the most ideal direction but France was good money. It�d be worth the few extra days.
I took a conventional ladder off my boat so I wouldn�t be limping for the next three weeks. A dock worker used a steam crane to lift Jacobi onto the docks, and once he was settled, the three cargo pushers and Sauna left for their favorite Moroccan bar, Cerveza Sonriente. Smiling Beer. Dumb name but great beer.
�I�ll catch you guys later. I need a burger fix at Milud�s.� My crew broke into hearty laughter and we bid each other farewell. I waved back and made the fifteen-minute trek to Milud�s burger joint.
Even after all these years and a self-inflicted apocalypse, Morocco was still heavily influenced by Spanish food, language, and culture. Mostly Africans and Middle Easterners filled the streets, and all the locals were at least bilingual. Despite my age, I knew only English. I�m lazy like that. So, when I saw a food sign years ago that read �Hamburguesa Divino�, that was close enough to English to grab my attention. To my delight, the place served half-pound patties of heaven with perfectly seasoned steak fries. The complete meal, I must confess, was as good as anything Mido could fix, maybe even a smidgen better than his burgers. Of course, neither party would ever know that.
Hamburguesa Divino was an outdoor walkup and sit at the counter place. There was room for maybe twenty customers elbow to elbow. One stool on the end had my name on it. I carefully took off my trench coat without exposing my gun, draped it over the chair back, and fastened a button so no passing breeze or klutz could inadvertently expose the weapon. That would be everything short of fun to have the quasi-children pop up during vacation. I plopped onto the stool and put my fists on the counter. Didn�t even bother looking at the menu.
A small African man with a roundish face and smile lines etched into his cheeks brightened at the sight of me. He set two plates in front of other customers and marched right over. �Why if it isn�t Captain Dyne Lavere! Welcome back, my friend. Can I fix you up with your usual?� He toweled his hands.
�Oh, yeah.� We shook hands and I sat back down. �How long has it been since the last time I was here?� I was already wincing at the ballpark answer.
�A year thereabouts. And you still look as young as the day we met.�
That comment made me wince for real. I had maybe five more years with him before my lack of aging made him ask too many questions.
�So where�s this fountain of youth you�re hiding?� He ripped a handwritten meal ticket from his notepad and handed it over to the portly chef.
I let out a humorless laugh. �I�d make myself younger if I had one.�
Milud laughed. �Okay, you got me there. So what�s new?� He poured me a tall mug of beer and thumped it on the heavily varnished counter. Foam rolled down one frosty side.
I took a couple sips. I was tired and sweaty from cargo pushing. �The usual globetrotting. Had a few more run-ins with Tethys since the last time we talked. Lost two techies during the second run-in. Hired two more, along with a bodyguard. That�s about it.�
�I�m sorry for your losses.� Milud reached for a ceramic jar and pulled out two seashells. He poked holes in them with a steak knife, then added them to the string of seashells hanging over everyone�s heads.
I raised my mug. �Thanks.�
�Of course. You honest sailors lead such dangerous lives. It�s the least I can do to honor their service.�
I nodded and he returned to his line of patrons.
Milud and I exchanged small talk between customers, him telling me about his feisty wife, how business was going, and even the weather. I more listened than talked, and summarized a few of my times with lovely women around the world. I didn�t really brag about them for fear of letting slip a tale that didn�t fit the time frame he lived in. I just enjoyed chatting with him about anything and nothing. He was one of few friends all over the globe who was oblivious to my curse. He treated me like a normal human, something my crew couldn�t do because of all the curse-related precautions they had to take. Meeting up with people like Milud helped me push my curse from my thoughts.
Shortly into my stay, Milud marched over with a plate that needed rays of light emanating from it to complete the picture. A crown of a golden brown bun resting atop a bed of lettuce, tomato, and saut�ed onion, a melted layer of cheddar cheese, a juicy half pound of beef under all that melted goodness, and some mayo slathered onto the bottom bun. Milud slid the plate close to my face and rotated it so the fries lay behind the burger.
�Need any extra napkins?�
�Nope,� I said as I set one on my lap. I picked up the cheeseburger in both hands, inhaled its mouthwatering bouquet, then bowed my head and closed my eyes. �Please, God, let me enjoy this one burger in peace. It�s been too damn long.� I paused, just in case, but no interruptions came. I opened my eyes and took another whiff, then sank my teeth into the best meal on Earth. Oh, sweet, juicy, tender goodness inside a toasted bun. I savored it all the way down, then wiped a tear from my eye. Yeah, it was that good.
�How about a tissue?� Milud said with a wink.
I waved him off and he just laughed.
�Enjoy!�
For once I was. I opened my mouth for the next bite of heaven�
�Captain!�
� And stopped.
Just no. It couldn�t be. That familiar voice had to be calling for another skipper, and I had to be tricking myself into thinking I recognized the voice. I approached my lunch again.
�Captain Dyne!�
I�d gotten my mouth around the next bite when I recognized Mido�s voice. His urgent tone didn�t sound at all like he was about to join me to lunch. He, Scully, and Sauna were running right towards me. Holy hell. I hastily took another bite. What on earth required three of them to come get me? And why had I told them where I was eating?
The trio ground to a halt with noisy steps, causing other patrons to look our way, even Milud. Mido said, �Jessie�s run off! She�s trying to get back home on her own!�
That news at this moment was almost enough to make grown man me cry. I swear not being able to eat a cheeseburger in peace was part of my curse. I swallowed my second bite. �And you just let her go like that?�
�No, Captain. She� she kicked me.�
I raised an eyebrow. �I thought you were getting along really well��
�She apologized before she ran off.�
�Which way did she go?�
�The train station I think. She left me when we got near.�
�Well let�s go chase her down.� I reluctantly got to my feet. �Milud, I��
�Here you go.� He bagged my lunch and handed it to me. �Catch you later.�
�Hopefully tonight or tomorrow. Take care!� Mido and my two cargo pushers took off running. I hurried to catch up. �Did she say why she was running off?�
Mido said, �She doesn�t want our deaths on her conscience. She thinks it�ll be her fault if we die while she tries to help you lift your curse.�
�Did you tell her how ridiculous she sounded?�
�She wouldn�t listen. Is it right to try and get her back? I came for you because I wasn�t sure.�
�When her rationalization is irrational, yes. But if she doesn�t change her mind come Cyprus then there�s nothing we can do.� We wended our way to the train station. Since this wasn�t Newport, I made an effort to not push people aside. Instead, I let my crew tactfully clear the way.

Chapter 16
Retrieval

The bustling plaza was full of open-air shops geared towards travelers and hungry people. Jessie bought a backpack, bottled water, and snack bars right outside the train station. She thought of buying a knife as well but decided to give her potential attackers one less weapon to turn on her. She managed to buy everything from a shop run by a female, along with not looking over her own shoulder too much. Even though she�d managed a clean getaway, she couldn�t help but worry Mido would catch up and know exactly where to find her. She felt like no matter how hard she tried, no hiding place would last. They�d find her just because she didn�t want to be found.
Getting a train ticket was far more nerve-racking. The line she stood in moved slow, and there were two men behind her, one portly and the other almost as short as her. There was merriment in their eyes, and when she glanced at them, they smiled and waved but otherwise ignored her. She kept reminding herself that these two men had places to go, just like her. Raping her probably wasn�t on their minds at all. Still, she put her backpack straps in death grips as she waited her turn in line.
There was a male Indian teller on the other side of the glass with no way to get at her. �Where to, ma�am?�
�How much is it to New Cairo from here?�
�Three hundred and fifty U.D. one way.� He rattled it off as if it was an answer to a common question.
Jessie winced. �I�ll take it.� She�d spent a good eighty bucks on her backpack and food. No toiletries, no extra socks or undergarments. This was going to suck.
The teller tapped in the ticket info on the tablet front of him. �Would you like your balance on your receipt?�
She hesitated. �Yes.� She wasn�t going to like the number either way.
�Alright. Just need your confirmation for the transaction to be final. Press right over there, please.� He pointed to the thumb scanner at shoulder height.
Jesse pressed her thumb on the pad and two pieces of paper popped out of the stainless steel counter. She took them, thanked the teller, and walked off. The larger piece of paper had her train ticket number and boarding info. The other her account balance. She stopped walking when she read the balance. $13.50. That�s all she had left to get to Cyprus. She felt sick to her stomach; she should�ve had more money than that.
Jessie looked around the platform and spotted an ATM near the end of the ticket booth line. She fast walked up to it and waved a forearm in front of the screen, then navigated the menu to transaction history and read through the short list. Everything was correct. She�d forgotten about the 10% income tax Cyprus took from its citizens� paychecks. That explained the other forty eight bucks she was missing. There was nothing she could do to get it back. She ended her inquiry.
She walked towards the trains on leaden feet, head bowed, and ticket in hand. She should probably give up now, get the money back, and return to Mido with a mountain of apologies. But if she did that, then what?
Maybe she was jumping to conclusions too fast. She could find work in New Cairo, couldn�t she? She was a farm girl but she could learn new skills, like she�d been learning how to fight on Dyne�s ship. There just had to be a way around her financial obstacle.
According to her boarding pass, her train awaited her on platform twenty, and it was leaving in fifteen minutes. Heart pounding, she started walking in the direction the signs pointed. Each step felt like a horrible mistake but she didn�t know what else to do. Going back meant giving up and giving in. Going forward might mean she�d be stuck in New Cairo for an indeterminable amount of time, unless she could sneak onto another boat. Staying put was absolutely out of the question.
Jessie heard a polite beeping behind her. She and several other people shuffled to the side to make room for solar cart bearing an elderly couple and their luggage. The couple was dressed a little warm for the sweltering atmosphere but they didn�t seem to mind. They were holding hands and smiling contentedly. Jessie tried picturing her and Mido in their place. Her heart wrenched. It was effortless to envision herself with him, even when they got old and wrinkly. Mido would always have those gentle eyes and his charming smile.
Jesse raised her chin and forced herself to walk bravely. Mido was just one amazing fish in the sea. There would be others. She just had to get over him and the way she�d left him. She mentally sent another apology his way and hoped he�d forgive her.
She found and boarded the rear of the bullet train with a handful of minutes to spare. The sharply dressed stewardess tore off the stub and handed back her boarding pass. Jessie made a beeline for the front. If Mido somehow found her train, she wanted to be in the last place he could possibly look. No one paid her any mind as she squeezed past one passenger after another. The train was sleek and compact, and full of soft colors on the inside. The outside was a shiny metal. All this would bring her one giant step closer to home.
Why wouldn�t this train ride stop feeling like the worst decision of her life?
* * *
Sauna, Scully, Mido, and I made it all away to the train station�s ticket platform, and we were breathing hard by that point. The platform was this huge, vaulted place teeming with people, overhead announcements, and muffled train horns. We stood in the middle of it all and craned our necks at all the boards listing arrivals and departures.
�Is Cyprus closer to Libya or Egypt?� Scully asked.
�Egypt,� Mido and I said in unison.
�Does she have the money to make it all the way to New Cairo?� Scully asked.
�Yes,� Mido said, starting off.
I grabbed a chunk of tank top. �Whoa there, Mido. Think with your brain and not with your heart in situations like these.�
Mido reeled himself back to my side. �I am using my brain.�
�So which platform are you headed to?�
Mido opened his mouth to say something, then closed it and bowed his head. He pointed. �That way, Captain.�
�See? One of the perks of living too long: I know very well how to not rush into action.�
�So which one?� Mido asked.
�Gate twenty. It takes off in five minutes. Start running.� None of us had quite caught our breath but we sucked up our next round of running, moving at almost a sprint. People looked at us but, thankfully, it would be easy for anyone to assume we were struggling to be punctual. No one yelled at us and many moved out of the way in plenty of time.
We reached terminal twenty in record time and Mido�his behavior stopped me in my tracks. No pun intended. He just plowed past the stewardess and boarded the train. Sauna and Sauna pulled up besides me, then Scully moved for the train. I grabbed a sleeve. �Don�t be stupid, too. He�s gonna get himself arrested, unless we make a clean and getaway.�
�And how are we going to do that now?�
I searched the station. Most people were going about their business but a stewardess from Jessie�s train was shouting at Mido.
An overhead female voice said, �Code Zulu, terminal twenty.� The voice went on to speak the same thing in two other languages.
A second stewardess near the rear of the train hung up a receiver and at the same time the voice stopped. Oh, goodie. And on top of that two uniformed authorities started walking this way from several terminals down. Their black uniforms stuck out among the colorful masses. �Start walking. Casually.� I stuck my hands in my coat and wandered towards the train�s nose. Sauna and Scully walked on either side of me. Scully nailed the whole casual thing but Sauna couldn�t take his eyes off the train.
�You three, stop!� the stewardess said.
Only a guilty conscience would react to a voice behind their back. I kept moving. My boys didn�t. I took a deep breath to keep my cool as I stopped as well. I more snarled than whispered, �Why are you two stopping?�
�Lo siento, Captain,� Sauna said.
The stewardess confronted us with a hand over the stun gun at her hip. Oh, that would be fun to get zapped by a lady in a skirt and heels. �Just stay right there. I saw you arrive with your idiot friend who illegally boarded the train.�
Scully said, �Our idiot friend is trying to save another friend from making a terrible mistake.�
�You expect me to believe anything that comes out of your mouths?�
�But it�s true!�
I put my hand on his shoulder. �Don�t waste your breath.�
�That�s more like it,� the stewardess said. �Now, the four of you will be escorted to the security hold for questioning.�
Scully said, �Hey! We didn�t do anything wrong.�
�You are his accomplices,� she said, pointing at the train. �You did nothing to stop him from breaking the law. That makes you equally responsible.�
Scully tried to protest but I snapped at him to stop digging himself a hole. The stewardess was legally correct. On top of that, the two security guards were only two trains away and approaching at a fast walk. I looked around the station for a solution to our predicament. We needed�I looked past Jessie�s train and broke into a grin�a bigger problem than a minor law infringement. I tapped Sauna�s arm. �Sauna, I got it. Look beyond the top of the train.� I pointed to the rusty thing.
He looked at the water tower, then scrunched his brows. �What do you have in mind, Captain?�
I headed for the nose of the train and the end of the platform, bringing myself closer to head-on with the water tower. �Scully, keep them off me. Sauna, go help Mido open some windows.� I set my burger bag on the ground and took off my coat and set it beside my coveted lunch.
Sauna shoved the stewardess on his way to the train door. She yelled, �Hey!� and ran after him.
Scully took a defensive stance in front of me. The security guards were one train away and had started running the moment Sauna shoved the lady. �Hope this works, Captain. If they have stun guns, we�re in trouble.�
�I need maybe a minute. Don�t give them any reason to use one and we�ll be fine.� I reach for the tower and focused on the water inside. As much as I hated using my demon powers, I couldn�t think of a better solution to our predicament. I clenched my teeth.
Alarmed and angry voices sounded from inside the train. Sauna pushed his way off as I began creating a whirlpool in the tower�s drum.
�Captain, the windows don�t open!�
My concentration on the water faltered as I held my arms up like a musical conductor gesturing to a section to play louder. �That would make too much sense.� I resumed strengthening the whirlpool with horizontal arm circles. �Keep the doors open.�
* * *
�Jessie!�
Jessie gasped. She thought she recognized the voice but she had to be imagining it. There had to be another Jessie on the train. Her heartache had to be tricking her into thinking she was hearing Mido�s voice. She tucked her feet onto her cushiony chair and wrapped her arms around her legs, leaning against the cabin wall.
�Jessie!�
She froze. That had to be Mido�s voice. But� why�? Why would he come for her? She leaned over the empty aisle seat and peered down the walkway. Mido was steadily working his way towards the front of the train, grabbing headrests as he checked each occupied seat. He looked up, then stopped when their eyes met.
Jessie�s heart started pounding. She cowered back in her chair, scrunching herself up in as small a ball as she could.
�Jessie!�
Second later, Mido stood before her, panting and sweaty. He reached for her but stopped when she cringed. He paused, then dropped to one knee and propped his elbows on the empty seat, looking up at her with blue eyes full of relief. He wore a smile beneath his concerned, yet relieved gaze.
�Please come back, Jessie.� He held out his hands, palms up, fingertips inches from her boots, his handsome eyes filled with pleading.
He�d really come back for her� just for her. Despite all the danger her company posed, and what bodily harm she�d inflicted on him, he�d willingly given chase, and now here he was, kneeling before her, breathing hard and with an open invitation to fly into his arms. Jessie wanted to cry.
She eased some tension from her limbs and delicately placed a hand in his. He wrapped it in both his hands and began massaging it. He said, �Please?�
Her vision blurred with tears. He cared about her. He really, truly, genuinely cared about her. He didn�t care about what she�d been through and how her body had been used; just cared about her and her wellbeing. She unwrapped her other arm and reached for him. He rose into the empty seat and pulled her into safety of his arms. She returned the hug as tight as she could and began crying. �I�m sorry.�
�Shh. You don�t have to say anything. Just please come back.�
Oh, god, she would. Yes she would. She tried to say as much but she was crying too hard. She never wanted to leave his positive energy bubble ever again. Mido kissed the top of her head and rocked her gently, whispering words of comfort.
* * *
I focused on the tower as Sauna faced the security guards head-on and Scully ran over to help. I hoped I could break the tower before too many guards arrived. Rusty as the thing was, it was still sturdy. I closed my eyes and felt where the water flowed, my mind riding along the pipe that dived into the ground and led to filtration tanks and a huge network of pipes. Everything was watertight, like it was supposed to, except for the welding where the drum and vertical pipe met. I opened my eyes to confirm what my mind saw. Rusty streaks lined the pipe. I close my eyes and felt out the weakest spots with the water�s touch.
I began spinning the water in the pipe and frequently tugging it to me like an oarsmen rowing with one oar. Sauna and Scully were in a heated argument with the authorities. I tuned them out. This was a lot of water I was trying to move, an amount my demon form was far better equipped to handle. I was already sweating. Moving metric tons of water, to put it simply, was hard as hell. As much as I wanted the boosted strength of my demon form, there was no way I�d make today the first time I ever transformed on purpose.
The water was slowly eating away at the rusted welding. Every jerk made the pipe vibrate and more metal chips break off. Water began leaking down the side, slowly at first, and then like a faucet once half the welding had broken off. And then the pipe let out a teeth clenching screech as the metal snapped and bent towards me. The arguing lulled. I called the water to me and it roped out and arced for the ground like a dolphin dive. I pulled as much as I could control towards train�s entrance and people began voicing their alarm. The train filled with screams as I filled it with water. I did my best not to pour too much in there. I didn�t want anyone to drown, child or adult; just needed my avatar back.
I filled the train level to the seat cushions and let more stream onto the platform and collect at my feet. Tons of water poured out of the tower but there was no way I could hold every last drop in place. At least now Revivre had plenty initiative to replace their water tower. I collected enough water to fill a swimming pool and let it whirl around me no higher than my waist as I watch the stupefied looks on the security guards faces. They gaped in horror.
Passengers sloshed off the train, and Sauna and Scully waited by the door. The guards regained enough composure to tell people to head back to the ticket station as they helped people off. They tried to apprehend Mido, who was holding Jessie�s hand, but I knock them over with water. By then my skin began to tingle and my body ached from the mental strain. The smell of drinking water flooded my nose.
My four crew members�well three and a tentative bodyguard�approached me and my swirling water. Jessie gasped and took a step back, and my three men gaped. Scully pointed at me.
�Captain, look!�
I looked down at myself and lost concentration on the water. My skin had turned an ocean blue. The water rolled away in all directions, soaking my crew�s boots. The other portion of water poured off the train. I wrapped my arms around my stomach and fought back the transformation. No wonder my skin felt all tingly. I held my breath and concentrated on what I look like as a human and willed myself to revert to that. The tingling reached a fever pitch, then that and the full body ache left me. I looked at my arms, which were back to their hairy human pastiness. I sank to my knees with relief and began gasping for breath. Sauna and Scully ran to me. I barely held up a finger. �Gimme a minute. That was too close.� I let my arms hang limp at my sides.
Mido�s arm around Jessie�s waist, he guided her to stand before me. She resisted every step and looked ready to cry.
I, quite honestly, had little energy to argue. �Don�t do that again.� I took a deep breath, gathered my food and coat, then groaned as I stood. I looked at all of them, then back at Jessie. �See you in two days.� I walked past them. Sauna and Scully joined my departure.
Jessie said, �Why did you come for me?�
I turned and gave her a flat glare. �Don�t ask stupid questions.� That said, I headed back to Milud�s to finish my lunch and beer. After that, I�d need a brothel. The guards looked at me like they wanted to handcuff� me. I gave them a hard glare, until they glanced at the sodden train, then eased their hands away from their stun guns.

Chapter 17
Pampering

Jessie watched Dyne, Scully and Sauna leave, then she looked at the sodden train. It was completely empty and water still dribbled off the bottom step. One security guard stayed with a distraught stewardess, and the other escorted the throng of soaked passengers to the ticketing station. Jessie and Mido were soaked to the waist and stayed put.
Seeing all that water rush up to the nose of the train had been terrifying, but hadn�t taken long to figure out what was happening. At first, she thought Dyne was drowning her for leaving, but when the water stopped rising and everyone gathered enough wit to start disembarking, she had a feeling he was just flushing her out and foiling her escape. As to why he did that, she still didn�t get it. Stupid question? Not from her perspective.
Mido looked her over with those blue eyes she was so glad to see again. Sad to see them, too. But her happiness and relief far outweighed her sadness. She felt so much better being reunited with him.
She looked at his feet. �I�m sorry I put all of you through this.�
Mido pulled her into a hug. �Shh� You don�t need to apologize. I understand why you ran off.�
Jessie pressed herself to his half-soaked body. She shouldn�t have given in to her desire to stay with him but she couldn�t resist him any more than breathing, broad sweaty shoulders and all. �Do you really understand?�
�Probably not a hundred percent, but don�t worry about it. No one�s mad at you.�
�Dyne looked pretty mad.�
�That�s just his disposition. Don�t take it personal.�
�What about Sauna and Scully?�
�What about them?�
�Are they just better at hiding their anger?�
He rubbed her back. �Sauna�s a softy. He likes you anyway. Scully just goes with the flow and, if anything, he enjoyed the excitement.�
�What?�
Mido straightened up and smiled at her. �Long story. He�s tested Captain�s patience many a time. Today was nothing extreme�well minus the close call with his transformation. That was an interesting sight.� He turned for the ticketing station. Jessie reluctantly peeled away and they began walking hand-in-hand. Mido wiped his glistening brow. �Now, we�re going to head to the ship and get our things, then book a hotel for two nights and take a much-needed vacation.�
�A hotel?� The idea both scared and thrilled her. She shouldn�t want it but she did.
�Don�t you want a break from the ship while we�re at port?�
�Oh, yes,� she said fervently. �After Tethys, I could use a nice long break from ships in general.�
�I bet. I�ll let you pick the hotel, okay?�
Jessie nodded, not sure what to think of it all. Ultimately, where else would they board up for two nights, besides under a tree or something? Maybe she should get Ed and Ted to share a room with them, to make sure she and Mido behaved. But� maybe the two techies wanted their own private time.
That ruled that idea out.
They hopped in line for Jessie�s refund without rescheduling her trip, then exited the station without a single guard accosting them. The other soaked passengers spoke in terrified whispers and pointed at Dyne as they all headed for the ticketing station, but otherwise they stayed way behind him. Who knew what tales they were weaving after seeing Dyne command water and turn blue? When Mido and Jessie got back on the sidewalk, Jessie turned one way as Mido tugged her towards the curb.
�We�re taking a cart. There�s no way I�m walking all the way back to the ship after running all the way from where we kissed, to a bar, then to Captain, and then to you. I�m beat.� His eyes darted downward. �And a little sore.�
�Sorry.�
�No more apologizing.� He squeezed her hand.
They flagged down a canopied cart powered by a cyclist and cuddled together once seated. The cyclist didn�t give them any grief after Mido explained how the water tower broke and flooded their train. They all agreed that the strong sun would dry off everything soon enough. The cart zipped along the busy streets with ease, and they rode in silence as they took in Revivre�s sights and sounds. They were just two of the crowd, a pleasant change of pace. Jessie consciously took in as much sensory information as she could, determined to use it all to recondition herself whenever she backslid.
The cart cyclist waited for them while they collected extra clothes and toiletries, then carted them to the hotel strip on the shore. By then their pants were damp, as if they�d been soaked through only with sweat. Yeah, she would want a shower as soon as possible, along with some fresh clothes. Mido paid the cyclist, then guided Jessie along the strip. There were hotels on both sides, but she kept her eye on the shore ones. For some reason she wanted one right on the beach. Maybe the location reminded her a bit of home. They walked hand-in-hand and slower than most pedestrians. People went around if they wanted to go faster. And when they came upon an elegant hotel named Nautilus Spa & Resort, Jessie stopped.
�That one.�
Everything about the hotel�s appearance radiated relaxation and pampering, from the stonework, the name�s script, to the plants and flowers accenting the exterior. She just needed a bikini, bathing suit skirt, and flip flops, and she�d fit right in.
�You sure?� Mido said with a charming smile. He sounded like he approved of her choice.
�You bet.�
They headed inside and were greeted with a smooth stone floor with a red carpet leading up to the reception desk, lots of lush green plants giving life to the interior, a small waterfall that spilled into a goldfish pond, and one big shop full of clothes, necessities, and souvenirs. Mido and Jessie waited their turn in line as they took in the hotel�s splendor, then were helped by a tanned lady with a big smile. She greeted them with her spiel like it was fantastic news, letting them know about all sorts events and special accommodations, like their twenty four hour spa and music performances throughout the day and evening, and once she went through her list, she asked the usual questions. When she got to the bed question, Mido turned to Jessie for an answer.
�One bed or two?�
Jessie wanted to blurt �one� but she thought a moment. She didn�t want to give the wrong� signals in case things came to that and she found herself unable to go through with it. �Two. Just in case.�
Mido showed a twinge of disappointment in his soft smile, but it lasted only a moment. He turned to the receptionist. �Two, please.� He paid for the room, booked a massage session that was mentioned earlier, and once all their information was was stored on their biochips, Mido led Jessie towards the shop. �Want some different clothes or anything while we�re here?�
Jessie took in her bodyguard attire. �Please.� It�d be real nice to dress ladylike and feel like a woman, one who wasn�t abused and disrespected; just beautiful and desirous. They joined the throng of shoppers without any fear hindering her movements. Jessie picked out a bikini, and Mido some swimming trunks. She wanted a one-piece but they seemed to not exist in the store, so, if they swam at all, it would have to be privately. She added some cheap panties and girl�s socks (since she wasn�t fond of the tube socks supplied by Sam), a pair of flip flops, and a t-shirt and capris. Mido picked out some sandals and a matching t-shirt, and paid for everything. When she asked if he was still comfortable paying, he said, �Of course.� Hands full, they headed for their hotel room.
The two-bed room had all the amenities but wasn�t particularly spacious. However, the coziness was compensated by a huge patio leading directly to the beach. A beautiful ocean view greeted them on the other side of the glass doors. Jessie dropped her bags on the first bed and took in the sparkling panorama.
Mido stood behind her, put his hands on her shoulders, and face beside hers. �Almost as beautiful as you.�
Jessie put a hand on top of his and leaned against him. Once again, she found herself convinced that he was working magic on her. He felt so good to be with.
�Our appointment is in an hour-ish. Ladies first in the shower?�
Her heart began racing at the thought of being naked around Mido, and not in a good way. As much as she wanted him, she wasn�t ready to go farther. The realization made her heart sink and took away from the magic. �How do I know you won�t try anything funny?�
He laughed. �I�m not that kind of guy, Jessie. Besides you�re the one who kissed me earlier and put me out of commission for a bit. You got me good with your steel toe boot. And your lips.�
Jessie said nothing. What could she say, except another apology? He�d told her to stop with the apologies. His lips were near her cheek. She could feel his breath and wouldn�t be surprised if he kissed her.
�So� the shower�s all yours.� He released her shoulders and made room for her to pass.
Jessie faced him, her gaze serious to hide the disappointment that he hadn�t kissed her. �I�ll need to know where you are at all times. I�m still not a hundred percent comfortable.�
�That�s fine. I can talk to you from the other side of the door if you want.�
�Sounds good.� She collected her new clothes and took them into the bathroom, then left the door ajar. Mido pulled up the desk chair and set it next to the doorframe. �Put your back to the door.�
Mido rotated the chair, then plopped in it. �This good?�
�A little more to the side so I can see the back of your head.� He scooted over. �Perfect. Make yourself comfortable.� He propped an ankle on a knee and folded his arms. Jessie took a moment to admire his muscles without being caught looking, then left the door open a whole two inches and backed away, keeping a close watch on the back of his head. Once she reached the curtain, she got the shower running and used its noise to hide the sound of her stripping to her birthday suit, then looked in the mirror big enough for two people to share.
She still had a generous amount of purple and blue bruising on her hips, waistline, and biceps. Hopefully, once they faded and her limbs got more meat on them, it would be easier to forget that chapter in her life. She�d done her best to avoid mirrors on Dyne�s ship, but every now and then, her bruising was too morbidly fascinating to not look at. She glanced through the gap in the doorway. Mido still hand�t moved. She envisioned herself standing behind him and pressing his head between her breasts, feel his hair tickle her sensitive skin, and then his hands could�
She stepped into the shower and pulled the curtain closed as she sighed at herself. She�d kicked him. She had no right to daydream like that. �It�s safe for you to turn around now. And� thank you for putting up with my quirks.�
�You�re welcome and you�re worth it. I really want to help you feel comfortable around men again.�
�I feel safe around you.� Jessie began washing up, starting with her hair.
�That�s� that�s great! Thank you. You have no idea how happy that makes me to hear that.�
�You have no idea how relieved I am to not be suffering from nightmares and feel scared all the time anymore.�
�I never want to know what that feels like. I hope your nightmares never come back.�
�Me, too.� Jessie took a short shower as she went on to describe some of the odd dreams she�d had since they�d met, even the one Amphitrite had shown up in. Since she and the rest of the crew had cleaned up before docking, she just needed a good soap-down to feel refreshed. She also spruced up her bikini line now that she had a reason to perform maintenance on it, then made sure the tub was spotless. Once she was done, she told Mido to turn back around, then hopped out, toweled off, and got dressed. The fresh, dry cotton against her skin was such a pleasant relief after spending a while in soaked clothes under a sweltering sun.
She opened the door wide and stopped. Mido was sitting there without a shirt or boots on. It was his bare chest that made her do a double-take and catch her breath. Her hands ached to explore his amazing physique and she wanted to inhale his scent.
�I can take off my pants, too, if you�d like,� Mido said.
Jessie tore her eyes from his pecs. He was smirking. She spun to face the mirror and began brushing her hair, her face burning. Mido just laughed. She brushed her teeth as well, moisturized her face, and exited the bathroom without saying a thing. She feared opening her mouth would betray her unchaste thoughts.
Mido returned the chair to the desk and collected Jessie�s boots and his own change of clothes. �Just in case you still feel a need to run off.�
�I don�t,� she said. Well, a tiny part of her still did but she doubted she�d listen to it ever again. That part might also never stop feeling a need to stay away from the rest of the world.
�I believe you but I�ll feel better if I hold onto these while showering.�
�Fair enough.� Eyes on her to the last second, Mido gently shut and locked the door. Jessie stared at the doorknob a moment, then decided against testing to see if it was really locked. It�s not like she needed her boots at the moment anyway. She sat on a chair near the patio doors and admired the scenery and the soothing sound of crashing waves. Yeah, this place reminded her of home in a roundabout way. Maybe she should consider convincing Mido to settle down in Paphos with her� Now there was a thought.
A while later, she heard the shower turn back off. She watched a few more waves roll in, then meandered back to the bathroom. Before she could lean against the wall, the bathroom door opened. Mido was wearing nothing but his boxers. He set her boots back inside the room as he brushed his teeth. He flashed a foamy smile. Jessie just stared in open awe at the results of years of weightlifting as he turned back to the sink. She licked her lips, consciously realized she�d just done that, then blushed again. Thankfully Mido was too busy brushing his teeth to have noticed. She covertly watched him brush his hair, examine his shaved jawline, and don his shorts and t-shirt, then together they slipped on their sandals and headed out, her arm threaded through his.
Since they had some free time before their appointment, they explored the resort. They discovered an outdoor stage with a pair of salsa dancers performing to intense Spanish music. Mido and Jessie watched on from the back of the audience as the couple danced through a flashy, high-energy, and sexy performance. The audience cheered and clapped at intervals, then gave them a standing ovation once the song concluded. The two clapped as well.
Mido said, �Now I wish I knew how to salsa.�
�I could teach you a little.�
�You know how?�
�Everyone on Cyprus is taught nowadays. I just haven�t danced in a few years.� They headed back inside ahead of the throng.
�Well this seems like a fair trade. I teach you how to cook and you teach me how to salsa.�
�Sounds good to me.�
They smelled the spa before they saw it. The distinct aroma of jasmine candles greeted them right before the employees did, who all had dreamy gazes like they�d been massaged recently. The spa had classical music playing over the sound of water bubbling over pebbles, and it was one huge, vaulted room with Chinese paper walls partitioning off tables. Ample sunlight poured in through the glass walls. The whole spa was bright and serene, minus a few sections where blinds had been drawn.
Jessie and Mido were led to a changing room to swap into bathrobes with nothing but underwear underneath. No bras allowed to stay on. Jessie decided on not letting her fear of being so exposed around strangers ruin her afternoon. The spa was too relaxed an atmosphere to disrupt.
She and Mido were placed side-by-side on their bellies and both assigned female masseuses who went to work the moment they settled down. Jessie warned her masseuse about her bruises but told them she�d fallen on the ship, instead of the truth. She wanted to forget about that for now.
Between the jasmine, the music, and the deeply relaxing massage, Jessie started falling asleep. It was like Mido�s presence had created a spa-sized bubble of security, and everyone inside had joined in to protect and coax her to relax and feel safe. And right as she was about to nod off, her masseuse asked her to switch to lying on her back. The daydream bubble popped, but her sense of security didn�t. Jessie rolled over with a yawn while the lady held her towel over her for privacy, then she settled back down.
�Enjoying yourself?� Mido asked, lying on his back as well.
�Very much. I almost fell asleep.�
�In a public place full of strangers? Wow, I�m impressed.�
�I�m too relaxed to care.�
�I�m happy for you. Very happy. You�ve come a long way.�
They exchanged contented smiles and Jessie blew him a kiss. He pretended to catch it, kissed his fist, then blew one back. She inadvertently flashed him a glimpse of her chest as she pretended to catch his.
Mido�s masseuse raised her hands and backed away from him, chuckling. Mido went wide-eyed and covered the tent in his towel. Jessie tried not to smile but couldn�t help it as she fixed her own towel. Mido apologized to the three of them and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. His masseuse said, �Oh, don�t worry. You�re far from the first to do that while I�m working. I�m aiding your blood flow for crying out loud.� Once Mido returned his hands to his sides, both ladies went back to work and Jessie closed her eyes and resumed napping.
* * *
One amazing hour later, Jessie and Mido wandered back to their room, still in their bathrobes and regular clothes in a cloth bag. The cleaning people would collect the robes during their rounds. Both of them felt dreamy and totally relaxed. They hung the �Please do not Disturb� sign on the door handle and locked the door behind them.
�Want to catch some sun on the patio?� Mido asked.
�Sure.� More relaxing time with the only man in the world who made her feel safe. So long as they were together, she didn�t care where they went. They crossed to the glass doors, Mido slid them open, then guided her into his arms. Jessie slipped her arms under his.
�Thank you for letting me treat you to lunch and everything else today. And thank you for coming back.� He leaned in to kiss her forehead but she rose onto the balls of her feet and their lips met. One sweet, gentle kiss. Mido licked his lips and held her in a magnetic gaze. Jessie felt an even greater dreaminess wash over her. She pressed her lips to his and they kissed again. Just a gentle one. And then another, and another. Their hands began to wander and the kisses grew longer and deeper. His skin was so warm and soft, his muscles firm and solid, his arms so big and strong. They inhaled each other�s scent, opened their mouths, and tasted each other for the first time. Mido snuck a hand inside her bathrobe and began playing with her breasts. Jessie kissed him harder.
And then she felt his arousal dig into her abdomen.
Jessie gasped and broke away. All her nightmares flooded her mind and the men who�d raped her came at her, one after the other, all of them sporting a hard-on before forcing her into submission. Even Tethys. Someone grabbed her wrists. She ripped her arms free and backed away.
Not again. Just not again. She couldn�t take another bout of ravaging ever again.
A big, strong pair of hands gently cupped her cheeks and lips kissed her forehead before she could push her aggressor. She stopped backing away. No rapist had ever kissed her before. What was going on?
Jessie blinked a few times, then saw Mido standing before her. Just Mido; not a rapist. She teared up and he pulled her into a hug.
�Thank goodness that worked. It�d taken me a few minutes to brew some coffee.�
She buried her face in his shoulder. All those lovely, sensual feelings had left her body. She wanted them back but the memories held them at bay. �I�m sorry.�
�Don�t worry about it.� He kissed her head. �What happened? What set you off?�
She sniffed and wiped her tears. �It was when I felt you.� She slid a hand to his hip and pulled at him without bring them together. �Your� suddenly a bunch of horrible memories replayed in my head.� Her eyes stung. �I wish they hadn�t. I want you so badly.�
�I want you, too.� He lifted her chin and kissed her gently. �I think I can get around that.� He guided her to the bed. �Lie down. I can make you feel good without entering you.�
�But that�s not fair to you.� Her heart began to race as she envisioned ways he�d try to pleasure her. Despite how unfair that sounded, she wanted Mido to make her feel good. She felt herself gravitating towards the bed but held her ground.
�Are you kidding? Any man worth his stuff gets real satisfaction out of pleasing a beautiful woman like you. It�s not just about being inside you. It�s about making you feel really good.�
Jessie couldn�t think of a flaw in his logic. �You sound like you know your way around women.�
Mido popped a mischievous smile. �It�s because I don�t let him do all the thinking for me.� He pointed to the tent in his bathrobe.
Jessie smiled back, then initiated another round of kissing that swiftly grew in intensity. She was careful to keep her hips at bay, even though she wanted all of her pressed against all of him. She gripped his hips and dug her fingers into his flesh. He slipped both hands in her bathrobe at the shoulder and slowly pushed it aside. Once he lowered it to her elbows, she pulled her arms out, then interlaced her hands behind his neck. He let the robe fall to the floor.
He looked into her eyes. �Everything still good?�
�Mhm.�
He nuzzled his forehead against hers and locked her in his blue-eyed gaze as his hands caressed her skin all the way down to her hips, resting them on her panties. �Still good?�
�Mhm.� His touch gave her goosebumps and her lips parted, ready for more kisses.
He kissed her behind her ear, down her neck, each breast, then slid her panties off and picked her up in his strong arms. They kissed again, and then he lay her on the bed. �Time for a different kind of massage. I�ll make it a magic one so your bruises go away faster.� He disrobed, then crawled onto the foot of the bed and drew up to her and between her legs, stopping with his face between her upraised knees. �Still good?�
Jessie could only nod as her heart raced and blood pounded. His arms were as big as her legs. Mido lowered his face. Jessie tilted her head back and arched her spine as his mouth, tongue, and hands began their magical massage.

Chapter 18
A Change of Course

I woke to the sight of a woman sleeping with her head on my chest and the sheets drawn up to just below her soft breasts. Her red curls splayed over her back and shoulders, and she had a hand resting on my sternum. I rubbed my eyes and yawned, then grabbed a stray pillow and stuffed it behind my head. I�d get up after she woke. It�s not like I had a rigid shipping schedule. Heck, I�d stretched our vacation to five days. Two hadn�t cut it. Don�t know what I�d been thinking when I said two in the first place.
Oh, I know: let�s just get our business done, and hurry up and get our side trip to Cyprus over with.
Screw that.
I dozed on and off until Delilah stirred some time later. She yawned and stretched, then tilted her head and smiled at me. I ran a hand through her luscious hair and stroked a cheek, making her let out a contented hum.
�Good morning, Captain.�
�Good morning, Delilah. Sleep well?� It was close to eleven, according to the wall clock in the hotel room. Even though I�d procured Delilah from a brothel, I refused to use the rooms in any such place. Hotels were cleaner and ordering breakfast in bed always got more brownie points.
�Only because of you.� She slid a hand towards my groin, sending a pleasant shiver up and down my spine.
That hand placed tantalizingly close, coupled with her hair tickling my chest and the soft touch of her breasts pressed against me was enough to turn me back on. I impressed myself right then, being able to get it up after spending most of my vacation with her. I hadn�t exactly paced myself for five days. I threw the covers off us, which relieved my rising body temperature.
Delilah raised her brows in approval. �Again? Where do you find all that energy?�
�Just a side effect of spending quality time with a beautiful woman like you.� My free hand wandered to her breasts and started enjoying itself. Delilah wasn�t the brightest prostitute I�d met but boy did she make up for it with her prowess in bed, along with her looks and playful personality. �Do you think you�ll remember me next time? I�ll be gone for about a year but I try to leave a lasting impression.�
I respected women but I wasn�t loyal to any one of them anymore; just had a few favorites around the globe. After getting cursed, going through several divorces, and then finally outliving the one that wanted to be with me unto death do us part, monogamy lost its appeal. Being promiscuous saved me from falling in love ever again, at least not with a mortal soul. Delilah, though, had become my number one favorite in just five short days. She did have the same hair and smile as Rhode, two traits that had rushed me into picking her over all the other beautiful women at Summer Lotus.
She rolled over and straddle my thighs. �After these last few days, I�ll never forget you, Captain Dyne Lavere. That I promise.� She leaned her curvaceous body forward and planted a kiss on my lips.
My hands broadened their exploration and she sat on my legs. �Good. I have to head back out today.�
She pouted. �Already? Are you sure you can�t stay one more day?�
I massaged her thighs. Her head tilted back ever so slightly as her lips parted. I loved the sight of that. �Duty calls, sadly. I have a reputation to maintain.�
�Which one?� she asked as she pointedly stared at my hard-on.
Two could play at that game. I reached for her inner thighs and started massaging. She spread her legs a little wider and let out a heavy sigh. �My professional one; not my pleasuring one.�
�The other girls at the brothel got so jealous when you picked me over everyone else. Do you know the things people say about you?� She scooted higher up my thighs and began caressing my arms.
I�d picked her because she was the only one with red hair. Just a personal favorite. That and it was just as wavy as Rhode�s. I knew she was avoiding my full mast, just to be delightfully teasing. I switched to using both hands and got another sigh out of her. I also knew about the rumors surrounding me outside the bedroom. How could I not know? Still, I decided to play dumb just to hear the latest tall tales that had been spun. �And what do they say about me?�
�They say that you�re a cursed sailor,� she said, then paused, I guessed, to see if I�d scoff or anything. I kept quiet and just looked into her eyes. �You�ve been around for hundreds of years, have lived to see the end of the world and watched humanity rebuild itself. They also say that danger always seems to find you. Because of this, you go through a crew a year. You use black magic to trick sailors into working for you, then drown them in the sea to please whatever gods are out there.�
That was far enough away from the truth to not care. I smirked. �Is that right?�
She shrugged, making her curls fall behind her shoulders. �I don�t believe any of it. If anything, your libido is your curse. How do you survive such long periods at sea without a woman to keep you warm?�
�Fond thoughts of women like you.� If I wasn�t cursed with longevity, I could have easily fell for her. I was already daydreaming of spending endless days away from my ship just to make sweet love with her, but then I pictured myself still stuck in my forties while she was on her deathbed. Humans needed companionship, romance. It�d been over a hundred years since the last time I�d outlived a wonderful woman. I wanted to believe I had it in me to do that again, but I wasn�t in a hurry to find out.
�Then I shall give you a parting gift, Captain.�
She started to go down on me but I grabbed her butt cheeks and threw her onto the mattress with my legs still between hers. Her bouncing breasts called to my hands. I obliged. And I�ll be damned if I ever let a woman please me before I pleased her. That had subtle repercussions. �Ladies first.�
�Oh, Captain,� she said in a throaty voice.
Another perk of living too long: becoming a sex guru. Made for fun conversation between shipping deliveries when the boys wanted advice. And pleasing women helped curb the pain and yearning for the woman I couldn�t have.
* * *
The only downside to vacations was that they ended. All good things came and went. Jessie woke around midmorning, lying naked in the same bed as Mido, she on one side and he on the other. There was a little space between them so she could sleep peacefully.
They hadn�t been able to go all the way over the past few days. They�d tried one more time last night but one good blow to Mido�s temple, which almost knocked him out, and they decided to slow things down. To Jessie�s relief, she was able to reciprocate pleasuring him with her hands. Any other way propelled her into terrible flashbacks. A couple of men had made her choke.
Mido didn�t mind taking things slower. He coached her through many techniques and tricks that he best responded to, and she was rewarded with his satisfied smile and him needing to catch his breath between bouts. And of course lots of kisses and hugs, some chocolates, another trip to the spa, and hours of peaceful time together.
Jessie rolled over to find Mido watching her rest, a contented smile on his face. He hadn�t stopped smiling since their first time in bed together�well, the blow to his head made him stop for a bit, but they�d laughed at that in retrospect. She leaned in and gave him a morning kiss, which turned into multiple kisses. Their behavior would be restrained on the ship, so they had to spend every last bit of energy today. Jessie didn�t want the whole crew to know what they were doing every time they disappeared, so it would be in both their interest to not want to partake in such adult behavior while out to sea. Their kissing turned into heavy breathing and a full make out.
Ah, the joys of the bunny stage. She was going to miss this back on the ship.
They mutually stopped kissing to catch their breath. Mido threw off the sheet. �Shower time.� Before Jessie could so much as nod, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her off into the bathroom. Once the water was running, they hopped in and worked towards putting each other into a sex coma.
* * *
The sky was a mix of sun and clouds, and the shore typically windy. Jessie and Mido drank in the scenery while he leisurely worked through a plate of grilled tilapia, and she a grilled chicken panini. Jessie might never see Revivre again, and Mido might not return for at least a year. They were both comfortable saying nothing and just enjoying each other�s company. They�d both verbally agreed that if neither of them had nothing interesting to say, then don�t talk just to talk. However, Mido looked like he had something on his mind.
Just as Jessie finished making that observation, Mido said, �So our next stop is your home. What do you think you�ll do?�
She sized up her sandwich, trying to decide whether or not to take another bite and from where. She was halfway through it and already feeling full. What a heavy question on such a light day. �I don�t know,� she admitted. �I kind of don�t want to think about it until we get there.�
�Why not?� He asked the question innocently enough, but it still made Jessie feel like an open book. He had to already know what she was thinking.
She took a bite to stall her answer, and then a sip of lemonade from her perspiring glass. There was no point in stalling, other than to stretch out their time away from the crew. �I don�t want to leave you.�
Mido nodded, then put his fork down and held out a hand for her on the table. She took it in both hands. He gave her a gentle squeeze. �But�?�
Jessie sighed in resignation. �I don�t feel like I belong on the ship. How could I?�
�Dyne�s giving you a chance with the bodyguard job.�
�I feel like that�s a bit of a stretch.�
�Why?�
�I feel like my female presence disrupts the natural order of things on the ship. It�s nothing sexist, nor does it have anything to do with my history. Now that I�ve had time to think about things, I believe he�s just acting in his own interest.�
�You don�t want the job?� There was disappointment in his eyes.
�It�s not that. I don�t see how I�m needed. You�re all bigger and stronger than me.�
�But you pack quite the wallop.�
�I know, but I just don�t feel like a permanent fit on the ship.�
�It is strange to have a woman aboard our ship, but it�s not like we can�t get used to it.� Jessie opened her mouth to protest but Mido said, �I won�t press you to stay if you don�t see yourself ever getting comfortable. But what about Captain and his curse?�
Jessie rubbed his hand with her thumbs. �I still feel the same, even though none of you agree with me.�
�You won�t help him?�
�After all I�ve seen and heard, I do want to, but I don�t think the benefits outweigh the risks.�
�The dying will stop if you succeed. I think it�s an even gamble.�
He was right but she didn�t want to admit it. �I�m scared,� she said softly.
�Scared is okay, remember?� He kissed her hand, yet again getting a smile out of her. �You�ve gotten over a lot of fears this week. You can find the courage to help Dyne, too.�
�I�ll believe that the day I�m able to make love to you.�
�Then stay,� he urged softly while caressing her hands. �Stay and build courage. Stay for us.�
�Stay with me in Paphos.�
Mido stopped caressing and blinked, then sat very still as the idea rolled around in his head. Jessie was just as surprised at herself for saying it. She�d intended to keep that secret until she got back home. He scrunched his brows and thought some more, and then his eyes widened and he smiled. �I will, but on one condition.� Jessie looked at their hands, then back at his eyes. �Help Captain.�
Fear gripped her as thoughts of death filled her mind. �That�s a lot to ask.�
�So is staying with you in Paphos. I�m a sailor at heart but I�d give it all up to be with you.�
Jessie swallowed. �Maybe I�m asking too much of you.�
�Not from my perspective.�
�Then maybe we�re not thinking this through.�
�Well then let�s take some time to think.�
�These are huge decisions. How long will it take us to sail from here to Cyprus?�
He thought a moment. �No more than a week.�
Jessie�s heart began to race and she felt her hands getting sweaty in Mido�s grasp. �I need more time than that. This involves more lives than our own.�
�Then let�s go talk to Captain.�
* * *
At some point in the afternoon, I finally escorted Delilah back to her brothel. We took a canopied cart and a few hundred U.D. worth of fancy chocolates to all the women who worked at Summer Lotus. I was in a giving mood and I wanted to leave a positive impression on all the girls at the brothel. I lost count of how many kisses they planted on my face as I handed out all the boxes wrapped in bows. Not that I counted. Delilah kindly helped me wash off the lipstick, then sent me off with one final kiss, the one that counted. The ladies wished me farewell outside the entrance, waving ribbons and morsels of chocolate, and urged me to come back soon.
If only I could. �I�ll do my best, ladies. Take care.� I waved, then plopped into the awaiting cart. My legs were still wobbly. Just standing in front of the glass in the chocolate shop while pointing at random things that looked good had taken a lot of effort. I�d wanted to lie down and tell the clerk to just give me a little bit of everything, but I refused to give gifts the lazy way. Delilah and I had used each other for crutches while she helped me pick out sweets. Maybe one day I�d come back and continue to woo her. It took more effort to resist love than it did giving in to it.
The cyclist dropped me and my duffle bag off by my cargo pushers, who were busy loading crates of fuel and our France shipment. Morocco exported salt, silk, and glass wares. Glass was a big pain to ship but worth the money. Doubly worth it since we were going to navigate notoriously dangerous waters. I meandered towards the stern ladder as Scully manned the dock�s steam crane, which was in far better shape than the one in Chesapeake. The rest of my cargo pushers moved the next crate within reach of the crane. Scully waved and the others welcomed me back.
�Everyone feeling ready to get back on the water?�
They laughed that certain laugh men have when feeling satisfied after having a great time with a great woman or two. Rammus said, �You bet, Captain. What about you?�
�Look how he�s walking,� Scully said. �What do you think?�
I gave them a dismissive wave. �Back to work, boys.� They laughed again, then returned to their crates.
When I made it to the stern ladder, I stopped and stared up at the rusty rungs. Good god, the deck looked so far away. Seriously, it looked like it�d take me halfway to the clouds. I didn�t think I�d want sex for a solid month. I heaved a sigh, then hefted my duffle bag and mustered the energy to climb aboard.
* * *
I was in the middle of folding my now empty bag when I heard a polite knock on my cabin�s wood doorframe. Mido and Jessie stood there, hand in hand. My cook had a dreamy look that I probably was mirroring. Jessie shared our contentment, but with some anxiety mixed in. �What�s up?�
Mido said, �Captain, when would be a good time to talk to you about where we head next?�
�Right now, actually.� The question caught me off guard but I did my best to stay casual. I stowed my folded bag in a cabinet drawer, then leaned against the bunks. Where else could Jessie possibly want to go besides home? �So what�s up?�
Mido looked to Jessie, who let go of his hand and stepped forward. �Would you be willing to make another delivery or two before taking me home? I need more time to think things through.�
�You have a whole another week to think. Why do you need more time?�
�It�s just very scary what you�re asking of me,� she admitted. �I need a chance to build more courage so I don�t just stay home once I see it. I want to help you but I�m not ready to officially say yes to that yet.�
�Okay.� Over the years I�d become very good at detecting half truths and whole lies. Jessie sounded like she�d rehearsed what she just said, so here I had a half truth. �I believe you so far. What�s the other reason for the delay?�
Jessie and Mido exchanged shocked looks. They knew they�d been caught in their theatrics but Jessie still said, �What do you mean?�
I folded my arms and spoke patiently. �Jessie, I�ve been around for a very long time. I know when I�m not getting the full story.� I�d already made up my mind but I still wanted to hear everything. �Spill it.�
She opened her mouth but no words came out. She tried again but I assumed uncertainty stole her words. She looked to Mido for help. When he spoke, I began to feel afraid. They�d clearly grown attached to one another. He wouldn�t, would he�?
�Captain, I told her I�d go live with her in Paphos�� Oh, crap, he would! ��but on the condition that she helps us lift your curse.�
Impending heart attack averted. But now this brought up another issue that�d been rolling around in my head for decades: what to do with my crew if my curse was lifted. I hadn�t given it too much thought since I didn�t want to get my hopes up decade after decade. All I knew for sure was that I�d retire for good if that day ever came. No two weeks notice or anything. This was one of my most guarded secrets. Only Sam knew, and only because I�d been drunk when I let slip that bit of trivia.
I unfolded my arms and straightened up. �Are you sure that�s what you want, Mido?�
�Positive,� he said with a nod.
Now how to handle this? I was thrilled for Mido. He had a place to go, and with a beautiful girl, too. But if I came off as thrilled, that would raise unwanted questions. If I tried guilting him into staying, which I had a feeling he expected since they hadn�t wanted to say anything in the first place, that would pull Mido in two directions and make things awkward. I had no intention of doing that to him. I slipped my hands in my pockets and spoke to Jessie. �If you help us, then I�ll let you take my cook home with you. Consider it your reward if we succeed.�
�But what if I try and fail?�
�Trying is all I can ask of you.� I took a step closer. To my relief she didn�t even flinch. She�d come a really long way in two weeks. �I�ll do my best to make sure everyone survives. I�ll even transform on purpose if things get that dangerous.�
�You�d really do that?� Jessie said in disbelief.
I was surprised myself, but now that I�d said it, there was no taking it back. To be honest, I was sick and tired of watching people I cared about die because of me and my curse. �I�m that desperate.� Probably not the best thing to show a bit of weakness like that but I wasn�t above a small guilt trip. I was that desperate to have her help me.
She considered my confession a moment. �Okay. But can we still put off Cyprus for a bit?�
I wanted to ask her if we could skip Cyprus altogether, but how could I ask that when even I liked seeing home now and then? �It so happens that you�re in luck. Sauna netted us a shipment to Le Havre in France the other day. I also have a separate delivery to Athens that can suck up waiting a little longer. We can hit both those places first, but that�s it. You�re going to have to make a decision by then.�
�How much time will that buy me?�
�A good two weeks, barring any delays from the weather or typical dangers. Shortly after I get you home, I�ll be due for my next lockdown, so hopefully all will go well.�
�But never plan on that,� Mido said.
�Nope. These past two weeks have been a testament to that.� I reached inside my bunk and produced two pairs of open-finger sparring gloves. �Now, I have two presents for you, miss bodyguard.� I handed one pair over. �Those are for practicing.� She took them and they both looked them over.
�Wish you�d had those on last night,� Mido said jokingly. Jessie gave him a rueful grin.
�Is that where you got that?� I asked, pointing to the bruise on his temple. I�d noticed it earlier but our conversation had taken off too fast to ask.
�Yep.�
�What did you do to deserve that?� He gave me an embarrassed look that screamed at me to not ask for details. �Never mind. I don�t want to know.� I handed Jessie the second pair, which had brass spikes mounted on the knuckles. �Those are for punishing. Get used to wearing both.�
She held a package in each hand, her face a mix of awe and confusion. �Are you sure you want me as a bodyguard?�
�Yep. I don�t tolerate freeloaders.�
�But who am I going to guard?�
�I already explained this.�
�But you�re all bigger and stronger than me.�
�That�s beside the point. I need you to keep watch and throw punches as necessary while my men do their job. Your role is very important. You�ll be the one on the lookout so they can focus on their job, moving faster and working more efficiently, thus reducing the window of danger.�
�Oh.� She hugged the gloves to her chest.
�The English Channel is crawling with pirates, so start practicing.� I waved for them to stop blocking the doorway and headed for the wheelhouse.

Chapter 19
Big Game

A day and a half later and we were off the coast of Portugal. Land was a thin line of bumps sticking up in the distant haze. �All able-bodied hands on deck. We�re back in whale flounder waters. You all get a cut of the bounty if I land one.�
Without waiting for Rammus to arrive, I met Scully at the Harpy and he helped me swap out the six-foot harpoon for another lighter six-footer better suited for fishing. The one we stowed on the harpoon rack would just punch a hole through a fish, then rip a bigger one if I tried reeling it in. Scully tied a rope line to the tail of the harpoon and I hopped into the seat and fired up the hydraulics.
�Hey, Captain,� Scully said, �maybe you�ll finally land one this time.�
�These are the best waters for them, but I�m not holding my breath.�
�Aw, c�mon. You almost got one last time. You only missed by about ten feet, and that was a long shot.�
I spun the Harpy around, testing its full range of horizontal motion. �How many years have I been fishing for these stupid things without actually landing one?�
Scully laughed. �I think this is year thirty.�
�You are correct.� I began testing the vertical range by tilting the harpoon up and down.
�You only try a couple times a year just about every year, and we don�t always spot one.�
�My luck landing one surpasses my inability to eat a cheeseburger in peace.�
�Can�t catch one if you don�t try,� Scully said with a smile.
�Yeah, yeah.� I aimed the harpoon straight out over the bow, then relaxed my grip on the control bars. �I�m beginning to wonder if both are linked to my curse. I have odd luck.�
�Well, do you try to eat a cheeseburger every time we hit port?�
�Pretty much.� O�Toole stepped onto the deck and began running around like he was chasing invisible butterflies or something. Sam appeared behind the Irishman, shortly followed by Jessie, Mido, Ed, and Ted. Those four headed for me and Scully, and Sam followed O�Toole down starboard side.
�Port�s where we run into the most trouble, so it�s no coincidence really, if you think about it.�
I considered his logic a moment. �Okay, you got me there.�
�Yep, and that�s also why whale flounder go for a hundred grand at port. They�re frickin� hard to catch.�
�They�re frickin� huge!� I said, exasperated.
�It�s a frickin� huger ocean,� Scully pointed out.
�I know but still, they shouldn�t be that hard to find.�
�Find what?� Ed asked. The two techies pulled up with an arm around each other�s shoulders.
�Whale flounder,� I said.
�Never heard,� Ted said. �What does it look like?� The two let go of each other and glanced at the ocean.
�A flounder the size of a whale.�
Scully said, �They�re around fifty feet long with a thirty-foot span. They basically look like a grey, lopsided pancake floating on the water, and they�re white underneath.�
Jessie said, �They�re very good eating.�
�But very expensive,� Scully said.
I said, �Oh, you�ve had some before?�
She nodded. �Someone caught a smaller one and shared it with the whole town.�
I gaped. �That fisherman just gave away a year�s salary!�
�We didn�t know until later, but I don�t think he cared. He was already well off.�
�So we all playing lookout?� Ed asked.
I said, �A hundred extra bucks to the person who spots the fish I land. If multiple people spot it together, you split it. No complaints.� I smirked. �But good luck beating O�Toole to the punch. He�s the champion fish finder.�
My three newest members gave me puzzled looks as Mido and Scully gave me knowing grins. Ted said, �How�s that? I thought he�s just autistic.�
�I�m not the only supernatural thing on this ship.� That reminded me, we had yet to see what supernatural qualities Jessie was doing a superb job of hiding.
�He has his own curse?�
�He has his own strange powers.�
Scully said, �He�s immune to the effects of quasi-children, and for some reason he starts acting extra strange when we get close to a whale flounder.�
Mido said, �If you see him suddenly stop and stare out over the ocean, grab him. He will jump in and start swimming towards the fish.�
Scully sarcastically said, �That was a fun day when we learned that.�
�Duly noted,� both techies said, then Ed added, �We were wondering why you have O�Toole. How did you find him?�
�Long story short: he more or less found us in Ireland. Two years ago, I met his parents who, sadly yet fortunately, wanted to give him up to a good home. I took him after they demonstrated his ability to make quasi-children disappear.�
�Why do you find his immunity useful? Quasi-children sightings have gone way down over the years.�
�I carry a handgun, remember?� I patted my chest. �Now, do you all want to help me fish or what?� Ugh, Ed�s question killed my good mood. Wasn�t gonna make it worse by answering it. These three were a nosy bunch. However, I�d take them over stupid any day. Inquisitiveness meant they were learners. Learners kept themselves alive longer.
�Of course,� Ed said. Both techies looked at Mido. �What are we using for bait?�
�Time,� Scully said. �They feed on krill and plankton, and filter out the nuclear pollution in the water.�
I said, �They weren�t around a couple hundred years ago. They�re giant freaks of nuked nature who�re cleaning up after us.�
�Lucky us,� Ted said.
�Just keep an eye out. Happy hunting.�
�Is it okay if I don�t help?� Jessie asked with a frown.
�You�re missing out on the bonus, but yes. Why, what else do you want to do?�
She made fists and raised them slightly. �Train.�
�Fair enough,� I said with a shrug. Quite honestly, I needed her ready for Le Havre. �If we yell down to you, run up and watch the fun unfold.�
�But don�t hold your breath for it,� Scully said.
�Hey!�
�Your words.�
I opened my mouth to say the first thing on my mind but thought better of it. I turned to Jessie. �Have fun. Hit hard. And try to make my buy a replacement punching bag if you can.� I pointed at her. �With your practice gloves. Use the studded gloves on it and I take them away. Got it?�
�Yes, sir,� she said with the same wicked grin she wore when I told her I was giving her steel toe boots.
�Oh, man, Captain,� Scully said. �You�re making her dangerous!�
* * *
Mido said, �Too bad Jacobi doesn�t like you. He�s the best fighter of everyone on this ship.�
Jessie led them down the stairs as they headed for the sleeping cabins. �You know how to fight, too.�
�Just some street and sword fighting, and some grappling. You have to know in this industry. I know for sure we�re gonna have a run-in with either pirates or mercenaries near Le Havre. We do every time.�
Jessie stopped at the bottom of the stairs. �Then why do you keep making deliveries there?�
�People need their stuff.� He stopped before her. �Until we see the day where planes fill the sky again, we need to keep taking these risks. Now why we stopping?�
Jessie planted a kiss on his lips. Mido leaned into it and cupped her cheek. She found herself needing brief moments like these since they couldn�t sleep together anymore. She remained in the same cabin as Ed and Ted, and neither she nor Mido dared ask for a bunk shuffle. They enjoyed the moment of privacy until she felt like they�d pressed their luck long enough. She slowly pulled away. �That,� she said. �I�ll meet you in the cargo hold.�
�Okay,� he said, then they headed off in opposite directions.
Jessie headed for her new sparring gloves with pleasant thoughts of Mido flitting around in her head, but stopped and zeroed in on reality when she reached the galley. Jacobi was seated at the table, sipping at a sports drink and reading a book. His broken leg was propped on a fold-up chair. He looked up, pale eyes full of hate. With exception of his leg, he was in peak physical condition. He looked big enough to take Mido down with one swing. The solar-powered light hanging over the table made his bronzed skin look like he was made of copper, extra tough and intimidating.
She mentally yelled at herself to keep moving. Mido would get worried if she took too long. The last thing she wanted was to put crew members at odds with each other, especially over her. Sure, the men bickered with and yelled at each other from time to time, but in the end they were all good friends. This was another reason she found it so hard to fit in. She walked past him with her chin up and his hateful eyes followed her. He said nothing but his glare spoke plenty.
Jessie thought of going on deck for her return trip, then going back down, just to avoid Jacobi, but she didn�t feel like explaining her lengthy detour when she reunited with Mido. Besides, she needed to keep building courage. If she couldn�t stand up to stupid people like Jacobi, then she wouldn�t be fit to help lift Dyne�s curse. She grabbed her sparring gloves and ignored him on her return trip through the galley, but stopped dead in her tracks when he spoke.
�What the hell are you doing with sparring gloves?�
She slowly turned around. His crap attitude pissed her off, yet at the same time his deep voice intimidated her. She wanted to bolt for the cargo hold; however, she also wanted a little more respect. She didn�t deserve this crap. �What do you think?�
Jacobi dumped his book and surged to his feet, then grabbed the table to keep his balance. �Don�t cop an attitude with me. I will put you in your place, unlike the captain.�
�My place is bodyguard.�
�Your place is anywhere but this ship.�
�That�s not for you to decide.� She clenched her gloves.
Jacobi took a step closer with his good leg. �Doesn�t matter. Squeaky wheel gets the grease. I�ll get Captain to see things my way.�
�I�m here to help lift his curse.�
�Bullshit. You�re just here for the free ride, along with a ride on Mido�s dick. I heard about your escape attempt.�
Jessie clenched her gloves harder as she resisted the urge to punch Jacobi. He was proving to be an expert at getting under her skin. Anything she tried to say in her defense about her runaway attempt would sound like a lie.
He took another step closer. �Yeah, that�s right. Once you get home, you stay there. Stay away from my friend and crew mate, and stop playing with his dick.�
�Why? Are you jealous?� The venomous words slipped and she half regretted them. She wanted to piss him off as much as he�d pissed her off, but that really wasn�t a smart idea. Jacobi gave her a look of death. Good, they were evenly pissed. She backed up a step in case he was premeditating harming her.
He spoke in a menacingly low voice. �Maybe I should take a page out of Tethys�s book and use his tactics to put you in your place. How would you like that?� He took another step, putting him in kicking range.
Jessie swung her steel toe at his injured leg. The cast wouldn�t completely protect him. He let out a cry and clutched his leg. Jessie said, �As much as you liked that. Don�t you ever dare try to lay a hand on me.�
�Just wait until my leg heals and we�ll see how confident you feel then. Go home and stay home if you don�t want to find out.�
Jessie wanted to kick him again but she had a feeling her element of surprise had vanished. As much as she wanted to physically and verbally rip him a new one, she made herself head to the cargo hold. She slammed the door open and navigated the maze of crates, then dumped her gloves and began beating the crap out of the punching bag before Mido could finish greeting her. She imagined herself bashing Jacobi in the face with every blow.
�Whoa. What happened?� He picked up her gloves.
�Nothing,� she said flatly between blows.
�Then why are you pissed off?�
�I�m not.�
Mido stuck a hand between the bag and her fists. She stopped and he shimmied between her and the bag. �I don�t mean to piss you off further, but you�re a lousy liar.�
�Then just forget about it. I don�t want to talk about it.�
He hesitated before moving out of the way. �Well I do,� he said unhappily. �I don�t like seeing you upset, but I�ll let you burn off some energy first. Are you at least not too angry to let me teach you how to fight?�
She heaved an anger-releasing sigh. �Yes. Let me put my gloves on.� She slipped them on one at a time. They fit snugly halfway to the elbow, yet allowed full range of motion with her fingers. She gripped the rods in her fists and tapped her padded knuckles together, then did a couple of experimental swings at the air. For some reason wearing the gloves made her feel invincible. She felt like she could take on a recovered Jacobi.
�Now there�s an interesting smile,� Mido said. �What brought that on?�
�I�m liking my new gloves. For some reason I feel really good with them on.�
Mido took her hands in his, then slid his touch to her elbows and gave her a kiss. �That�s because you have a fighter�s spirit.�
Jessie wanted to get in some more kisses but they both heard footsteps headed their way. The two stepped apart and Mido picked his own gloves up off the floor. Sam, Sauna, and Cancer came around the corner and stopped.
Sam, the sandy-haired one, said, �Looks like we�ve got extra practicing buddies.�
�Want help training her, Mido?� Sauna said.
�Sure!�
Sam pointed, saying, �Those are some nice gloves Captain got you there, Jessie. Let�s break �em in.� He and the other two donned their gloves.
�You three teach,� Cancer said. �I need to do my workout.� Mido and Jessie stepped away from the bag and he took their place, then began stretching out his arm, neck, and torso. The rest of them stretched as well but when the good doctor began punching away, Jessie stopped and stared. Cancer was built like a bear but he could move. He busted out a steady stream of street fighting punches.
Sam chuckled. �Yeah, and it�s such a shame that Captain usually bans him from getting involved in fights.�
�Why?�
Cancer paused in his assault. �Who�s going to tend to your injuries if I�m down or dead? I only join the fray if the numbers are stacked against us. Most of the time Captain just whips out his gun and the quasi-children scare off our aggressors. Unconventional but effective.�
Sam said, �Captain did that to Tethys the day we picked you up.�
Mido said, �Jessie, you missed one priceless expression on Tethys�s face. I thought he was gonna pass out.�
�I would�ve liked to see that,� she said in a subdued tone, then spoke a little louder as she stood up straighter. �If he�s got enough smarts, he�ll be afraid of me if we ever cross paths again. I�ll rip his dick off. I�m not kidding.�
�Get in line,� Mido said.
�Ladies first,� she said. The others laughed, even Cancer. For a moment she couldn�t believe her ears or eyes, but she recovered from staring. She didn�t want to kill the relaxed atmosphere. �So what�s my first lesson? All I ever do is start swinging when I feel threatened.�
Mido adjusted the velcro straps to his sparring gloves. �We�ll teach you how to throw combos, how to not broadcast where you�re gonna strike, some footwork, and the basics of street fighting.�
Sam said, �I can teach you some sword fighting as well, or at least how to defend yourself while unarmed. The sword might need to wait until after Le Havre. We really need you light and quick for now.�
�Sounds good,� Jessie said.
All of them, including Cancer, spent the next few hours tutoring Jessie, along with her getting to know them a bit and discussing her role aboard the Pertinacious.
After some blocking drills, Cancer said, �I still don�t want you to become a permanent crew member. It�s nothing personal, nor does it have anything to do with a woman�s ability to fight. You�re turning into an excellent fighter. I very much like strong women, and I�d be very grateful if you help me and the rest of the crew stay alive and whole, but only for as long as Dyne need�s help with his curse. I�d rather you be home safe, like my wife.�
His words floored her but she stopped gaping and said, �Thank you. I�ll do my best for as long as I stay.
�How long do you think you�ll stay?� Sam asked.
Jessie practiced her five-hit combo on the punching bag. She looked at Mido, then back at Sam. �I don�t know. It depends on a lot of things. Right now I�m just trying to build the courage to help lift Dyne�s curse. I don�t want any of you to die because I try to help.�
�Why thank you, Jessie,� he said. �All of us really hope you stick around and help.�
Thinking of Jacobi, she looked away.
Sam lost his smile. �What�s wrong?�
Damn it. She was so transparent. Her only solace was that at least she�d kept secret her desire to steal their cook to Paphos. So far. Now if only she could downplay the tension between her and Jacobi. She faced the punching bag and executed her newest combo. �How�s this looking, now?�
�Uh, great,� Sam said, �except for you suddenly broadcasting your moves again.�
She sucker punched the bag as hard as she could. �I think I need a break.� She started heading for the exit.
�It�s Jacobi, isn�t it?� Cancer said unhappily.
Jessie stopped mid-stride as a wave of fear seized her. She didn�t want this to get out of hand. �No. Everything�s fine.� She marched off as she heard Mido tell the others that he�d talk to her. The sound of his jogging footsteps and him undoing his velcro straps hurried up to her. She caught a heavy whiff of sweat and deodorant.
He said, �Let�s go shower.�
They hung their sweaty gear in their respective cabins, then headed to the showers with sandals in place of their boots and fresh clothes in hand. Since Mido was with her, she didn�t bother locking the door behind them. They grabbed towels from their lockers, then stepped inside a stand-in shower and Mido began washing her down.
There was something soothing about Mido scrubbing her body with a soapy wash cloth. There was a hint of sexual energy�they were naked�but overall they were just taking care of each other. Soothing company with no expectations. This was exceptionally good at the moment because she still felt quite satisfied after their intimate time together in Revivre. They kissed now and then since this was one of few private places on the ship. Mido finished scrubbing Jessie�s feet and toes, then she took his own cloth and soap and set to work on his amazing back.
�Please tell me what�s got you upset.�
�It�s nothing.�
�Which is code for �it�s something.� Just tell me. I�ll keep it between you and me.� He reached back for her thigh and caressed it with his fingertips.
Even though Mido�s entire back was still soapy, Jessie pressed her body to him, wrapped her arms around him, and began scrubbing down his front. She heaved a sigh through her nose and breathed in the soap�s spicy scent. �I don�t want to tell you. Please stop asking.� She pivoted their bodies so the shower rinsed off his back. She kissed his shoulder blade.
�What did Jacobi do?�
�Nothing.�
�It has to be pretty bad if you�re too scared to tell me.�
�I�m not scared.�
Mido turned around and fixed his serious gaze on her. She looked away but he cupped her chin in one hand.
She gazed into his pale eyes until she couldn�t take it anymore. She rose onto the balls of her feet and gave him a kiss, then kneeled on the tiled floor and began scrubbing down his strong legs. �Look, I don�t want to tell you because I don�t want you to hate each other because of me.�
�What did he do?�
Jessie paused in her scrubbing, Jacobi�s rape threat echoing in her mind. �He said some really mean things. He just wants me gone. That�s all, so let it go. Please.� She resumed scrubbing.
�Only if things don�t escalate.� His tone softened. �If things go well, he�ll get his wish, so I guess it�s not a big deal in the end.� He held up a finger. �But� if he does become threatening or dangerous, I will step in. I�ve fallen hopelessly in love with you, Jessie. You�re my world now.�
Jessie stopped scrubbing Mido�s calf. She looked up into his handsome face, her mouth ajar. After two years in Tethys�s hellhole, Mido�s words were the last thing she�d ever expected to be said to her. He gave her his sweet smile, then began running his fingers through her hair. Her gaze darted to his groin.
Mido was at half mast. She rose slightly and gave his head a kiss, then sat on her heels and fought back a surge of fear and bad memories of men having their way with her on her knees.
Mido gasped and shot up to full mast. �Jessie��
She felt herself starting to slip out of the present, so she locked her gaze on Mido�s blue eyes and willed herself to see nothing but him.
He guided her to her feet and kissed her on the lips, then tried press his body to her but she held his hips at bay. He tried to move her hands but she shied away. He stopped kissing her. �What�s wrong?�
She gave his thighs a reassuring rub. �I love you, too, Mido. Very much. Just give me a moment. Kissing you like that is making bad memories replay in my head.�
�I�m sorry. I didn�t know.� He tried to wrap his arms around her but she bodily twisted him around and hopped onto him piggyback. He gently sandwiched her against the wall as she wrapped her arms and legs around him. This was the only way they�d figured out how to let Mido enjoy the feeling of being wrapped in her legs.
�It�s okay. I�m still glad I kissed you like that.�
�Oh, god. Me, too. I can�t stop thinking about it.� He massaged her thighs and glutes.
�One day,� she said softly. �One day. I am determined. And I�m hopelessly in love with you too, Mido.� She rested her head against his and listened to the cascading water as she played with his hair. Running water. Showers. The other three had been just as sweaty and were more than likely waiting their turn to clean up. �But we better hurry up and finish showering before the others come in. I don�t want to move, but��
�No. I agree. This is private.� He set her down and they shared one more kiss before rinsing off.
* * *
No one spotted a damn thing on the first day, and today was my only other shot before the waters got too dangerous thanks to pirates and such. Even though I figured it was safe to assume I�d get skunked today as well, I dozed in the Harpy, just in case someone spotted anything. Chances are, if I didn�t stay in the Harpy, a fish would show and I�d miss my chance because I was too far away to take a shot. But, if I stayed in the Harpy, or somewhere near it, I�d have nothing but open water to shoot at. That�s how life worked sometimes.
At some point in my dozing, I fell asleep. The swells, the salty wind, and the blaring sun, they all sapped the energy from me. I didn�t try to fight it. But at some point I was woken from a strange dream where a monkey was using my head as a drum to beat out a mindless rhythm.
I fully came to when a hand slapped my face. I shook out my head, swiped the air in front of me, and caught an arm, then rubbed my eyes and focused on my captive. O�Toole. Of course it was him. No one else would wake me like that.
O�Toole was gibbering frantically like an excited monkey. I pushed him away when he raised his hand to slap me again. �Stop that. I�m awake. Now what�s your problem?�
He gibbered some more, then let out two monkey-like cries as he pointed out over port.
My lagging brain took in the sparkling swells, then honed in on a huge patch that perfectly fit Scully�s lopsided pancake description. I bolted upright in the turret and stuck my feet in the pedals, then rotated the Harpy and aimed it at the whale flounder. I couldn�t believe what I was seeing. O�Toole started running in circles near the port railing, pumping his arms like he was doing the breast stroke. I ignored him as I gauged whether the fish was in shooting range or not. It was a very long shot. Looked just barely in range, but I didn�t want to miss again. However, the closer my ship got, the more likely the thing would show some tail and dive. My hands started shaking.
Considering how many centuries I�d been around, and all the decades harpoon guns had come back in style, I was a superb aim. Just like guns, I could factor in every last detail to make that killer shot. I angled the Harpy up thirty three degrees and waited for the bow to ride up to the crest of a wave, then fired. There was a hiss of the release of pressurized air and a dull, metallic clank. The harpoon went nowhere. I removed my hands from the triggers. �What the�?�
Conveniently enough, I�d left the safety latch on. I tugged the harpoon back until it clicked in place, unhooked the latch, and pumped the air pressure tank half a billion times to make sure the damn harpoon would fly. I stood up in the turret and waved my arms like a maniac. �Hey! Whale flounder on port! Sam, Rammus, Cancer�whoever�s up there, move this ship!� I pointed to the bows� ten o� clock.
Sam�s voice rang loud and clear over the system. �I see it, Captain. She�s a big one. I�ll approach her nice and slow.� Sam announced the sighting to the entire crew.
Just great. O�Toole�s babysitter was busy at the wheel. Now I had to take the shot asap before the idiot dived in. �Call someone to come hold O�Toole down!� I plopped into the seat, took a few seconds to aim for right where I wanted it, and fired again. The Harpy hissed and screeched, and the harpoon got jammed halfway out its chamber. I let out a snarl as checked the psi gauge. It read double the advised pressure, even after being fired once. I opened the pressure release valve and corrected my own stupidity.
O�Toole bolted for the Harpy and began yanking on the harpoon like he was trying to throw it.
�O�Toole, stop that!� I jumped onto the deck and tried to pry him off. �It�s a harpoon; not a javelin. Now leave it alone!� He kept reaching for it so I smacked his hand and hauled him away. He whimpered and lunged again, but I yanked him back and bodily blocked his path. He hunched his shoulders. �No, O�Toole. Just keep your eyes on the fish.� He whined. I pointed at the whale flounder. Good god, I wanted to strangle him for unwittingly sabotaging my shot. He followed my finger, pointed to himself, then started running in circles and pantomiming swimming again. �That�s better.�
I wrestled with the harpoon until it clicked back in place, then mounted the Harpy again. Sam angled the Pertinacious so the fish was at the bow�s eleven o�clock. I aimed but waited to get closer. Seagulls circled it like they do when whales feed. I had just one shot before it�d flee.
Sam drew us within a hundred yards of the fish, and as I took careful aim, O�Toole came up to the railing and climbed onto it right in my line of sight. �O�Toole! No!� I dive-tackled him like a lizard jumping onto a tree trunk. He lost his balance and folded, half his body hanging over each side of the railing. I pulled him onto the deck. His whimpering reached a fever pitch as he thrashed around until he broke free, then he lunged for the railing again. I grabbed him before he could jump. He gripped the railing in both hands and used that as leverage. �Sam!� I locked my arms around O�Toole�s waist and snuck a glance out at the water. We were eighty yards from the thing and slowly approaching. At the same time, my window of opportunity was rapidly shrinking. Whale flounder didn�t like the sound of props and engines.
O�Toole planted his feet on the lower railing and dead-lifted us both. �Sam!� I lost my balance and couldn�t secure a foothold on the railing.
�Captain!� Mido�s voice carried through the air.
�Hurry!� O�Toole and I teetered over the railing and everything seemed to fall into slow motion as the ocean appeared below me. I had a choice between letting the Irishman go and taking my one shot, or going down with him and lengthening my failure streak. If I let him go, he ran the risk of getting sucked up into the props. On top of that, he couldn�t swim very well. Sure, someone could jump in after him, like Jacobi had last time, but what kind of selfish fool would that make me?
My hips and therefor my center of gravity were pulled past the top railing. I glanced at the floating flounder and the gulls circling and even resting on it. That was so much money and food right there, and really good eating to boot. I didn�t have to be the one who�
A hand pawed at my pant leg but O�Toole and I went for an unscheduled swim head first. Just great. My gun was in my coat, as usual. I�d have to carefully clean it later so it wouldn�t rust. Just plain great.
We plunged under the surface in a haze of bubbles. With a chunk of his pants in my fist, I kicked for the surface but my steel toe boots were less than useless when it came to swimming with a trench coat on. We started to sink. O�Toole began to flail. I called the water to me and brought us back to the surface, but the Irishman was intent on drowning us both. His flailing blocked me from concentrating on controlling the very water I was trying not to inhale. I gave up and focused on keeping our heads above the surface.
�Heads up, Captain!�
Scully threw a life ring attached to a rope. I closed my eyes right before it splashed within arm�s reach, then jammed it over O�Toole�s head. He threaded his arms through the ring then began doggy paddling towards the whale flounder. �Where the hell do you think you�re going?� I grabbed the ring and he just paddled in place. When we rose to the crest of a swell, I caught a glimpse of the fish. Holy hell. It was still there!
Everyone but Jacobi and Sam lined the railing. I waved for them to move aside. �Move if you don�t want to get wet!� Without waiting to see if they listened, I closed my eyes and concentrated, then directed a large column of water to send me and the Irishman back aboard. We slingshotted over the railing, onto the deck, and I landed on my feet and let O�Toole drop to his paddling hands and knees as a thin wave of water spread over the deck. I took in my relieved crew. �Hold him.� Mido and Scully rushed to O�Toole as I hopped into the Harpy. I swung and dipped her a little and took aim at� nothing but water. �No.� I broadened my search but there was no sign of the coveted, lopsided pancake. �No!� I took random aim but thought better of shooting. I rammed the safety latch back into place and swore as I kicked a part of the Harpy I knew wouldn�t break, then I bowed my forehead in one hand and sulked.
�Lo siento, Captain,� Sauna said.
�Where did you all go?� I said angrily.
�Lunch,� Rammus said.
I heaved a sigh and gave the Harpy a feeble kick, then shook my head.
Jessie exclaimed, �Whoa!�
I lowered my hand. Jessie was staring down the side of the boat, her mouth agape. O�Toole was gibbering away, and trying to wrestle free. My crew lined up along the railing, even Mido and Scully with the Irishman, and all of them exclaimed similar awe. I hopped onto the deck and pulled up next to Cancer. I joined them in their concerted gaping.
The whale flounder was brushing up against my boat.
I glanced at the Harpy, then at the fish. I could get it from this awkward angle but� for some reason it felt wrong to kill it while it was investigating my ship and crew. Wait. I looked at Jessie, who was completely mystified. Could she?
I wandered up to her side and glanced over her shoulder. The whale flounder had leathery skin like a shark, a specking of darker grey spots patterned like a giraffe�s markings, and one black eye the size of a tire, complete with thick eyelids. The eye sat right in front of Jessie. That was a interesting coincidence. �Jessie.�
�What?� she said in a subdued voice.
�Do me a favor and walk along the railing and see if it follows you.�
One hand on the railing, she slowly walked along the deck while keeping her gaze on the fish. It�s massive eye rotated to follow her, and then it paddled its sting ray-like fins and began keeping pace with her, its flapping gently rippling along its sides. I watched the spectacle for a moment, then let out a thoughtful �huh.� She stopped walking.
I stuck my hands in my coat, then removed them. Forgot I was sopping wet for a moment there. �This is an interesting development.� My crew was staring open-mouthed. Between me and the quasis, that was hard to accomplish. �So Jessie, how long have you shared this affinity with sea creatures?�
�My whole life. I�ve never really known what to make of it, until you told me about my avatar status. Fish have always acted like this to everyone if I was around. My friends used to drag me to the beach so we could play with the fish. They wouldn�t show up unless I was there.�
�So why did you tell me you didn�t have any magical powers?�
Jessie looked at the deck. �Probably for similar reasons you don�t readily tell people about your curse. I tried telling Tethys about it in hopes he�d stop� stop raping me. Instead, he used me to make more money at fish markets as well.�
�Ah.�
�Are they clues as to how to lift your curse?�
�I wish. It�s just her mark on you.� I glanced at the whale flounder. So much money swimming right there, but� �So, uh, not to be insensitive, but would you have any reservations about us making a paycheck and a lot of meals out of this one?� I pointed to the fish with a thumb.
Her face screwed up in horror. �Don�t! She�s pregnant.�
I blinked. �Well then. Never mind.�
�So,� Ted said casually to Jessie, �fish converge every time you go in or near water?�
�Yeah.�
The two techies grinned. Ed said, �Let�s throw you in the water and hope you attract a non-pregnant one.�
She gave him a flat glare. �Not a chance.�

Chapter 20
Le Havre

Jessie practiced as much as she could over the next two days, pushing herself to become faster and deadlier. She easily developed the habit of pressing with multiple attacks. Not broadcasting them? Not so much; it was harder. Sam tried teaching her to just keep her eyes on her opponent�s eyes the whole time. It worked great for defensive moves, but offensively all her attacks started drifting to the face. She inadvertently split Sam�s lip when he took a turn being her sparring partner. No one got angry; not even him, but he suggested not keeping her eyes locked in place when going on the offensive. He told her to try pulling her vision back enough so she could take in her opponent�s entire body. It started working but she needed a lot of practice.
Sam said, �Come this afternoon, don�t think about where to look. Just act and react. The more you try to think, the slower you�ll be. Got it?�
�Yeah,� she said while staring down a sweaty Mido in the cargo hold. Everyone but O�Toole, Jacobi and Rammus had been practicing since breakfast, working in twos and rotating partners every so often.
Dyne said, �Now everyone go wash up and rest up. We should reach port tonight, but be ready at all times. We�ve been hit all over the Channel.� He grabbed his shirt from a nearby crate and slung it over a sweaty shoulder.
Jessie and Mido tapped sparring gloves and she resisted the urge to kiss and hug him. Sparring was a huge turn-on. Even the other crew members began to look good to her when their arms and chests glistened with sweat, and she got to see how strong all of them were. She�d sparred with everyone but Jacobi, Rammus, and O�Toole. All of the men went shirtless at some point. Every crew member, including Dyne, had big arms, but only the younger ones had defined abs. It was a lot of testosterone to be surrounded by but Mido�s presence and her sparring gloves kept her fear far at bay. She was beginning to feel like her old self, the one who loved attention from men, and eating up eye candy.
* * *
Jessie and Mido waited outside the showers with Sam and Scully. They all sat on the hard floor with fresh clothes on their laps. The hum of the engine and hiss of the showers filled the air, and the hall lights were set low. It almost would�ve passed for romantic if they didn�t have extra company.
Scully said, �You�re really taking to fighting, Jessie. I�m impressed.�
She shrugged. �I like it. It feels good to beat up people.�
�I bet,� Sam said with a smile.
�I�m slowly learning to not assume my size means I�m at a disadvantage.�
�You�re a smaller target and we�re bigger ones,� Scully said.
Mido said, �And you�re often faster.� He kissed her hand.
�Boy that was funny when you landed that uppercut on Ted,� Sam said. �Didn�t think your fist could reach that high.�
�Oh, yeah,� Mido said, �but I�m most impressed with you fighting Cancer.�
�He didn�t go easy on me at all,� Jessie said with a frown.
�You still did great.�
�Until I ran out of retreating room.�
�Well don�t forget how much more experienced he is. He�s been fighting people smaller than him most of his life, so he knows how to keep his size advantage.�
�He could�ve at least gone easier on me.�
Scully said, �He�s toughening you up that much faster. He�s the most intimidating of all of us, besides Jacobi. You have to practice with him once he�s recovered enough. He�s a deadly wrecking ball with fists.�
Jessie wanted to say �oh, he�s deadly alright� but she kept the thought to herself. So far she hadn�t told anyone about his rape threat. Right now, she wouldn�t put it past him that he�d try to kill her, too, and what better way to mask it than in the heat of battle?
Mido said, �I don�t think they should spar until they make peace.�
Sam said, �That�s right. You two clash. Heard about your kick to his leg. Now that was funny, too!�
Jessie looked at her sandals. �He was being unnecessarily rude.�
�He�s got anger issues,� Scully said with a dismissive wave. �Don�t take it personal. He�s a good guy. Just give him time to warm up to you.�
Fat chance. �I�ll try. I really don�t enjoy being on edge around him.�
�Don�t worry,� Sam said, �We�ll keep him in check. We�ve got yer back. He�s really loyal once he likes you. He�s saved all our lives at one point or another.�
�Even mine,� Mido admitted. �Sometimes he�s just slow to warm up to people, but I don�t get why he�s being such an ass to you.�
�Maybe it�s because of who I am and the danger I bring.�
�All the more reason to be kinder,� Sam said.
Jessie studied him. His aged, gentle features looked nothing but genuine and kind. �None of you are being nice just because I�m her avatar, are you?� Sam scrunched his brows. �Because of what Captain said?�
�That we need you to come to Australia with us?�
Odd, he wasn�t on the same page as her. �Because of how Amphitrite might treat you because of how you all treat me.�
�I forgot about that,� Sam said. �I would like to think not. Besides, I liked you before I knew.�
�As did I,� Scully said.
�Even though I hurt you?�
�Your apology was genuine. That�s one of the few things I remember during my concussion.� Jessie grimaced.
Sam said, �Hard to hate someone who hates Tethys as much as us, if not more.�
Mido said, �And I�m sure you can guess how I felt about you at first sight.� He brought his face tantalizingly close to hers and squeezed her hand.
Jessie kissed her fingertips and pressed them to his lips. He took her hand and kissed her fingers back. She yearned to lean forward and kiss him properly but didn�t want to make their company feel uncomfortable.
Sam said, �You have our permission to kiss Mido in front of us if we get one, too.� The two gave her dorky grins.
�Uh oh, looks like I gotta start sharing.�
Jessie took in Sam and Scully, weighing whether or not she had the courage to give them chaste kisses. She wanted to kiss Mido badly enough to consider kissing others. These two were harmless, she had to admit. She didn�t feel threatened by them, and they didn�t look like they�d expect more from her if she acted upon their request. She let go of Mido�s hand and kneeled before Sam, then planted a kiss on top of his head. She shuffled over to Scully and pecked the top of his blonde head, too. Both men beaming at her, she settled back down next to Mido and gave him a closed-mouth kiss on the lips, but not without sneaking in a tiny lick with the tip of her tongue, just to tease him. She relished the look he gave her when they pulled back. He was going to get even with her in the shower.
Sam said, �That made my day. Hope the misses back home don�t mind.�
Scully said, �Amy�s really good like that. She doesn�t get jealous easily.�
�You�re married?� Jessie asked.
�Yes, ma�am,� Sam said, fiddling with his wedding band. �Most of the crew is.�
�Was Dyne ever married?�
�Yes, but don�t ask him about it. It�s bittersweet. He loves women but he won�t ever marry again because of his curse. Not sure what I�d do in his place.�
�I�m sorry to hear,� Jessie said, her heart reaching out to the captain. �Maybe if I can help lift his curse, he can settle down one last time. Lonely is the worst feeling in the world.� She leaned against Mido and he wrapped a strong arm around her shoulders.
�Yes it is,� Scully said.
* * *
I stayed with Jacobi in the wheelhouse all day, just in case he stopped feeling confident in his piloting skills. I doubted I�d need to take over since he was in the best mood I�d seen since before our last run-in with Tethys. He was back to being useful, even though he�d rather use his brawn, instead of brain. But whatever. Anything to keep him out of trouble and his focus away from Jessie. He was proving to be obstinate in regards to her.
My crew patrolled the deck like a unit military patrolling its base. We tensed at the sight of every large boat, and exhaled once they carried on without paying us any mind. Mostly small shipping vessels and private charters sailed to and fro, along with fishermen, whales, and dolphins. The marine mammals all paid a visit when Jessie patrolled the deck. She enjoyed their attention until I politely told her she needed to stay focused on keeping an eye out for danger. A small boat could be scouting for targets like my ship.
So far no one spotted any scouters, but we stayed on guard, even when we reached port. We�d missed incognito threats in the past. We weren�t in a hurry to get complacent this evening. The lack of attacks made us all the warier.
Beams from two lighthouses skimmed the darkening horizon as my cargo pushers unloaded our delivery with another decrepit-looking steam crane. Le Havre was rundown and patched up like Newport but with French architecture. This place fit the now long unused term �third world� description with its dirt streets, patch job homes and shops, and toughened, lean natives. The French were very amicable and friendly, though. The dock workers loves seeing sailors like us; we made their day. We were their link to the rest of the screwed up world. They tried inviting us to the nearest bar for drinks but I politely declined from the deck of the Pertinacious as I kept an eye out. Sauna was in the engine room, keeping her hot in case we needed to make a hasty exit. Ed, Ted, Mido, and Jessie were guarding my cargo pushers and the dock workers while Cancer and I patrolled both sides of the deck, ready to run up to the wheelhouse and sound the alarm if we spotted trouble.
A mix of French and English filled the darkening air as the last of the shipment got offloaded. I sent Ed and Ted to collect twelve dinners from the nearest bar while Sauna grabbed us a shipment to Dakar in Senegal, another port that often proved to be eventful like Le Havre mysteriously wasn�t. However, I wouldn�t assume we were safe until we were back out of the Channel. There was still plenty of time and open water to ambush us. On top that, I wasn�t the only one who�d put in a cheeseburger order.
* * *
Jessie and Mido patrolled a modestly-lit part of the dock by the Pertinacious�s stern. Flood lights shined on the main deck and groped at the dock, and the brightest light came from the two lighthouses in intermittent flashes. Le Havre�s windows were aglow with subdued candle and naphtha light. The sight fondly reminded Jessie of home, which she was looking more and more forward to seeing again.
Ed and Ted came bustling down the dirt road with big paper bags in each hand, and a small keg bouncing along each of their backs. Dinner to go for the whole crew.
Ed said, �Help us out quick! The sooner we get aboard, the sooner we can leave and eat.�
Ted said, �We passed through some seedy places. Not gonna miss this town.�
Jessie hopped onto the stern ladder first, followed closely by Mido, who grabbed a generous portion of her rear. She gasped and placed a hand on her fondled cheek.
�We saw that!� Ed said cheerfully.
Mido popped Jessie a guilty grin lacking remorse. She shook her head and climbed the ladder without saying a word. She probably would�ve done the same thing if he�d climbed first. The four of them worked together to get everyone�s dinner up the ladder, one delicious-smelling bag at a time, and once everything and everyone was aboard, Jessie came up behind Mido and squeezed both his cheeks, making him jump and getting laughs out of the techies. He relaxed and leaned into her, putting his hands over hers. She leaned against him and left her hands on his glutes.
�Athens can�t come fast enough,� he said. �I still owe you breakfast in bed.�
�With all the other things I�ve gotten in bed, I�d forgotten about that.�
Ted took in his partner and said, �Now there�s something I haven�t thought of in a long time.�
Ed shushed them, then whispered, �I think I see something on the water.�
Jessie and Mido let go of each other and followed Ed�s outstretched finger. The floodlights behind them made it difficult to see much beyond the lip of the stern. The object on the water was a hazy black blot on a midnight blue backdrop. It was like trying to see out a house window at night with the lights on inside. The moon lay hidden behind clouds.
Mido whispered, �What�s a skiff doing at a big boy dock?�
�I see three,� Jessie whispered.
�Me, too,� both techies said.
Mido said, �Ed, go run up to the wheelhouse. Looks like trouble�s finally arrived.� The techie ran off with a bag of food.
Ted said, �Why would they attack us on skiffs?�
�Sneak attack,� Mido said, �which almost worked.� Something whizzed between him and Ted, who both gasped and ducked. �Get down!� The three of them dropped to the deck and crawled up to the raised edge of the stern, giving them three feet of steel to hide behind. Mido slid the bags and kegs away from the ladder, then hefted one of the two-gallon kegs in both hands and cautiously raised it above his head.
Something clanged against it.
Mido flinched and ducked, then set the keg next to him. �Ouch, that felt and sounded hard enough for a crossbow. Fun.�
�What do we do?� Jessie asked. Crossbows hadn�t been covered in her training.
�Don�t worry about them. We�ll run for the bow if they give us an opening.�
Ted said, �Jessie, do you think you could call your fishy friends for help?� His gaze was totally serious.
She blinked. The thought had never crossed her mind. �Let�s find out.� She rolled onto her hands and knees and crawled over to the side of the boat. �I saw dolphins earlier. I�m sure I can call them over but I don�t know if I can tell them what to do.�
�Won�t hurt to try.�
�Nope.� She scanned the bay for more skiffs but they must�ve all been coming from straight behind the stern. Nothing but dark water splayed out before her. She focused on the dolphins she�d seen earlier. �Please come help us, guys. We�ve got some really nasty company.� Thinking of how dolphins communicated, she imagined herself making a dolphin�s distress call as she envisioned snapshots of where she was in daylight. She sent her mental call out into the water and felt dozens of awarenesses turn her way, as if she�d opened a door and the whole room had turned to see who�d arrived. She crawled back over and wedged herself between both men. �I think that actually worked.� She�d communicated with sea creatures before but she�d never initiated. The creatures always had. It was just like thinking, but the fish placed thoughts, emotions, and feelings in her head, like something else was doing the thinking for her. In the past, it had been almost impossible to discern her thoughts from theirs. She�d thought she had an overactive imagination when it came to sea life. She�d thought she was just making up stories for everything that swam up to her.
A glass grenade shattered on the deck, close enough to scare them and snap Jessie out of her reverie, but far away enough to cause them no harm. Smoke rose off the splatter mark with a hiss. Mido leaned over and snuck a glance behind the boat. He pulled back and a crossbow bolt whipped by. He went wide-eyed.
�Don�t do that again,� Jessie said, eyes stinging with tears. That was way too close.
�No problem. And nobody run. We�re pinned until help arrives.� He grabbed the dinner bags. �Hide behind these. It�s better than nothing.� The three of them left the food in the bags and crouched behind them, shoulder-to-shoulder and bag-to-bag. The smell of burgers, fish, and fries filled their noses.
More glass grenades shattered on the deck and emanated hissing smoke as the acid ate through paint and wood. And then the flood lights were cut off, immersing everyone in darkness.
Jessie�s heart began to pound. How was she suppose to fight if she couldn�t see? With all this training she�d done the past several days, she found herself horribly unprepared and useless. Mido and Ted seemed so calm and brave. How were they doing that?
On second thought, how would their attackers get a good crossbow show now?
She whispered, �Should we make a run for it?�
�No,� both men whispered back.
�Just be patient,� Mido said. �It�s up to us to defend the stern.�
The seconds ticked by in agonizing slowness. Jessie�s eyes began to adjust to the modest light Le Havre gave off, and she shut her eyes every time the lighthouse beams passed over them. Mido�s food bag made a thunk and they all flinched.
�What was that?� Ted whispered.
Mido reached in and produced an intact glass grenade. He turned to them and grinned.
Whispers in French carried up the ladder. It sounded like they were arguing. Mido quietly and carefully set his paper bag down and faced the ladder. Jessie and Ted followed suit, but Ted tapped her on the shoulder and made her switch places. She complied without arguing. Now was a bad time for objections, even though she wanted to feel like a proper bodyguard. Mido fingered the grenade as if he was searching for the perfect way to grip it.
Yells and the crash of waves erupted at the bow.
�That�s weird,� Mido whispered, �Captain rarely uses his command over water to protect the ship. He�s more inclined to take out his gun.�
�Well we did come back with a bunch of cheeseburgers,� Ted whispered. �That might have something to do with it.�
Mido laughed, then covered his mouth.
The whispering below paused. One heavily-accented voice said, �We know you up there. Stand up nice and slow so we kill you.�
Another said, �Yes. All your goods are belong to us now.� Several men snickered.
Ted said, ��Are belong�? You call that English?�
�Fuck you,� said the grammatically offensive one. �I speak good English.�
Mido hefted the grenade. �Let�s see how well you scream in English.� He pelted the grenade down the ladder, then pressed himself against the stern. Glass shattered and cries erupted from the skiff. Men yelled to each other in French and Jessie heard a few of them dive into the water. A bit farther off, more voices paddled closer to the Pertinacious as hands slapped the stern ladder. Mido pivoted and waved Jessie over. She put her hands on Ted�s shoulders and leaned past him. �Time to kick some ass, my sea goddess.� He kissed her firmly on the lips, then turned back to the ladder.
For a moment his words and kiss stunned her, and then she regained her grip on reality. She let go of Ted, rolled her wrists and flexed her fingers, and tapped her spiked gloves together, feeling ready to take on the men below.
Two men burst onto the deck. Mido and Ted grappled with them one on one, leaving Jessie with the third assessing the deck with just his head showing. She stood and caught a glimpse of the three skiffs below. Two were empty, one of them sinking. The third got rammed by several dolphins. Smiling, she slipped into invincible mode, then kicked the third man in the face. He joined his swimming comrades as a fourth man came up the ladder, a sword point leading the way. He climbed aboard and squared off with Jessie. She was more than ready for him.
She watched his eyes dart to her shoulder. Her brass knuckles parried the thrust and, like she�d practiced so many times, darted inside his range as she pushed the weapon wide, then executed her favorite five-punch combo: back-fist to the face, hammer to sternum, upper-cut to jaw, sucker punches to stomach, then one last upper-cut as her foe doubled over. The pirate toppled backwards, unconscious.
Swift and deadly, just like she�d been taught. She kicked the dropped sword over the side and rejoined the fray, fists swinging.

Chapter 21
Husk

I can�t say whether or not having an interruption before I even saw my cheeseburger was an improvement. I wanted absolutely no interruptions, even in a notoriously disruptive port, so I got pissed off all the same and scared the living hell out of the pirates with a water show. Yes, I hated my demon powers, but I hated both burger interruptions and quasi-children more, so a water show it was. Would be interesting to hear what additions to my curse Delilah would have next time I saw her. I rarely used my command over water to defend my ship simply because the rest of the word was better off not knowing I was a supernatural being. The general consensus didn�t share Ed�s and Ted�s enthusiasm for my curse. It�d make the hiring process all that much more difficult. That and I never knew where exactly the line was drawn and I started dipping into demon strength, like at the train station.
On top of that, I didn�t know how to give up the sea life. I liked the consistent motion and adventure, the smell of the sea, her sparkling beauty, raw power, and just how open and free it was. Wouldn�t mind less danger so I�d have fewer friends to cremate, but such was the unnaturally long life I hadn�t entirely chosen.
I kept the southern coast of Turkey in sight off port as we headed to Paphos. We were a handful of hours from the island and several days away from my next lockdown. I�d made Athens a touch-and-go stop, explaining that we�d make Cyprus our next mini vacation. There was minor disappointment from a few crew members, sheer joy from Jessie, and unmasked disgust from Jacobi, who was able to limp around with just a cast and no crutches now.
He could kiss my ass; he would�ve been thrilled if Jessie wasn�t a factor in things. I mentioned that to him. He had nothing intelligent to say to that, so he stormed out of the galley and towards the bow. I gave him a small lead, then silently followed. Cancer waved for the others to let him get up but I held up a hand. �Lemme talk one on one. I�ll let you know how it goes.�
�As you wish, Captain.� Cancer scooted back into his spot at the table as Jessie and Mido whipped up a Greek breakfast of strudels and frittata. No clue what a frittata was but the mystery meal smelled great so far.
I headed down the hall and slipped into the cargo hold before the door finished swinging shut, then headed farther in and stopped by a stack of crates that blocked my view of the punching bag. I listened to Jacobi don the spare punching gloves and start beating up the bag, then gave him a few minutes to cool off before rounding the crates. Plenty of time to smooth things out with plenty of ocean to sail.
Jacobi was wobbly on his half-healed leg. He attacked in short bursts and stopped in between to catch his balance, but boy could he still send the bag swinging. I knocked on a wood crate to announce my presence, and his attacks came to a halt. Not sure how short his fuse was today. I didn�t feel like suffering a broken jaw, or worse, for startling him.
He spun towards me, gloves leading the way, but then he did a double-take. He straightened up and steadied the bag with both hands, a glare on his face. �What do you want, Captain?�
�Don�t take that tone with me,� I said in a low voice. I stuck my hands in my coat and wore my dangerous poker face. He�d had a whole month to get over having Jessie aboard. This was getting old.
�Sorry, Captain.� He sounded like he�d tried to mean it but he was still too high on rage. He bowed his head and his nostrils flared with contained fury.
I studied the bearing of his shoulders, the set of his jaw, his balled-up fists, and the shoulder-width placement of his feet for signs that he might lash out at me. I wasn�t afraid of him, even though I�d more than likely lose. I feared very few things without having death as a consequence.
Right now, Jacobi�s ego needed taking down a few notches but I couldn�t do that if he�d explode into fight mode. Once his nostrils stopped flaring and his fingers uncurled a little, I took a step closer. �You need to calm down and grow up. Your attitude is beyond ridiculous. All this piss-poor attitude over having a woman on board� did you lose your balls in Chesapeake? Just grow up.�
Jacobi kept his head low and said nothing. I waited for the slightest opening of his mouth but he presented me with no opportunities to further rip into him. This was turning out to be quite the bland chewing out session.
�Now, I have a very important question for you.� He met my gaze with a cold glare, his anger not directed towards me. You could feel hate when you looked eye-to-eye with a person. His hate was internal, instead of rolling towards me in waves. That earned him some IQ points back. �What�s more important to you: getting rid of my curse or getting rid of Jessie?�
Hesitation ate at his contained hate. His glare waned.
�She�s done nothing to give you reason to hate her.�
�She kicked and badmouthed me.�
�Oh, and I bet you were so gentlemanly towards her.�
�She doesn�t belong on your ship.�
More IQ points for not calling the Pertinacious �our ship� at this time. That would�ve further pissed me off. �That�s not your call to make. Besides, she hasn�t said anything about making her stay permanent. She just wants to help with my curse then go home. So shut up and put up.� I turned to leave.
�She�s not going to help you, Captain. Why do you believe anything that bitch says?�
My back to him, I said, �Jacobi, I have been around a lot longer than you. I know when I�m being lied to.�
�Then why�d she run away in Revivre?�
I faced him. �Did you see her try to run away in Le Havre? No. In fact she helped take out a bunch of pirates.�
�Only because she wants you to get her home.�
�Of course she wants to go home, you moron. She hasn�t seen it in two years because she was too busy getting raped and abused on Tethys�s ship.�
�I�ll come back and haunt you if I die because of her.� He ripped off the gloves and slapped them on top of the bag.
Aha, the real root of the matter. All this rage to mask fear. �Then help her instead of hinder her. Amphitrite is taking careful stock of how we all treat Jessie. You�re asking for trouble with your piss-poor attitude. Did you ever think of that?� I hadn�t warned anyone of this because I wanted their behavior to be genuine. She wouldn�t miss feigned kindness. If Jacobi pretended to be nice just to preserve his own skin, that wouldn�t go over well either.
He gaped in abject horror. �Now I hate her even more. Both of them.� He punched the bag.
�Now answer my first question.�
Jacobi heaved a sigh through his nose, then faced the bag. �I know what my answer should be but for some reason I can�t hide how much I hate having her around. Something about her just makes me want to strangle her.�
�Do I need to put a restraining order on you?�
He looked at me. �No, Captain.�
�Then what the hell�s your problem?�
He thought a moment, then held up his hands. �I don�t know. I just don�t like her and want her off this ship. I don�t think she�ll bring you any closer to getting your curse lifted.�
His words struck a chord with a fear I had buried deep inside. Being around for almost three centuries now, I couldn�t help but wonder if she kept me alive just to toy with and torment me. Were these avatars really sent to help me? Part of me refused to believe that might be true. No matter how bleak things seemed, I couldn�t abandon hope.
He thought some more and punched the bag a few times. �But if she�s not interested in permanently staying here, then I�ll do my best to shut up and put up.�
�Good. Now go apologize to her.� Burying my fears back down, I didn�t blame him for the look of disgust but I pointed a finger at him anyway and gave him a look of �don�t you dare protest.� Making him apologize to Jessie would be the same as me apologizing to Amphitrite for my anger and thanklessness when she�d �saved� my life over two hundred years ago. She still wanted that apology. Tough crap.
Jacobi punched the bag one more time, sending it spinning, then did his best to storm off while limping. Kinda hard to put on an intimidating strut with one leg in a cast. I followed him back to the galley.
* * *
Jessie could barely contain her excitement about seeing her home for the first time in two years. She was thrilled when Mido and the others agreed to let her cook up a Greek breakfast. Didn�t take much convincing once they heard the word �strudel.� Right now, ten more apple strudels with sliced almonds on top were baking in the oven. The galley smelled delectably like a bakery. Mido was helping dice up meat and vegetables for the frittatas, which she�d explained were basically omelets baked in the oven.
Jacobi limped into the galley with Dyne right behind him. The captain stopped by his customary spot at the end of the table and watched Jacobi expectantly, who was scowling at the floor. He turned in Jessie�s direction, met her gaze for a moment, then looked back down and shook his head.
�I�m sorry,� he said flatly, then plopped on the opposite end of Dyne, who opened his mouth.
�It�s fine,� Jessie said. �Really. It is. It�s more than I ever expected.�
Dyne studied her a moment. �Alright then.� He sat down and reached for his coffee.
Mido said, �The frittatas are ready anyway, so let�s eat.� He and Jessie cut the pies into quarters and set them on the middle of the table. Eight hands shot out to claim a slice of breakfast, even Jacobi, but he gave his slice a scowl. Ted elbowed him.
Sam said, �Stop scowling, Jacobi. Food�s always great. Even better with these two goin� at it together.�
�Whatever.� Jacobi, along with the rest of the crew, devoured their frittatas, followed by the strudels. Jessie and Mido sipped at coffee while everyone else ate. They�d eat together afterwards, as had become customary.
Soon after there was nothing but crumbs on the crew�s plates, the techies headed off to the engine room, the cargo pushers to the hold, and Dyne to the wheelhouse to relieve Rammus, leaving Jessie and Mido all alone.
Mido removed their plates from an oven. �Let�s head to your cabin. I want to make good on my breakfast-in-bed promise now, since we didn�t stay in Athens long enough for it.�
�Can�t wait until Paphos?� she said with a grin.
He grabbed two sets of silverware. �Nope. Hope you don�t mind.�
�Not at all.� Jessie led the way and unlatched the side of her bunk. Mido set the plates on the flap, then undid the middle bunk�s latches and moved the plates up there.
�Have a seat, Jessie.�
She plunked herself on the wood, leaving room for Mido. He sat on the floor and took her sandals off one at a time, then began massaging her feet. She hadn�t worn her steel toe boots since the Mediterranean Sea was one of the safest bodies of water.
�I�ll give you a proper breakfast in bed sooner or later. Right now I can barely contain myself.� He playfully nibbled on a toe. She flinched and let out a girly giggle. He tickled her other foot and she lifted it out of his touch. He spread her thighs and kissed each of them, then lifted her shirt and kissed her belly. He kneeled and pressed Jessie�s knees to his hips. �Still good?�
�Yes, but I�m afraid of getting caught.� She leaned over and kissed him.
�Me too, sadly.� He rubbed her inner thighs. �Think you�ll wanna try again in Paphos?�
�You bet.� She rubbed his groin, coaxing him to full mast.
�Okay, no more of that,� he said with a grin but made no move to stop her. She continued rubbing him. He drew closer, making her legs spread farther and knees raise, but once he got too close, she grabbed his hips and held him in place.
�Sorry. I shouldn�t tease you like that.�
He kissed her. �I don�t mind. It feels great. But we might as well eat before we get caught.�
�Yeah.� She bit down another apology as she released his hips.
�Here, pull the mattress out a bit.� Jessie got up and Mido stuck a fold-up chair under the flap, which lined up perfectly. They centered the mattress, then Jessie crawled in first. Mido handed a plate and a set of silverware to her, then snuggled up beside her. Neither of them could sit fully upright so they lay with their plates on their stomachs and gave each other another kiss. �To breakfast in bed.�
�To breakfast in bed.� They clinked their forks together and began eating, the noise machine their ambient sound, and the ship gently rocking. It was a little uncomfortable eating like that, but the romantic company was worth it. And so was the taste of home.
Mido wolfed his food down and set his plate aside on the floor, then slipped an arm under Jessie�s back and let his free hand wander up and down her body as she ate. His wandering hands slowly made her lose interest in her food. She barely finished her frittata by the time she handed over her plate. He set her half-eaten strudel out of sight with a clink, then drew the curtain, plunging them both into semi-darkness. Kissing her, he undid her pants button and zipper, causing Jessie to spread her legs a little. She inhaled his scent.
�This is just for you, my sea goddess. I�m saving my rounds for Paphos.� Working his kisses and playful bites to her ear and neck, he slipped a hand inside her undergarments and began giving her one of his magical massages.
* * *
It took Jessie fifteen minutes to recover from her bliss before she could stand again. She more rolled than sat upright as Mido picked up their plates. He looked just as dreamy as her, even though he�d only given. He planted one more kiss, then headed to the galley to wash off and clean up after breakfast. Jessie fixed her pants, ran her hands through her hair a few times, and wobbled her way to the bathroom with a full bladder.
The stall she walked into was unusually shadowy but she didn�t care in her dreamy state. She felt too good to care about anything but continuing to feel good. She relieved her bladder and just sat there with her hands in her lap, too dreamy to move.
Something rustled above her.
Hunched on the shelf that was supposed to be holding extra toilet paper was� �O�Toole!� He sat there with his fists in his mouth, eyes twinkling with mischief, and one foot wiggling away with nervous energy. She cleaned up, zipped up, and flushed. �Get out of here!� She grabbed his legs, yanked him to the floor, and shoved him out of the stall. He gibbered and whimpered, and pawed at her shoulder, but she pushed him so hard that he almost fell over. It was taking all her willpower to not beat the crap out of him.
Gibbering, O�Toole ran off, leaving Jessie to wash her hands in bliss-ruined peace. Once clean and thoroughly pissed off, she stormed over to the galley and took a seat with a huff.
Mido looked up from the dish pile he was building. �What�s wrong?�
�O�Toole was hiding in the bathroom stall I used. I am not pleased.�
Mido started laughing, then gave his back to her when she gave him a glare of death. His broad shoulders shook with silent laughter.
�It�s. Not. Funny.�
He doubled over.
Jessie got up and poured herself some coffee. �I need fresh air.�
He caught his breath enough to say, �I�m sorry. That�s our unofficial rite of initiation into the crew. Ted�s the only one left he hasn�t gotten yet.� His face was all red and eyes watery.
�Fantastic,� she said dryly. �And he had to pick when I was feeling all dreamy to do that.�
Mido lost most of his grin. �Aw, Jessie, I�m sorry. I�ll bring you back to that in Paphos. Start dreaming of us making sweet love while you go get some fresh air.� He kissed her forehead and sent her off with a squeeze to her rear. That got a smile out of her but she shooed the pleasant thoughts away, determined to be grumpy for a bit.
* * *
Towards the end of the day, Cyprus bore into view on the horizon. Jessie joined Dyne in the wheelhouse to help him navigate to the dock that would lead her home at last. Mido was preparing drinks and treats in the galley. Even though she wanted him up with her, she didn�t mind waiting for some celebratory food and drink to go with her homecoming.
Cyprus didn�t look quite like she remembered it. The northwestern coast was more or less foreign hills and mountains; she�d spent most of her life in the southern half and even visited Mt. Olympus a few times. She could�ve sworn there�d be more flora but maybe her memory had gotten it wrong.
Once the Pertinacious reached familiar shores, she stared in open-mouthed disbelief.
�What�s wrong? Dyne said.
�Where�s all the green?� She studied the distant terrain. �There should be more green than that.� Dread crept into her chest but she refused to believe anything terrible could happen to her home. �Go around the jetty about a mile in front of us and you should see a network of docks. Drop anchor there.�
�Alright.�
She left the wheelhouse and more glided than walked down the stairs. What she was seeing couldn�t be right. There was too much brown. However, like her disbelief when she�d watched Dyne slowly transform into the water demon, she had a sinking feeling her eyes were telling the truth. She jogged to the bow and stood in the Harpy�s open-air cockpit. Paphos just couldn�t be this brown. Maybe this portion of land had simply been plagued by an airborne floral parasite and the rest of her home was fine. Just get around the bend and all would be well�
The Pertinacious putted around the jetty as Mido and several others joined her at the bow. Her heart raced in anticipation of finally laying her eyes on home for the first time in two years�
� and then it sank into despair at the sight of a charred husk of a village that stretched to skeletal orchards blanketing the blackened hills. �No.� She dropped into the Harpy�s chair as her brain tried to sort out the devastation.
�Whoa,� Scully said. �What happened here?�
�I don�t know,� she said in a hoarse whisper. �This can�t be right.�
Dyne�s voice sounded over the loudspeakers. �I don�t see a dock to pull up to. Are there any others nearby?�
Jessie shook her head.
Mido shouted, �She says no!� He reverted to normal volume. �Jessie, come down.�
She took in her immediate surroundings, then slid off the Harpy and landed on her feet on the deck. Her feet carried her to the railing. She hadn�t told them to do that; they just brought her to the side of the boat of their own accord. She was too busy gaping and taking in the devastation to think of anything else. House after house was burned to the ground, the dirt roads deserted, and the citrus orchards barely more than army of charred stumps. A few carrion birds circled overhead. The sea carried the smell of burnt wood and salt water. No stench of rot. How long ago had this happened? Who had done this? And why? Why destroy her sleepy little farm town?
Mido came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Ed and Ted stood on either side and wrapped their arms around both of them. She just let her arms hang limp. Her chest felt hollow.
�I�m so sorry, Jessie,� Ed said.
Dyne said, �Jessie, do you still want to go ashore?�
Jessie pivoted and the three boys moved with her. She could make out Dyne�s face through the wheelhouse window. She slowly nodded once. She hadn�t come all this way to just never set foot in Paphos again.
* * *
Two inflatable crafts called kernels were blown up and fitted with motors that ran on corn biofuel, then lowered into the water behind the stern. Ed, Ted, and Cancer boarded one. Dyne, Jessie, and Mido boarded the other. Cancer tagged along in case anyone ashore needed his medical attention. No one had spotted any locals, nor did they expect any, but there was always that possibility. Even though Jessie was still mildly intimidated by him, she welcomed his aid.
They rode the small swells in subdued silence as they made their way to land, then disembarked and dragged the kernels onto the sandy shore. Jessie watched the men secure the crafts, then led the way through the once-familiar town, stopping to pluck two white lilies from a large patch on the edge of tangled brush. How fitting for her culture that white lilies had managed to regrow first� Jessie held the flowers to her aching chest and redirected her route to the cemetery on the other side of the main road. Once again, it felt like her feet had minds their own as they slipped into automatic pilot, heading down a too-familiar path.
The cemetery was covered in simple tombstones and wild grass. Ironically, this place was the greenest part of Paphos. She navigated the rows of wind-worn stones. Most of them were in good shape; just a little mossy, but very few were broken or crumbled. She stopped by a pair of gravestones placed close together. The one on the left read, �Zoe Adamou 2364-2408.� The one on the right read, �Meles Adamou 2359-2410.�
Jessie brushed moss off the top of their stones and pulled a few weeds, then lay a lily on each grave. She knelt between them and her heart suddenly felt heavier, almost heavy enough to lie down and never get up again. But she resisted. The grass was cool and it wreathed her legs up to her thighs. �Geia mam� kai ton bamp�. I miss you both.� Tears were far off. She felt too empty for them. She was still in shock from Paphos� current state. On top of that, she�d had two years to come to terms with her father�s sudden death, and four for her mother�s. She and her father used to visit her mother�s grave once a month. They�d grieved but they�d made an effort to get back to life as usual as soon as possible. A friend of the family helped fill the void of mother figure, and other villagers helped pick up where she left off when it came to maintaining the orchard. The memories hurt but they were sweet, too. No one in Paphos suffered loss alone. They�d been there for Jessie when MS finally claimed her mother, and when the quasi-children had killed her father. The villagers had asked her to stay after his funeral but no one got in her way when she decided to leave. She looked around the ruined town. How differently things would�ve turned out if she�d stayed�
Mido said, �Do you need us to give you some privacy?�
�No. You�re all fine. I just need a few minutes.�
Mido and the others politely waited in silence while she talked to her parents. She was grateful for living company. It probably would�ve been too much if she�d come this far inland alone. She used English so the crew could understand her.
�I hope you two are together and happy again, wherever you are. I miss you and I�m doing my best to honor your lives. It hasn�t been easy but it�s worth the effort.� She took a deep breath. �I have something important to do now.� She faced her father�s stone. �Bamp�, I wonder if it really was you who named me, or if Amphitrite had any say in it. I also wonder if you ever thought if the thing between me and sea creatures was because of her. You always smiled real big when they swam up to me. I guess I�ll never know, but that�s okay. It�s not important.�
She fell silent, lost in thought. Her father had never given her curious looks when fish flocked to her; just found it fitting. However, he�d never made a big deal of it, so neither had she, until now. How could he have foreseen that she was an avatar of a goddess, and that she�d be asked to help lift a curse. �I wish you could tell me what happened here. Did anyone we know survive?� She took in the burnt, charred land again. �I was hoping to revive the orchard but that looks impossible now.� She just stared at the land, at a loss for what to say. She�d intended to visit her parents� graves, but she�d been expecting to have local friends with her. �God, I wish you could tell me what happened. I don�t know where I�ll go anymore. I have no home to go to. I feel so lost and stranded.� Her plans to live out her days with Mido in Paphos were no longer an option. Sure, the land would regrow in time, but she didn�t want to live in a husk of a village with a population of two. That would be too lonely.
Jessie took a fistful of grass and pulled on it without uprooting anything. She sighed. �I love you both and miss you very much. I�ll come back to visit you again one day. For now, may you both rest in peace.� She pushed to her feet and just stood there, her aching heart rooting her in place.
Ed came over and gave her a fatherly hug the same way her father used to. She hugged him tight and rode out the waves of pain. So many memories she thought she�d lost cycled through her consciousness. She latched onto each one and embraced the emotions each one had to offer. Once she felt strong enough, she let go and whispered her thanks.
�No problem, hun. Ready to go?�
Jessie nodded. Mido took one of her hands and kissed her temple. She stood before Dyne and met his serious gaze. �I�m ready as I�ll ever be to help you. I�ll do whatever it is I can to the best of my ability and see if I can help you finally lift your curse. After that? I don�t know.�
�Then let�s just take this one day at a time,� he said. �Worry about what happens after when we get there. No matter what, you�re welcome to a permanent spot on the Pertinacious if you want it.�
�Thanks. We�ll see. It�s too early to make such decisions.�
�I know. Just making you aware of your options. Ready to go back to the ship?�
�I wanna go back to town and see if I can figure out what happened. I�d like some closure if I can find it.�
�Fair enough. We�ll stay no later than sundown.�
The six of them returned to the heart of town and fanned out to gather clues. Mido stayed near Jessie as they investigated burnt homes and shops. Skeletons lay among the debris, dragging everyone�s mood down all the more. The only solace was that Jessie couldn�t identify any of them. She dared not put names to them, even when she knew who worked or lived where.
�Captain!�
Someone came running up to them from the direction of the kernels. For a second, Jessie�s heart leapt at the sight of a survivor coming to meet them, despite what he�d shouted, but then she recognized Sauna bolting towards them and her heart sank right back down.
�We all need to get back to the ship. We�ve got bad company!�
�Pirates?� Dyne said.
�Worse. Tethys.�

Chapter 22
Clash

I led us back to the kernels and we fought the tide all the way back to the Pertinacious, then ordered Scully to the Harpy, and for everyone else to arm themselves and get below deck for now. I took back over for Rammus at the wheel. He grabbed his own sword and joined the rest below. I switched on the sound system and glared at the cargo ship headed straight for us. It had that distinctive blue hull with a gold stripe that everyone knew was part of Tethys�s ship.
�Everyone get nice and loose. That goes for you techies, Cancer, and Jessie, too. Today�s the day we put an end to this rivalry gone deadly. And Jessie, I believe you have first dibs on a dick that needs ripping off.� My crew let out a hearty cheer loud enough to make me lean away from the receiver. I checked Tethys�s location again. �We�re gonna let him come to us and invite him to die on our ship. And fair warning: they�re getting their own water show.�
I steered my ship half a mile away from Cyprus so we�d have plenty of maneuvering room. I aimed my bow at Tethys, who was almost close enough to make out details on his deck. Right now, his boat didn�t look any wider than the span of my hand, but he�d be here to get his ass handed to him soon enough. Hopefully my crew was building a teamwork strategy for melee combat. I wasn�t in the mood to deal with ranged crap. �Scully, do not fire unless I order you to.� He waved as he kept the Harpy fixed on our approaching company.
Once Tethys and his ship, the Rumrunner, were half a mile a way, I turned my ship, presenting my side. A lot of skippers might think I was stupid for sending the open invitation, but they weren�t the ones with supernatural powers. Plus I wanted him and his crew to invade my ship. Newport had been the first time we�d exchanged more than glass grenades and lots of insults and some harpoons. Competing cargo ships were supposed to go no farther than trying to steal each other�s potential business. It was an unwritten rule, part of a sailor�s code. We all had enough pirates and mercenaries to deal with. Tethys going pirate on us meant we�d take him down like one.
When his ship came at us head-on longer than I liked, I thought he was going to ram us and open fire with his own harpoon gun. I� raised a hand to my sound horn and leaned towards it without taking my eyes off the Rumrunner. Right as I sucked in breath to give Scully the order, Tethys swung his ship and brought it in so his bow lined up with mine. His ship was as ragged, beat up, and in need of a paint job as mine. We floated twenty yards apart in the swells. �All hands on deck.�
I left the wheelhouse and grabbed my sword from the weapons crate. I didn�t plan on using it too much; it was more for appearances, but who knew how this clash would unfold? Besides, stupid as Tethys was, he�d catch on that something was amiss if I didn�t wield my sword. So, with weapon in hand and my entire crew on deck, the only thing I�d have to worry about was if he�d be too skittish to invade my ship since he knew I had a gun. For once I was at a loss for what to expect from him.
I stood by the railing, sword held low at my side. My crew spaced themselves out on either side of me, Jessie on my immediate left. She looked so pissed off, yet scared out of her mind. Her glare radiated hate and the tears welling in here eyes her hurt. �Jessie, I commend you for facing the very bastards who hurt and disrespected you. It�s time we helped their karma catch up with them.�
�I agree,� she said in a tight voice. She rolled her wrists and flexed her fingers, then held her gloved hands poised at her sides. They were shaking. Yeah, that was gonna be me in Australia.
Tethys lined up opposite me, and his crew matched themselves up against mine, all wielding swords. Several had glass grenades and none held bows. They had in the past, but today it looked like Tethys and I were of like minds for melee combat. However, one of his crew manned his harpoon gun. He aimed it right at Scully; not at my hull or the Harpy�s base but right at Scully�s head. What was that about? That guy needed to die. Scully gave the gunner a curious look, yet kept the Harpy trained on the Rumrunner�s hull. Hopefully he�d bail his post if the other gunner fired. I wanted him alive more than I wanted Tethys�s ship at the bottom of the sea.
�Dyne!� Tethys yelled, �you have a piece of my property. Give it back and I�ll go nice and peaceful-like.�
Mido started calling Tethys all sorts of colorful names in a low voice. The same names came to my own mind but I let my cook voice them for me. �Don�t know what your�e talking about, bud! You�ve got the wrong ship.�
�Oh, no. I�ve got the right one. That bitch standing next to you is what I�m talking about. Now hand her over!�
�No.�
�I�ll tell you nicely only once. Take the easy way and hand my property over, or enjoy a little acid rain. Your choice.�
�She doesn�t belong to you, Tethys.� I almost said she belonged to Mido now but I really wasn�t into the whole one human owning another concept, even in the name of love. �Now go take your stupid ass elsewhere. Don�t know why you�re making a big deal over one person.�
��Cause she�s mine! I refuse to let you sail around with something that doesn�t belong to you.�
�Scully, stay put. Everyone else come to me right now!� My crew converged on my position. I waved for them to stand behind me. �Pack in nice and tight.� I stepped to the railing, held up my sword, and fell into a fighting stance. And just to get under his skin, I gave him a taunting wave. �Come and take her if you think you can.�
Tethys snarled. �You heard him, boys. Make it rain!� He swung his sword arm and a bunch of glass grenades filled the air like a flock of transparent, rotund birds.
I called water to me in a band wide enough to protect my crew and thick enough to catch every last grenade. The orbs splashed into my upside-down waterfall with a series of plunks and collected in front of my face like a school of fish.
As much as I wanted to look and see Tethys�s face, I couldn�t spare the split in concentration. This was a lot of water and a lot of juggling. I lowered the upside-down fall and let the grenades float on the ocean�s surface, then formed a rope of water with a large hand on the end, sucked a grenade into its grip, and chucked it at the Rumrunner�s hull. I threw one after the other until a large patch of his hull was sizzling with corrosion.
�Nice one, Captain,� Sauna said.
I checked their harpoon gunner for signs of firing. He was too busy gaping at me and my crew. So was Tethys and the rest of them. I ordered my crew to spread back out, then took a fighting stance again. My men jogged back into position without taking their eyes off the other ship. �Looks like Mother Nature�s on my side, Tethys. Better try something else.�
He regained his composure enough to stop gaping and lean over his railing to inspect the damage. There was one big splatter mark with drip lines of corrosion eating through his hull. He looked at me again. I gave him another taunting wave and his anger returned.
One of his men said, �Captain, we need to shut that mouth of his for good.�
Another said, �What about the quasi-children? He has a gun.�
A third said, �He never tried using it until we attacked the landies. I bet you he won�t use it now. He�s dead if he fires it.�
I said, �Your man is right about the consequences of firing it.� Even though the quasis couldn�t kill me, I still hadn�t fired it all these years. �I took it out that day just to scare you off. I�m not interested in that today; just killing you. It�s time for that duel you wanted.�
Even with the open invitation, he hesitated. His nearest men goaded him in urgent voices too low for me to make out their words.
Mido said, �See, Jessie? He�s just a coward in need of a dick removal service.�
I said, �I�ll do my best to keep him alive for you while you chop it off. That�s a promise.� A smile crept in through her fear and rage.
�Time to kick ass again, my sea goddess.� Mido kissed Jessie on the lips then gave her fighting room.
For a moment she stood there, stunned, and then she developed a feral grin that encouraged me to sidestep away from her.
It didn�t seem like that was Jessie standing next to me anymore. She suddenly held herself like she was the most� powerful woman in the world. She looked taller, even though that wasn�t literally true. This had to be Jessie with her avatar self fully at the forefront. No wonder she had the strength to overcome all the abuse on Tethys�s ship.
�Come claim me if you dare!� Jessie yelled in a voice too rich and resonant to be her own. That couldn�t be her choice of words either. I put a little more distance between us.
Mido went wide-eyed. �Jessie?�
�Amphitrite,� I said.
Jessie faced me, a sensual smile on her face. That smile made my gaze wander to her breasts tucked away in a sports bra and tank, just a bit of cleavage showing above the curve of her tank. My eyes snapped back to her face when she spoke in Amphitrite�s voice. �I look most forward to our meeting again. It�s been too long, Dyne Lavere.�
�It has, hasn�t it?� I did my best to sound casual as the shock of seeing Amphitrite take control of her avatar. I backed away one more step and brushed elbows with Jacobi. He shuffled away to compensate. �Mido, I think you need to be careful with calling her �sea goddess.� Now probably wasn�t bad timing but� in the future? Yeah��
�Echo that, Captain.� His gaze was a mix of awe and fear. �Jessie?�
Jessie gave him a feral grin, then faced me. Using two fingers, she drew me to her by my chin and pressed her mouth to mine. She kissed me long and hard while Tethys and crew argued amongst themselves. I couldn�t break away, despite having no desire to kiss either woman inhabiting that pretty body. Jessie belonged to Mido, and like hell I�d willingly kiss the one who cursed me. Jessie slowly pulled away and Amphitrite�s voice returned. �Now fight for me, my champion.�
�I�m not your champion,� I said flatly, wiping my mouth with a forearm.
�Oh, really?� Her smile contained only a twinge of anger.
�Captain?� Mido said. He looked at me with a mix of confusion and anger.
I held up my empty hand. �Divine intervention, I swear. Jessie�s all yours.�
He looked at me a moment longer before turning to Jessie and calling her name.
�I�m still here,� she said in her own voice. �Your kisses really are magic.�
�You just kissed Captain.�
She gave Mido an incredulous look. �No I didn�t.�
�Yes, you� you don�t remember?�
I said, �Like I said, Mido: divine intervention. We can discuss this later, if necessary.� Ugh, my skin was crawling after all that, but I mentally pushed aside the discomfort. The corrosion on the Rumrunner�s hull had progressed to the point where the metal was bright with rust. �Scully, now!� I waved my sword in the air.
Scully fired and the harpoon punched right through eight inches of steel as if it were made of wood. The bolt buried itself all the way to the tail. Shards of metal broke off and splashed into the water.
Tethys�s gunner fired at Scully. Right at him. Not at my hull. Not even at the Harpy. Him. The harpoon launchers were no more than thirty yards apart. Scully dived off the Harpy as the bolt lanced right through where his head had been. Fleshy-looking chunks sprayed the air as he fell onto the deck in a heap.
�Scully!� I and several others cried out. Cancer bolted to him. I wanted to do the same but I�d only get in the good doc�s way. Scully lurched to his hands and knees and shook his head, sending blood droplets everywhere. He raised a hand to the side of his face, the side that looked like one big red gaping hole, his cheek dangling from his jaw like a piece of uncooked meat. His arm went limp and he collapsed, lying facedown. Cancer knelt by his side and rolled him onto his back. I faced Tethys again.
�Come and get us, you cowards!� I sent a band of water for the gunner, knocked him from his post, and sucked him over the side like a receding wave pulls all things out to sea. Watching Scully go down like that.. it�d take so much control to keep Tethys alive long enough for his dick removal service.
Tethys�s men readied grappling hooks and zip lines, and I had a bit of deja vu as I ordered my men to back away from the railing. This was Newport all over again, but this time we were out for blood in any way we could get it. A half a dozen steel hooks clanged onto my deck. Several of my crew had to dodge out of the way, including me. At least I didn�t have to order anyone to hold back while hooks clanged against my railing and the lines drew taut. One cheap shot after another� I was so beyond pissed that I had to concentrate on not commanding water. I�d more than likely go too far and tap into demon strength.
Six toughened veterans zip-lined onto my ship, swords in hand. Their feet thudded against the side. And once they cleared the railing, the next six, including Tethys, followed. But before they got halfway, two twenty-footer great whites leapt out of the water like they were seal hunting and bit down on a pair of unfortunate men. The fish had pitch black backs and gaping jaws more than big enough to swallow an adult whole. The two men splashed into the ocean with their attackers, the men looking no bigger than toddlers in the sharks� mouths as they turned the churning water red. Jessie wore a humorless smile as she held up her fists. The second group of men hopped onto my deck and the mountain of a man named Tethys squared off with me.
�That was a real cheap shot with the harpoon,� I said. �You fight like a coward.� I crossed swords with him as the rest of my crew entered one-on-one combat.
�Serves you right for how you treat my ship,� Tethys said in his gravely voice. �I�m taking your life and your ship before this day is done.�
�Less talk; more walk, bud.�
Tethys came at me with a powerful downward swing. Expecting the heavy blow, I dodged aside and scored a nick on his sword arm, then back out of range. Last time we�d fought, he�d thrown all his weight into each attack, leaving me unable to go on the offensive. Since he had to weigh close to twice as much as me, there was no way I could match his brute strength. I made him chase me in hopes of slowly wearing him out with his own overzealousness. I backed towards the stern as I deflected and dodged his attacks, squeezing past our crews. He barreled through them like a stampeding bull, swinging wildly at me. Sparks flew every time he hit the railing, and he didn�t even slow down when he scored deep lines in my tarp-covered lifeboats. I barely kept myself out of harm�s way. Tethys could move almost as fast as me and he wasn�t showing signs of tiring anytime soon.
Once we were alone on the stern, I angled him so his back was to the railing. In my peripheral I noticed Jessie marching towards us, uncontested. I called a large band of water to me and pulled it up over the side of the ship as fast as I could, but I couldn�t concentrate long enough to so much as touch him with it. The water spilled back into the ocean without him being any the wiser. He came at me with swing after swing, so I changed tactics and turned him so his back was to Jessie. He deserved a cheap shot from behind.
Once his girth shielded Jessie from view, Tethys suddenly turned and lashed out horizontally with his sword. Jessie went down, clutching her forehead. �I�ll deal with you in a minute, bitch.�
Tethys rounded on me as an anger-fueled band of water that went up to his knees swept his feet out from under him. He hit the deck with a splash and slid several feet as I pulled a semicircle of water around my boots. I walked up to him laying spread eagle and held my blade to his throat. �Never. Hurt. A woman. Especially in my presence.� Jessie had a curtain of blood dribbling down her face. She sat up and wiped her eyes, then just sat there, holding her forehead. Hopefully she wasn�t going into shock.
Tethys lay unarmed with hands held by his head. I stepped on one of his hands. He cried out in pain and reached for my foot, but I sliced his forearm and pushed his hand back down with the tip of my sword, holding it over his wrist. He held still, his face red. �After all these years, why get this hostile?�
�You acquired something of mine and didn�t try to give it back.�
�So you hunted me down just for her?� I said in disbelief.
�No. I came straight here. I knew she�d try to get home. I torched it when no one would tell me where she was. She has the power to attract fish to her. I was making so much money until she escaped.�
Jessie wiped more blood from her eyes and unsteadily got to her feet. Hopefully that was a sign that her cut looked worse than it was, but she looked too pissed off to care.
�So you really are that stupid and possessive� I almost pity you.�
Tethys spat on my deck.
I sent some water over and washed it away, then held my sword on his neck again. �Jessie, I believe the opportunity to rip his dick off has arrived. Come get your trophy.� Mido walked up beside Jessie, holding his sword arm�s elbow. He was pretty dinged up, but when he saw the blood on Jessie�s face, his muscles bulged with rage. He glared at Tethys and offered his sword to Jessie. She wordlessly took it. Mido tried to examine her forehead but she gently pushed his hand away and approached Tethys, weapon held low.
Next thing I knew, I was down on one knee and Tethys was reaching in my coat. Then my brain registered the searing pain in my knee. I tried to push myself back to my feet but Tethys grabbed my coat collar. He also took my gun and dug it into the underside of my jaw. I stopped struggling, my gaze locked on Jessie�s. She stopped short. And thank goodness she did. I wouldn�t put it past Tethys to shoot her just so we wouldn�t have her if he couldn�t. �Tethys,� I said in a low, warning voice, �you do know that if you shoot me, you die, right?�
Half a dozen quasi-children manifested in a circle around us, materializing out of the air like a sudden fog. For once their black eyes were fixed on someone else. They were all crouching like they were waiting to pounce. I could suddenly see my breath and everything got dead quiet.
�It�s worth it. You�re going to Hell with me.� He switched off the safety.
I gave him a pitying frown, almost wishing he was right. �No I�m not,� I said plainly.
He fired the gun, my whole body flinched, and explosions of pain filled my jaw, neck, and back of my head. It was too much. I started tipping backwards and blacked out.
* * *
Jessie covered her mouth as Dyne toppled onto his back. The quasi-children drifted over to Tethys and placed their hands on him. He gasped and stiffened just like her father had, and then the quasis collected the gun and vanished, just like two years ago. Her heart pounded in her chest. She stood still, rooted in place with fear and bad memories. Her only saving grace was that the death of her father wasn�t nearly as psyche-shaking a memory as all the ravaging to her body. It was such a horrible thing to think but it was true. Her father�s death hadn�t been deliberate. Raping her had, and it had happened to her. Her heart ached for one of her father�s hugs.
Mido rushed to Dyne and examined his bullet wound, which was leaking blood all over his neck, coat, and the deck. Mido pulled the captain upright, slipped a shoulder under his arm, then hoisted him to his feet. Dyne�s head lolled, showing more blood down his backside. Sauna ran over and slipped under Dyne�s other arm. �Sam!� Mido cried as he and Sauna carried Dyne across the stern and to the entrance of the lockdown container. Sam limped after them, keys in hand.
The fighting was over. The last of Tethys�s men rode the zip line back to their ship, but Jacobi and Rammus cut the lines with their swords. Two great white sharks Jessie didn�t remember calling to her aid, but knew she must have, swam up to the splashes and lunged in, jaws wide. She looked away.
Jessie felt like herself again. Right after Mido had called her his sea goddess and kissed her, it�d felt like her consciousness had taken a back seat to someone else using her body. It�d felt like being half awake while her body went through the motions of regular activity. Even though the sensation had been a little scary, it had also been thrilling. She�d felt so powerful and invincible. She�d helped take down one enemy after another, going untouched until Tethys. She still had a hand over her cut. On top of that, she still had a dick to chop off.
Mido�s sword in hand, Jessie straddled Tethys�s legs and took in his pale face frozen in shock. The air was chill but it was warming back up in a hurry. �I wanted you to be alive when I did this.� She cut his belt with a jerk, then slashed a line in his pants from thigh to belly. �At least you�ll never hurt another girl ever again.� She bent over and sliced off a piece of his shirt, then used that to grab his penis and pull tight. She severed the offensive extremity in one swift cut, then rolled it up and hurled it overboard. �Rot in Hell!� She dropped the sword, then began beating on Tethys�s corpse like it was a punching bag, taking her rage out on it. This man had not only scarred her for life, but also torched her home and abused her ability to commune with fish. She pounded gash after gash into the corpse with her studded knuckles. Tears fell but their blurring her vision only made her punch harder.
At some point Mido tried to pull her away. She pushed him away with bloodied hands and resumed pounding the corpse to pulp, until she almost collapsed on top of it.
* * *
Everyone but Scully, Cancer, Dyne, and Sam were gathered in the galley. Mido was handing out tin mugs of herbal tea that would help dull pain and fight off infection. All of them battled the bitter taste with sugar, honey, rum, or vodka; just enough to avoid vomiting the concoction up and not too much to negate the tea�s effects.
Tethys�s ship had sank while they�d patched up. They�d been hoping to salvage supplies and check for imprisoned women, but who and whatever had been on there was now resting on the bottom of the Mediterranean. It was bittersweet solace. None of them doubted that any innocent lives had drowned.
Rammus stood before the table, staring into his empty mug, brooding. After dropping anchor and clearing the deck of Tethys and his dead men, the entire crew had spent the next hour suturing and bandaging each other. Right now Cancer was monitoring Scully closely. He�d suffered the worst injury of all of them�not counting Dyne. No one counted him since he�d be fine after lockdown. Memory of watching him get shot made Jessie feel sick to her stomach. She did a full-body shiver, then blocked out the disturbing image. Scully was still unconscious with half his face sewn back on but at least Cancer believed he�d make it. They had a small blood bank to dip into. On top of that, the bolt had missed his jugular.
Rammus, sporting bandaged arms and fresh sutures on the meat of his shoulder, cleared his throat. Everyone looked up from their cups. �We�ll head for Alexandria as planned and let our wounds heal there, until Captain�s next lockdown is over. Since Sam�s got a broken ankle and is now part of Jacobi�s Cripple Crew, this means we all need to chip in with keeping an eye on O�Toole. Got it?� The crew nodded their assent. �Now everyone dig deep and help the techies in the engine room too, along with Cancer keeping an eye on Scully. Jacobi, you�ll split piloting the ship with me. Everyone else work in the engine room in one-hour shifts all the way to port. All of us are pretty darn beat up. Don�t overdo it and rip yourselves back open. We�ll reach port in less than twenty four hours if we keep the engine running hot. We gotta get there as fast as we can for Scully�s sake. We�re just about out of medical supplies.� He clapped his hands together. �Now everyone get some food so we can push off.�

Chapter 23
Inner Strength

�Wakie, wakie, little soul,� a high-pitched, mischievous voice taunted. A collection of voices cackled. Their voices echoed off what sounded like a hollowed-out cavern.
Oh, god. Not this place again.
I kept my eyes closed and just floated on my back in the lukewarm water. I wanted to pretend I wasn�t here, but no amount of pretending would change the situation. The pain from my fatal injury didn�t carry over to whatever dimension this was; just my soul and a physical manifestation of my body and attire. I didn�t come here during every lockdown; only when sustaining a fatal blow. I didn�t know how it all worked, but this was where my soul went, until I clawed my way back to the mortal plane. This was all part of my curse.
The creature snarled, and then I got a nose full of water as a small hand shoved me below the surface.
�Wake up!�
I popped my eyes open and flailed back to the surface. The water swirled around me as several fishy creatures darted away, laughing. I treaded water and took a moment to get my bearings, along with let it sink in that I was back in this horrible place.
I was in a deep cenote. Didn�t matter where in relation to Earth�s geography since I wasn�t anywhere near there. Hell, I wasn�t far either. All I had to do was wake up in the mortal plane and my soul would be reunited with my physical body. The only problem was, in order to do that, I had to exit the cenote via the dark, gaping hole above us. My company didn�t want me to do that. They�d do their best to keep me stuck; however, I�d escaped before, and I�d escape again. It was just a matter of time. Hopefully this escape wouldn�t take a year, like last time. My then crew from over fifty years ago had understandably taken me for dead. I had to start life over with a new boat and new crew. That had taken a lot of strength of will to get back in the saddle.
So yeah, even though I couldn�t die, this hellish place was the reason I didn�t commit suicide between lockdowns. Slogging through an unnaturally long life full of losing people I cared about was better than sending my immortal soul to Amphitrite�s vicious pets.
The cenote�s vaulted rock walls were lit by glowing plants and worms, and crawling with all sorts of mythical water monsters, mostly nereids. None of them were larger than wolves. They looked mostly like frogs with teeth and claws, and they clung to the rock and flora like lizards. They had bulbous eyes, fanged mouths like crocs, and finlike tails that packed a good smack. They were too many for me to contend with as a human, but no match versus my demon form. However, transforming was exactly what they and Amphitrite wanted.
I swam to the edge of the water and pulled myself onto the rocky bank. A dozen nereids backed away and crouched by the wall. I sat on the lip and let my feet stay in the water. Keeping contact with it helped me keep track of where my company was and how many there were. The glow worms and such cast the cenote in a mix of greens and blues, and bioluminescent fish swimming among the monsters kept getting blocked out by dozens of froggy silhouettes. I was surrounded by hundreds of nereids.
�Amphitrite�s little demon pet has come back to play,� the monster nearest me said. �It�s been a long time. He doesn�t visit often enough.� Others cackled. The ones on the bank began to inch closer.
I got to my feet and water dripped onto the rock and back into the pool. My company shied away. Their skittishness was partially an act. If I provoked them, they�d eagerly tear into me. This was just a game to them, to see how long before I cracked. I took in their sheer numbers and let out a resigned sigh. I was already on the verge of cracking. First the water show after lockdown, then the stunts in the train station and La Havre, and then my lash-outs versus Tethys. What was one more? �This visit�s gonna be much shorter. I�ve got things to do back where I belong.�
�What things?� another asked.
�Take care of my crew, make a few deliveries, and try to get rid of my curse.� It didn�t matter whether or not I told them the truth or anything at all. They just liked to bicker with me. I was the sideshow freak in this place, and I felt like it.
�No!� A third said. �Forget about them. Stay with us and play.�
�Stay cursed. It�s more fun that way!� More cackling.
Something cold pawed at my hand. I spun and put up my fists. A naiad crouched before me and didn�t flinch. She was smaller than the nereids, had breasts like a woman, and bigger lips and wider hips than her male counterparts. She looked up at me with her bulbous eyes.
�Why do you hide in your human shell? Your demon form is so much more fun.�
�Human is boring!� another shouted.
�Says you,� I said.
�Says all of us!� another said. More voiced their agreement. The cenote echoed with dozens upon dozens of voices. The nearest creatures began creeping towards me again and their voices unified into a chant.
�Demon, demon, demon!�
I glared at the nearest monsters. �No,� I said firmly. They stopped their advance. The chanting lost its uniformity and the word �no� rippled out among them, some saying it in disbelief and others questioningly, but at least it got them to stop goading me.
The nereid who�d woken me stood on its hind legs and held up its arms. �No!� The rest fell silent, letting the sound of water drizzling into the pool fill the humid air.
At the creature�s full height, it stood no taller than my stomach. It glared at me, undaunted by our size difference. None of them frightened me, not even their sheer numbers. They filled me only with dread and misery.
�Then we will make you!� it said.
Several tackled me into the water and we went under with a big splash. The sound of bubbling and swishing filled my ears, along with their dolphin-like calls. I rolled and flailed, and they let go. No sooner had I figured out which way was up did they tackle me again. I flailed some more, shaking them off, but not before they pulled me a little deeper. I swam for the surface, got a gulp of air, and they pulled me down by my ankles. The struggle began anew.
I fought my way to the surface several times, getting a little closer to shore with each gulp of air. They were toying with me. I knew it. They knew I knew it. I also had to concede it was probably a matter of time before they got what I didn�t want, but I�d exhaust all my other options first.
Right as my face broke the surface for the millionth time, I opened my mouth and gulped down water instead as they prematurely yanked me back under. I coughed it out only to suck in more water. I began to panic as I fought the urge to inhale. My chest tightened. I�d only black out� for a while if I drowned in this place, but who knows how long that�d be on Earth? I couldn�t afford to waste my opportunity with Jessie.
I called water to me and launched myself and several nereids onto the rocky shore. My attackers let go as I landed on my hands and knees and coughed up water. I gagged a couple of times, then gasped for air. A few tried to sneak up from behind but I swept them away with a crescent of water. They began chanting for my demon form again.
Ironically, I wasn�t entirely sure what my demon form looked like. No one had ever held up a mirror to my transformed body. I just knew it was fifty feet tall, had fishy features, a grayish-blue hide, and a few extra abilities my human self lacked.
I looked at the water teeming with monsters, and then at the cenote�s dark opening a hundred feet above me. There were plenty of outcrops and plants to help me climb up, out, and back to consciousness, but they�d never let me climb unmolested. This left me with another idea I doubted would work, but I had to at least try or I�d never know.
I charged the nearest monsters. They parted for me like a school of sardines fleeing from a shark. Once I reached the wall, I turned around and charged through them again. They�d filled the empty space between me and the water. I leapt out over the water and cannonballed in, then let myself sink until my body lost momentum. I called a ton of water to me and rocketed myself up into the air. The opening rapidly drew closer as it felt like I was riding an elevator. The monsters watched my escape attempt, stupefied, but then some of the ones still above me leapt off their perch and latched onto me. They knocked me sideways and off my column of water. I angled it back under me and willed it to keep lifting me, along with my excess baggage. My head ached with the mental strain and my ascent slowed, then several more latched on and I couldn�t maintain concentration anymore. We free-fell and splashed back into the pool.
They dragged me down while I let the pounding in my head subside. I used water to launch myself back onto shore once more, then sat against the wall and caught my breath. The nereids and naiads gathered around and above me, close enough for me to punch them. They snickered and babbled away, trying to goad me into fighting them with little pushes and pawing at me.
�We know who you want,� one creature at my feet said. �No Rhode for you. Demon pet can�t have her, so play with us!�
Another up high said, �Can�t have her!� a second shouted from up high, and then they all started chanting that.
I clenched my jaw, a scream lodged in my throat. Rhode was the woman that had won my heart so long ago. They taunted me with this truth every time, but it never got any less painful or enraging to hear. I wanted to prove them wrong just as badly as I wanted my curse lifted, but I was powerless to change the former. God, how I wished she could save me from this predicament.
Cackling, they latched onto my legs and tried to drag me back in, but I dug my fingers into nooks of a jutting rock and they couldn�t budge me. Dozens more swarmed in and claws pricked at my fingers and wrists. With their sheer numbers, they took away my advantage, prying my hands loose. They began dragging me back to the water. I clawed for purchase but their slimy hands held my limbs hostage. My boots touched the water. I had absolutely no advantage in this place, unless I sacrificed my humanity and gave them what they all wanted.
�Stop!�
They froze, holding me in place with the water soaking my ankles. I resisted the urge to struggle free. I really didn�t want more water in my lungs.
�What do you want?� a nereid in front of me said.
�You win,� I said humbly. �Let me go.�
�Demon?� Others echoed the leader�s question.
I lowered my gaze and nodded. My heart sank.
�No more tricks?�
�No more tricks,� I said. Bile rose in my throat. Throwing around water was one thing. Turning into a monster? Ugh.
They let me go and backed away a little. They were going to have to back up a lot more if they didn�t want to get squashed, but there was no way I�d courtesy them with that warning. Squish as many as the buggers I could.
I removed my trench coat, held it out at arm�s length for all of them to see, and dropped it at my feet, then sat down and took my boots off, one at a time.
One nereid said, �Demon pet said no more tricks.�
I glared in the direction of the voice. �It hurts to outgrow what I�m wearing. Now shut up and wait a minute.� Dozens of them cackled. I set my boots on top of my coat. Socks weren�t a big deal to keep on but I removed them as well since they were sopping wet. I took off my belt and added it to the small pile, then looked up again. They began chanting �demon.�
I wondered if I could tap into demon strength real quick, just long enough to wash away enough monsters to clear a path to the opening. I�d accidentally dipped into demon strength back in Revivre and managed to fight off transforming. Maybe I could do it again�
No tricks? My ass.
I got to my feet, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the water as I held out my hands. They chanted louder and faster. I sucked in a deep breath and bent my knees, then surged upright and flung my hands over my head as I filled the cavern with a huge jet of water. I hosed off the shore and the wall near me. The chanting broke into screams and cries. I scored a line up the wall, sending dozens of monsters splashing into the churning pool. Once I felt my skin start to tingle, I let go of the water and hustled up the wall.
I clawed and scrambled my way up, thankful for the network of handholds. My skin crawled not only with my body trying to undergo transformation, but also with hundreds of eyes watching me climb. When my hands and arms turned a greyish-blue, I paused, closed my eyes, and fought against transforming. I pressed my forehead to the wall and put my handholds in death grips and willed myself to stay human. I was halfway up. I was almost free. I just needed a moment to�
A bunch of claws ripped my hands away and flung me off the wall. I sucked in a deep breath right before I hit water, then gave up my fight against transforming. That trick had been the only thing I hadn�t tried before. More hands clasped my limbs as my clothes started feeling tight against my body. They spun and tugged and pushed and twisted me in every which direction. I continued to grow, and once I ripped through my clothes, the monsters darted away. I silently bid my humanity farewell. Fins and dorsal sail sprouted out of my body. I developed webbed hands and feet, a tail, and a tough hide, and then exploded to full size. My skin stopped tingling and I turned the cenote into one big firehose. I jetted up and out of the pool and through the opening before any of them could react. The last thing I saw was the pitch black opening, and then I was free. I became aware of the lockdown contain under my human back. I smelled metal, rust, saltwater and musty air. And my skin was tingling.
I didn�t bother resisting. I sat up and frantically undid the buttons to my trench coat and shrugged out of it, then winced as I unlaced my boots. They were squeezing my feet. I kicked one off while removing the belt pinching my expanding waist, then had to use both hands to pry off the other. Lying back down, I closed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest, then let my body explode to full demon size in the waking world. My feet slammed against the wall and I slid along the floor until I was done. To my relief, I didn�t bang my head, and my dorsal sail was collapsable like that of a marlin. I lay there and caught my breath.
There went another set of clothes�
My sensitive hearing picked up a soft pair of footsteps approaching the container door. There was a polite knock, followed by Rammus�s voice. �Captain?�
�I�m back.�
�Oh, thank goodness.�
�How long was I gone?�
�The sun just went down on your last night of lockdown, so eight days. Your voice sounds like you�ve transformed again.�
�I have,� I said unhappily. �How�s the crew holding up?�
�We�re all alive. Really beat up but alive. We�re tied down in Alexandria, but I can round up the crew and throw the lines if you want me to. We�re all supplied up and ready to go Dakar.�
�No. I� just take it easy for the night. No one ever complains about us being late. Just go tell them I�m back and to get some rest.�
�Are you alright, Captain? You sound pretty shaken up.�
I fell silent. My mind was cycling through my nightmare escape. I wasn�t quite back into reality yet. I considered answering the question before ignoring it. �Go rest. We�ll have a crew meeting in the morning after I see how injured you all are.�
�Alright, Captain. Try to get some rest yourself.�
�At least I�m stuck on my back this time.�
* * *
Once dawn arrived in Egypt�s time zone, I was free to revert back to human. It took a bit of concentration but it wasn�t hard; just left me coated in sweat and in need of at least a towel so I could walk around my ship with some dignity. I told Rammus about needing a towel when he returned to let me out. He retrieved my sandals and a towel, then opened the door long enough to deposit the objects inside. I felt around until I found them.
I winced at the sunlight peeking out over the horizon as I stepped out with coat and boots in hand, and the towel around my waist. I checked my boots for tears and frayed seams, yet saw none. I checked my coat as well, just in case, but it only needed a really good wash or three to get the blood out. A light wind kicked up and I grabbed my towel with my free hand. No way I was in the mood to tromp around in my birthday suit.
Rammus gave me a studious frown.
�How�s it look?� I held my chin up and looked at the blushing sky. Rammus stepped closer and turned my head both ways, touched the entry wound spot, then let go and stepped back.
�Not sure, Captain. You�re covered in dried blood. You�re kinda spooky to look at right now.�
�Ah. All the more reason to hurry up and shower.� The sweat on my chest and arms were tinted pink, and the sweat lines running from my neck a blood red. I could only imagine what my neck, face, and backside looked like.
�I�ll take those for you,� he said, holding out a hand for my coat and boots. �I�ll bring you some fresh clothes so you can head straight to the showers.� I handed them over. �It�d be best not to let anyone see you like this.�
�Who else is awake?� I started walking along the deck. The wind gave me goosebumps.
Rammus walked with me. �Mido might be. And if he�s up, Jessie tends to be. They�ve really taken to each other. I wonder if that�ll help your chances of lifting your curse.�
I opened the hatch and descended the steps, then lowered my voice to reduce chances of waking anyone. �Might not have any effect. I just don�t know. I�ve never had that happen with the other three avatars.�
�Well here�s hoping for the best.� He gave me a tilt of an invisible cap and headed for the cabins. I crept the other way and snuck into the showers.
Thankfully, no one was in there. Not even O�Toole. I turned a shower on then went to a sink mirror to see why my bloodied appearance was so spooky. I flinched at first sight and even turned away, but then I went back and looked again. I looked like a fresh zombie with my gaunt face and dried blood caking my upper body. My back was covered down to my towel, and I had a bald spot over the exit wound in my skull. No wonder.
I took a slow shower, making sure to thoroughly remove every last fleck of dried blood. Red water and suds ran down my legs and swirled into the drain. Just lovely. I�d need to eat and drink extra to make up for the five days my body took in zero food and water. My curse repaired my body on the first night, so it had basically been a breathing corpse for a five days. I left the water running while I wiped the mirrors and checked myself for any missed spots. My hazy reflection lacked any red; just pink skin from lots of scrubbing in hot water. I toweled off and donned the shirt and cargo pants Rammus left me, then tied my boots and headed for the galley. As much as I craved coffee, I probably needed a few days before ingesting any caffeine. I was feeling pretty woozy.
I entered the galley on silent footsteps and paused next to the fridge. Mido and Jessie had their backs to me while they stood before the coffee maker dripping a fresh pot. Jessie groaned and leaned against Mido.
�Man, I can�t believe my head is still sore.�
Mido wrapped an arm around her and rubbed her arm. �It�s a deep cut. It�s gonna take a while. I�ll pamper you a bit after breakfast to help take your mind off it.�
�Thank you.�
My heart wrenched at the sight of them. I could see bandages only on Mido, but to hear Jessie in pain hurt me as well. If only I could lend my demon healing powers. It was so unfair that I could shrug off even death while everyone else got old, bent, and broken. The only marks I kept were scars, physical and emotional.
He reached for something on the counter. �Here, I�m gonna put this away real quick.� He peeled away from her, a carton of light cream in hand, and he froze in place at the sight of me.
�What�s wro�?� Jessie covered her mouth and gasped, then slowly lowered her hands. �Are you okay?� she asked me.
�I�ll more or less be fine once I get enough food and water in me,� I said quietly. This was my first failed death with this crew. Even though they all knew I couldn�t die, witnessing me get shot in the head, then walking around a week later had to be confusing and jarring. I had a nice little circle of a scar in the crux of my chin and neck, and a slightly larger one near the top of my head. I raised my chin. �You can look if you need to. I know this has to be real strange to see me up and about, even after all you know.�
Mido put away the cream and they both came over and took a good look. Jessie said, �The scar itself is actually not that bad. No one�s gonna see it unless you look up.� She looked at my bald spot and involuntarily shuddered. �Maybe you should wear a hat until your hair grows back.�
�Eh. Just don�t look.�
�I�ll try.� She gave me some standing room.
�Do you want some coffee, Captain?�
�I better not for a few days. Do we have any electrolyte powder?� I slipped into my customary spot at the table and felt immediate relief from getting off my feet.
Mido headed for the pantry. �Be right back.�
�Just keep it out all week. And on top of that, I�m gonna need extra food.�
�Why?� Jessie said. She took a seat opposite me, unafraid.
That was new to me, but a good new. I went on to explain how my curse�s healing powers worked, then added, �And speaking of healing, you two look like you�re sporting quite a few injuries.
�Just my forehead,� Jessie said, pointing to a strip of surgical tape covering the width of her forehead. �Everyone else needed a lot more suturing and bandages.�
Mido set a tall glass of water turned red thanks to the electrolyte powder. I steadily sipped the whole thing down while my company made themselves some wonderful-smelling coffee that called to my tastebuds. The day I stopped feeling woozy, I�d happily oblige. �What happened to your elbow, Mido?� Besides a heavily wrapped elbow, he sported several nicks and cuts that had scabbed.
He gave me an embarrassed smile over his mug. �Nothing heroic. I dodged an attack and bashed my elbow into the railing. Cancer says I bruised the bone.�
I winced. �How�s he holding up?� I held out my glass with a shaky hand and my cook mixed me another round.
�Worn down but unharmed and thoroughly relieved he didn�t have to put anyone in a body bag. Rammus protected him and Scully during the fight.� He set the glass in front of me. �You think you can hold down any food? You�re really pale.�
�Go ahead and start on breakfast. I�ll take some crackers for now.�
�I�ll get them,� Jessie said, getting up. She brought me a sleeve of crackers from the pantry, peeled one end open, and set it in front of me.
Mido, who was gathering quiche ingredients, said, �Thanks, Jessie.�
I looked at the package, then at her. I knew what I was supposed to say but I rarely expressed gratitude for people doing what I told them to. Everyone�s reward for following my orders was a smoothly-run ship and big paychecks. But� I hadn�t told her to do anything just now. �Thanks.�
�Wow,� Mido said with a grin. �You got a �thank you� out of Captain. That�s a rare feat.�
Jessie shrugged as she returned to her coffee sitting on the table.
�Yeah, yeah,� I said flatly. I finished my electrolyte water and got up. �I�m gonna go check on everyone and see how they�re doing.� Crackers in hand, I munched on a few along the way to the cabins, my spirits low.
I checked the left side first, using a palm lantern to illuminate their bunks. Most woke from the light intrusion, and I gently shook the others so they�d roll over and I could see their faces. All of them were thrilled to see me up and about again, and they all admitted to feeling a bit weirded-out by my recovery after seeing me shot in the head. �Just one of the perks of my curse,� I said with no enthusiasm as I worked my way to Scully�s bunk.
�Still,� Ed said, �it�s such a relief to have you back.�
�I�m glad to be back.� As much as I wanted to lift my curse, I couldn�t deny that I wouldn�t have enjoyed dying on them like that. Jacobi, Sam, and my three techies put on clothes and gathered outside Scully�s cabin. Cancer and I went in and he paused, giving me a studious look.
�It�s pretty gruesome, Captain,� he said. �He�ll live but he�ll be explaining what happened to him to everyone he meets.�
�Go ahead.�
Cancer pushed aside the curtain and carefully removed the bandages mummifying Scully�s head, then he stepped aside.
I held up my palm lantern and winced at the sight. �Ouch.� One side of his face looked like a red potato that had been gnawed on by rats, then sewn back together. He had one semicircle of sutures that went from the corner of his mouth, to eye, to ear. He had a second semicircle half the size, along with a line of sutures circling his ear. His face was moderately swollen but at least full of color.
�You did a good job patching him up, Cancer. Hopefully he�ll look badass, instead of bad, once it scars over.�
Sam said, �He�ll be gettin� more ladies than Jacobi after he tells them his story.� The others chuckled.
�We�ll see about that,� Jacobi said in good humor.
It got a smile out of me. �Has he woken yet?�
�Yes,� Cancer said, �but I�ve been drugging him to sleep through every night. He�s gonna be in agony for another week or so.�
I sucked in air through my teeth. �Go ahead and wrap him back up.� I sidestepped out of his way and faced the others, all of them with their heads in the doorway. I ached with empathy but I hid it with a serious gaze. �Is Tethys and his entire crew dead?�
�Yes,� Sam said as the others nodded. �They got what they deserved.�
�That they did.� Even with justice meted out, it brought no joy, no grim satisfaction. Instead, I felt hollow. These men kept piling on the scars for doing honest work. At least we�d never have to deal with Tethys again. �Sam, are we fully supplied and ready to head for Dakar?�
�We are, Captain.�
�Is everyone mentally ready as well?� I made eye contact with each of them in turn. They were all bruised, cut up, and sore, but that was often part of the job description.
Ted said, �Definitely, now that you�re back.� The rest voiced their agreement.
�Good,� I said. �Go ahead and start showering. Mido�s working on breakfast. We�ll push off after we eat and get back on shipping schedule. Let�s go make some money.� My crew visibly brightened up with the morale boost and headed for the showers. Nothing like a healthy routine to bring things back to normal. We all needed it to keep us distracted from thinking about Australia. I headed to my bunk with my half-eaten package of crackers and started rummaging around my cabin for my gun and its holster. I felt incomplete without it and I couldn�t carry it on my person until my trench coat was washed, but for now I just wanted to know where it was.
Once I concluded that it hadn�t been stowed in my cabin, I headed to the weapon crate sitting against the wheelhouse. I pushed around swords and grenades in search of a wrapped-up bundle but I couldn�t find it. Panic rose in my chest. My rising heart rate wasn�t helping my wooziness.
Footsteps headed down the wheelhouse stairs. �Whatcha lookin� for, Captain?� Sam said.
�My gun. Where�d you put it?� I pushed aside a few grenades and found the bottom of the crate. When Sam stayed quiet, I looked up. He was frowning. He ran a hand through his greying hair. I slowly stood, filled with dread. This silence was bad. �Sam? Where is it?� I had a sinking feeling I already knew.
He swallowed. �Gone.� He took a breath and sighed through his nose. �The quasis took it.�
I stared blankly at him. It couldn�t be gone. After two hundred years of carrying the thing around, it couldn�t be gone. I shut the crate and looked at it, my mouth ajar. It just couldn�t be�
�They jumped in right after he fired. You just hit the deck. It�s probably for the best.�
I shook my head, then more plopped than sat on the crate.
Sam put a hand on my shoulder. �Think of it this way: now we don�t have to worry about quasi-children anymore. The whole crew can relax about that. All we have to deal with are other humans and your curse.�
�Sam, I�� He didn�t understand. I reclined against the wheelhouse, my heart sinking to a new low. Amphitrite could�ve told me right then to wait a thousand more years before trying to lift my curse and I would�ve felt less depressed, so long as I had my gun. �Where do you think my mind goes after I sustain a fatal injury?�
�I don�t know.�
�Take a wild guess, and when you pick something, change it to something ten times worse.� The nereids� cackling echoed in my mind.
Sam lapsed into silence as he scrunched his brows. He studied me hard. �A really bad nightmare? I don�t know, Captain. I haven�t the imagination to guess such things.�
I looked out over the lightening port. �I don�t know where it is exactly but I�m certain it�s nowhere on Earth�at least not on this plane. I go to a cavern called a cenote, and it�s full of aquatic monsters. They tease and taunt me, and kill me over and over just for fun. I�ve been there four times now. Each time they try to keep me there as long as they can. On top of that, they try and force me to transform, which I have to do in order to escape that place. It�s twisted irony.
�I learned this the hard way when I committed suicide long ago. I thought I could beat Amphitrite at her sick game and just kill myself between lockdowns so I wouldn�t have to deal with the waking world. Instead, my soul ended up waking in that cenote. At first I thought it was a bad dream. I didn�t believe what the nereids told me. But once it dawned on me that I really wasn�t going to wake up, they told me how to leave their place.� I looked up at Sam. �It�d felt like only hours had gone by, but by the time I recovered, five years had slipped away. This time I�d been there maybe minutes but days went by for all of you. It�s so jarring to come back to a world where so much time has gone by without your awareness of it.�
�I�m sorry you�ve gone through all that.�
�Don�t apologize. Amphitrite is the one who owes me that. I didn�t ask for this, or for her to save my life in her own twisted way.�
He nodded. �Well now I understand why you try to avoid dying as much as the rest of us.�
�Which brings me to why I�ve kept the gun all these years.� I heaved a weary sigh, gearing myself up for the confession. I spoke haltingly. As much as I wanted him to know, it was still hard to admit. �I�ve been keeping the gun just to use it once.� I looked up to gauge his reaction so far. His bushy brows were scrunched with confusion. I turned my gaze back to the port. �Holding onto it gave me hope that I might get my curse lifted one day. If that day arrives, I�d use the gun to finally help myself die, like all men are supposed to. I�d put an end to my unnaturally long life.�
Sam stared at me, eyes wide with horror. He blindly groped for the stairs behind him, then found the railing and sank onto the second step. He blinked a couple of times. �You wouldn�t.�
I let out a long sigh. �You�re probably right.� I looked out over the harbor. �I�m not a quitter like that, but I want something about my life to change for the better. I guess using the gun was more of a daydream, an escape from my cursed life, and finally out of Amphitrite�s tormenting reach. But still��
�I can see where you�re coming from, Captain,� he said in a tight voice. �But from my perspective I hope you�d be willing to at least live out the rest of your days with us. A few years as a man free to die wouldn�t hurt.�
I looked at him, considering his advanced age. �If I�m not cursed, I�m not sure I want to run the risk of outliving another person ever again.�
�It�ll be different when you�re the one who goes, but I hear you.�
�Rammus can take over as captain, if that day ever comes. Keep the Pertinacious going and everyone employed.� I patted the crate and right then it dawned on me how much I�d miss my ship just as much as my crew. Maybe I would try to scratch out a few years as a regular human, or maybe I wouldn�t. I didn�t know. �Keep her one of the leading cargo ships sailing all over the globe. Let the Pertinacious be my legacy. I�ll make it a final wish if I have to.�
�We�ll see what happens.� Sam put his hands on his knees and pushed to his feet with a grunt. �One thing at a time, and that means Australia first.�
�Fair enough.� I stood as well. �It�s not like I�m guaranteed to have my curse lifted this time anyway. And I might even want to stick around to enjoy being just a regular human. I don�t know right now. I might�ve confessed all that for nothing.�
�I still appreciate you telling me. I won�t tell anyone else.�
�Thanks.� I put a hand on his shoulder, the closest I could bring myself to show open caring. I cared about every last crew member. I wasn�t buddy-buddy or best friends with any of them; I was always their authority figure, except during brief moments like these. I was still human. �Now go shower. You smell like you need one.�
Sam popped a guilty grin. �Sorry, Captain. Got a little lax while I didn�t know what happened to yeh, but Rammus left you a present in the wheelhouse.� He patted my back and took his stinky hide below deck.
I headed up the stairs to see what he was talking about. At first I guessed it might be driftwood shavings from his latest project, as a bit of a joke to lighten the mood, but the floor and chair were spotless. However, sitting atop neatly stacked nautical charts was a carved object. I walked over and picked it up. A koi fish, the symbol of strength and courage in the face of hardship, the same thing I�d given Jessie when she�d given her sneakers a sailor�s funeral. And now the symbol had been passed on to me while death weighed heavily on my woozy mind. My throat constricted and my eyes stung, but I swallowed and took several deep breaths. Here I was seeking help to lift my curse so I could die, while my entire crew believed they were helping me lift it so I could live in peace. I dropped into my chair, clutching the gift in one hand, and leaned on the counter with my forehead in my free hand.
As much as I hated it, he was right. I needed to find the strength to keep trying, even if this impeding visit yielded no results. I had to stay strong not only for my crew, but for myself.
* * *
Jessie and crew spent the next two weeks sailing to Dakar in Senegal, located on the midwestern coast of Africa. They nursed injuries along the way and went about business as usual. Sam hobbled around on crutches while keeping the cargo hold organized and supply list contemporary, and everyone but him, Scully, and O�Toole helped in the engine room until Ed, Ted, and Sauna could keep everything going on their own. Jessie helped Mido with even more cooking, since his elbow reduced him to one arm for the most part. They shared no more than kisses and one-and-a-half armed hugs when no one was looking. By the end of every day, the entire crew was exhausted and sore, including them, so cravings for intimate contact were almost nonexistent. Jessie�s head ached constantly for a week after Alexandria and it wasn�t until they reached Dakar that Mido regained full range of motion in his elbow. Scully was gingerly walking around by then, too, earning him the nickname �Mummy Man.� He took it in good humor and even tried to startle people now and then by jumping out of hiding places. He was thankful to be alive, as were the rest of them.
The crew only offloaded, resupplied, and picked up a new shipment in Dakar that needed delivering to Cape Town, South Africa. Dakar was way too dangerous to vacation in, especially with all of them still healing to one degree or another. One pirate ship chased them shortly after throwing the lines but Dyne crippled it with a solid Harpy shot to its wooden hull. After that, a week of smooth sailing and lots of healing followed.
The day Mido�s elbow stopped gnawing at him with pain, he gave Jessie another cooking lesson. This time it was a pasta dinner of chicken and broccoli with Alfredo sauce made from scratch. Nothing real complicated but it was one of her favorite dishes.
They set to work on preparing enough just for two after everyone else ate dinner. They�d snacked on fruit to keep their appetites from being distracting, then cleaned up while the rest of the crew trickled out of the galley. Once they were alone, they boiled water, steamed broccoli, and grilled two chicken breasts. Mido taught her to add just a bit of salt and butter to the boiling water before adding penne noodles, how to lay the broccoli crowns so they cooked evenly, how to know when chicken was thoroughly cooked, yet still nice and moist, just by looking at it, and also how to slice the meat fast and evenly with the metal spatula. He made it look effortless as he� made each slice exactly the same width. They laughed at Jessie�s valiant attempt. Hers came out uneven and lopsided, making hers look pathetic next to his practiced perfection.
Once the chicken and broccoli were done, they moved on to the Alfredo sauce. Mido stood behind her, his body pressed to hers as he guided her hands through the pouring and stirring of the heavy cream into the melted butter. He added a few seasonings, including black pepper, but he wouldn�t tell her the rest, explaining it was a secret for now. He moved so quick and deftly through everything that it intimidated Jessie; however, she tried to keep up as she helped stir the sauce to the right consistency and balance of seasoned flavor. Mido dipped a finger in the sauce and let her lick it off.
�Tastes great to me but I don�t know what you�re aiming for.� Jessie sucked on Mido�s finger a second time, then dipped her own finger in, flinched at how hot it was, then let him get a taste. He held her hand and sucked on her finger like he�d done to other parts of her body. He slowly pulled her finger out, it feeling like he was trying to suck the blood out of her finger, then he smacked his lips and thought a moment. He had a dreamy look that conveyed his thoughts weren�t entirely on cooking.
�Needs just a bit more.� He poured in a dollop of cream and let Jessie stir it.
�How do you know?�
�Practice,� he said, resting his hands on her hips. �It�s good the way it was but it�ll be just the right creaminess with what I added.� He nuzzled her head. �Okay, that looks great. Now to add the chicken. Some people toss only the noodles in but I like to coat the meat as well.�
He guided her by the hips to the griddle and Jessie added the chicken, one breast at a time, their bodies shuffling back and forth like dancers. He took the spatula and spoon out of her hands, then guided her through tossing the meat in the sauce. How he managed to not splatter the stovetop as he sent the food in the air with deft flicks, she had no idea. She held her hands limp while Mido leaned into her and did all the work. She could feel his chest muscles flexing against her back.
�And now to test the noodles.�
Jessie spoon-fished out two noodles. They blew on them together, then Jessie fed him one and ate the other. �Tastes ready to me.� She could taste a hint of salt and butter, flavored enough to eat them plain. How did he do that?
They drained and tossed the penne in, Mido once again doing most of the work. They divvied up the meal between two plates and sprinkled the broccoli on top and added one last dash of pepper to each. �Never toss in the vegetables. They stay crisper that way.�
�Good to know.�
�Want any grated parmesan?�
�No, thanks.� Jessie picked up the plates and carried them to the table. Mido kept his hands on her hips, then wrapped her in a hug when she stepped back to admire their handiwork. The steaming plates looked delectable, however Mido�s body pressed to hers won her attention. He rubbed his neck against hers and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
�That�s a job well done.�
�Thanks to you.� She turned her head and they exchanged a kiss on the lips. He hugged her tighter. She wrapped an arm over his and cupped his face. They began kissing deeply for the first time in weeks, enjoying a hint of Alfredo in each other�s taste.
Soft footsteps began padding away from them. They broke apart and looked down the hall, their hearts pounding. They�d always been careful to keep their relationship to themselves.
Dyne�s back to them, he waved. �Carry on. I can get a brownie later.� He disappeared up a flight of stairs.
Gasping for breath, they looked at each other�s flushed faces and broke into guilty grins. Mido took hold of her hips again and looked both ways down the hall. It was empty. �Dinner can wait a minute.� He slowly guided her backwards, slow enough to drive her crazy with anticipation. She controlled her eagerness and let Mido do what he wanted at his own pace. Once he reached the counter, he leaned against it, pulled her backside to his front, and began kissing a line from behind her ear down to her mouth. Their lips met again and Jessie reached for his scalp, grazing her fingers through his hair and massaging his scalp with just her fingertips. He let out a throaty moan. His hands wandered to her breasts and began their own massage. She arched her back. He moved his kisses back to her neck, and one of his hands drifted to her thigh and began rubbing it as his�
She gasped. �Mido,� she said in a mischievous whisper.
�What?� he whispered back.
She grabbed his hip and heavily leaned into him and his hard-on digging into the small of her back. �I�m not afraid.� He gasped. She twisted in his arms and pressed herself against him once again. �I�m not afraid!� No fear or bad memories seized her; just a need to have their bodies rocking together in the throes of passion. He stared at her in amazement, his hands no longer working any magic. She kissed him and another round of heavy breathing and kissing ensued. Jessie reached for his groin and the moment she touched his hard-on, he dug his fingers into her glutes and turned and lifted her onto the counter. She wrapped her legs around him and relished in the joy of having their bodies pressed together, face to face at last. She fumbled through undoing his belt as her mind tunnel-visioned on obtaining full access to Mido�s body. He unbuttoned and unzipped her pants, and unclipped her bra, and one touch from his hand down her pants made her arch and gasp. She unzipped and freed his erection, getting a sigh out him, then she stopped. She grabbed his busy hands.
�What�s wrong?�
�I need you inside me. Right now. But not on the counter.�
�Okay.� He scooped her in his arms and carried her to the table.
�No, you goof. Not where people can walk in us. Besides, we all eat on that.�
He veered to the pantry, his arousal digging into her groin making her squirm and pant. Mido pushed the door open and managed to take one step in before stopping.
Sauna was sitting in a fold-up chair, jerking off with his back to them. He stopped and opened his eyes and turned around, his eyes slowly filling with dread. �I was here first,� he said unhappily.
Mido marched in, grabbed Sauna by a chunk of shirt, and bodily dragged him out.
�Hey! Come on, amigo!�
Mido shoved him into the hallway, then went back for the chair and shoved it into Sauna�s hands.
�Come on! Go find your own place!�
Mido put Jessie down and shut the door, then dragged three sacks of potatoes and two sacks of flour in front of the door, his pants falling to his knees in the process. He fished a condom out of his low-riding pocket and faced Jessie. �Now where were we?�
Jessie smirked. �Do you always carry one around with you?�
�Been waiting for this moment. Didn�t want to be caught unprepared.�
She untied her boots, as did Mido his own, then they came together and exchanged kisses as they removed the rest of their clothes. He guided her to the floor and slowly lay on top of her, wrapping her in the safety of his strong arms. She wrapped her legs around him and he paused with his tip just touching her lips.
�Still good?�
�Mhm.� She tugged on his body and he slowly entered her all the way, making her inhale.
He gave her another kiss. �And now?�
�Oh, yes.�
They began making love at last.

Chapter 24
Secret

Two months, several deliveries, and two breather vacations later, the Pertinacious sat anchored outside a mountain of a rock off the northern coast of Australia. Things had returned to normal soon after Dakar. Injuries healed, everyone fell back into their assigned roles, Scully finally was able to take his bandages off and eat solid food, Jacobi left Jessie alone, and Captain Dyne had two more foiled cheeseburger attempts�both at port.
One involved O�Toole sneaking off the ship in Cape Town during the whole two seconds no one was watching him. The second was in India. It was too spicy, rendering it inedible. Mido ended up fixing him a burger after they pushed off, but something broke in the engine room shortly after his first bite. At least it turned out to be a simple fix, so Dyne just sat by the pipes and finished his burger while it was still hot. Jessie wasn�t sure if that counted as a third foiled attempt but whatever. It wasn�t important; just amusing.
Right now the mood was tense. The crew spoke little as they steeled themselves for the impending trip inside the nearby cave. They weren�t to bring any weapons but their fists. There was no point, so they practiced sparring, guzzled coffee like they were never going to see another cup after today, jumped at sudden sounds, and tensed whenever a particularly large wave rocked the ship.
Jessie found herself jumping and tensing with them. She couldn�t help it. She felt more curious than scared, but their wariness spread to her. Mido was preparing sandwiches beside her like he was waiting for Dyne to yell for them to rush up on deck. He kept glancing down the hallway. Jessie worked slowly as she spread mayo over slice after slice of bread, and kept the coffee pot full. As soon as they ate up, those willing to venture into the cave, including herself, would board the kernels and pay Amphitrite�the Amphitrite�a visit.
Despite her dream, despite her ability to commune with aquatic creatures, and despite all she�d seen, it was still hard to believe they were actually going to meet a real divine being. Dealing with cursed humans and quasi-children was one thing. Confirming the existence of beings greater than mortals was another. But she knew without a doubt that Amphitrite was real, and really a goddess. �I can hardly believe we�re really going to meet her in person.�
�Yeah,� he said as he started layering chopped romaine on the condiment-covered half of the grid of slices. �I�m both nervous and curious.�
�It seems unreal. After all that�s happened in this world, you�d never expect to physically approach a divine being.�
�Maybe she�s not a divine being. Maybe it�s just another supernatural person.� Mido went back for another bowlful of romaine.
�It�s possible.�
�I�m just not sure what to think. I know what Captain�s said, but since I haven�t experienced anything firsthand, I have a hard time taking anything at face value.�
�I can tell a fish to come up and kiss you,� Jessie said. �Maybe you�ll believe in the existence of gods then.� Mido smiled. �I can understand your doubts. I�d probably feel the same if I hadn�t had that dream that led me to break into Dyne�s container. It�s something you have to experience yourself, otherwise you have to have faith that Captain and I are telling the truth.�
�You�re divine to me.�
�As you are to me.� These last two months had been the best two months of her entire life. No exaggerations. They�d managed to contain their cravings for each other to time spent on land. Almost entirely. They�d gave in to their bodily passions once after Ed and Ted purposely shut them in the engine room, another in the cargo hold after practicing sparring with the punching bag, and a third after a salsa lesson on deck. At least they�d managed to keep their clothes on before hiding in a Sauna-free pantry.
Mido gave her a kiss then lost his smile. He started layering cheese on top of the plain bread slices. �What�s she like? What makes you believe she�s really a goddess?�
Jessie followed his cheese with tomato and onion on top of the romaine. �Her presence.� She filed through her memory of the dream. �There was something breathtaking about her. You could just feel her� divine energy. I�m not sure how to describe it. It�s like trying to describe the color blue. I think you�re not going to understand until you feel her energy for yourself.�
�An energy that feels greater than human? Like we�re unworthy little creatures in her eyes?�
�Yes to the first and definitely no to the second.� Jessie joined Mido at the cutting board and scooped two handfuls of diced grilled chicken. �Well, I felt like her plaything when she had me break into the container, but it wasn�t a derogatory feeling. I felt like this fascinating and cherished object to her, like you and your body are to me. There�s a similar respect and love I felt towards me that I feel towards you.�
�Maybe that�s because you�re her avatar? Captain doesn�t hold her in high regard.�
�Those are good points. You could be right.� She went back for more chicken. �But� think it out. She made an effort to save his life and he spit it in her face.�
�She didn�t have to curse him for it.�
�No. His punishment seems to dwarf the crime.� Hundreds of years of enduring a curse for a heavy insult and lack of gratitude? That seemed a bit much. Unless� �Mido, maybe we don�t know the whole story.�
Mido paused in patting down his fistful of chicken.
�I could be wrong.�
�You could be right.�
�And if I am, what do I do? March right up to him and ask for the rest of the story?�
He thought a moment. �Let�s just see what happens in the cave. If things don�t go well, then you�ll have to ask.� He began topping off the sandwiches with their counterparts and squishing them down.
�What if I need to ask him before we go?� She went back for more chicken to complete the remaining sandwiches.
�Then do it. I personally wouldn�t feel comfortable. It�s not my place to prod for information.�
�How much do you actually know about him?�
�Not a whole lot,� Mido admitted. �We get stories out of him now and then but usually he�s pretty tight-lipped. He�s more of a listener.�
�Do you think he�ll talk if I try?� She began helping complete the sandwiches.
�Maybe one-on-one. I don�t know. I�ve never tried. I�m just the cook.�
�A wonderful, handsome cook.� That got a smile out of him and another kiss.
�Surpassed only by your beauty, inside and out.� They kissed some more, mouths wide and tongues dancing with each other until Mido slowly pulled away. He looked at his tented pants. �Okay, no more of that,� he said reluctantly.
�Sorry,� Jessie said without meaning her words.
�It�s all good.� After a few calming breaths, he picked out a chef knife from the knife block and began cutting the sandwiches in half. �You just have that effect on me. I�m not complaining. I�d enjoy the distraction from thinking about the cave, but obviously now�s not a good time.�
�No,� she agreed unhappily. �Are you scared?� She already knew the answer. She just wanted him to say it.
�Terrified, to be honest. Captain�s made it sound like we all might die.�
�Yeah. I�m pretty scared, too, but I�m determined to help.�
�Me, too. I�ve been part of this crew only ten years and I�m ready to see his curse lifted. He usually takes it well but there are days you can tell he�s suffering. Usually it�s after a lockdown. He gets these distant gazes where he looks like he�s at his wits� end, but he never complains; just snaps at us to leave him alone if we try to get him to talk. So yeah, we leave him alone and I make him his favorite meals to help him feel better.�
�So that�s why you always make quiche after every lockdown.�
�Yep.� They began stacking the sandwiches into piles on two plates. �The real toll his curse takes is when we lose crew mates. It hurts all of us but Captain gets this look of �not again� after every funeral.�
�How many funerals have you been to?�
�Two.�
�Ouch. I�m sorry to hear.�
�I don�t even wanna know how many he�s seen.�
They carefully finished loading the plates, then brought them to the table. �I�ll try talking to Captain before we head to the cave. The worst he can do is get mad, right?�
�I guess so. He needs you to go with him, so he can�t ban you from going.�
* * *
The crew steadily worked through their sandwiches, coffee, and bananas. The usual grab-fest never took place. They just reached in and set food on their plates like they were just eating out of habit. The dessert of raspberry squares lightened everyone�s mood a bit but then O�Toole dragged it back down by standing next to Dyne, whimpering and pawing at him almost nonstop. The captain pushed him away and snapped at him to stop, but O�Toole�s eyes watered and he starting tugging on his jacket until Dyne had Mido shut him in the cargo hold. When Mido returned to the galley, he had scratch marks on one arm. He wiped them clean with a wetted towel, then went back to handing out dessert.
�Usually he calms down if we put him in there,� Mido said to Jessie. �But this time he freaked out. He has to know something�s up.�
�Big surprise,� Sam said sarcastically. �He�ll calm down soon enough. I�ll keep watch over him while you�re all in the cave.�
Dyne grunted, then took another big bite of raspberry square and got up. �I�ll be in the wheelhouse.� He trudged off.
Jessie put down her sandwich and gave Mido a meaningful look. �Wish me luck,� she whispered.
He leaned in to give her a kiss but stopped himself and glanced at the full table. �Good luck,� he whispered back.
Jessie snuck off with the rest of the crew watching her. She ignored them. They could ask Mido if they were curious enough. She had a curse to help lift. She climbed the stairs to the hatch as it closed, counted to twenty, then pushed it open and carefully closed it behind her with little noise, and hurried up to the wheelhouse. A beautiful view of Australia�s sandy coast greeted her on one side. An expansive ocean with one huge tortoise shell-shaped mound of rock jutted out on the other. Jessie politely knocked on the door. Dyne jumped and spun around, then tensed at the sight of her. He hesitated before sliding off the chair and opening the door only wide enough for them to speak.
�Can I help you?� he said, his poker face doing a poor job of hiding a frown.
�I just wanted to talk a minute before we head out.� She inched closer to the door, hoping to encourage him to open up.
�About?�
She lowered her gaze to their boots. No wonder Mido knew so little. It felt like she was breaking a rule trying to ask him questions about himself. He looked ready to let his temper flare at the slightest provocation. However, she�d come this far, so there was no point in backing out now. �You and your curse.�
The door parted a few more inches. �You�re not having second thoughts at the last minute, are you?� Fear crept into his voice.
She looked up. �No! Quite the opposite. I was just�� she didn�t want to bring Mido into it, so she revised the truth a bit ��thinking things out. Did you tell me everything?�
�About my curse? Yes.�
�But the punishment doesn�t seem to fit the crime.�
Dyne gave her a flat, distant glare and began closing the door. �In her eyes it does.�
Jessie stuck a boot in the doorway and braced a hand on the door. �There has to be more to this. I can�t help you if I don�t know.�
He glanced at her boot. �There is more but it�s not exactly curse-related. Now go finish your lunch.� He kicked the steel toe of her boot out of the way and closed and locked the door.
She stared in open-mouthed disbelief as Dyne plopped back into his chair and resumed staring at the rock. His blatant refusal of her help got under her skin. She tried the door, even though she�d heard the lock click in place. The door only rattled. She knocked on it, insistently this time. �Come on. Just tell me.� He didn�t so much as flinch. �I�m here to help you, Dyne!� He thrust up a hand like he�d meant to flip her off but all five fingers pointed upwards. She paused, confused, then thought of the moment when she�d rapped her knuckles on his lockdown container. Wondering if her hunch was correct, she turned around just in time to get a faceful of sea water. She flinched, then held still to contain her anger as water dripped off her chin and down her front. She wiped her face then glared at Dyne�s profile. �Come on!� She slapped the door, making it rattle. �Amphitrite herself sent me to help you and you�re just gonna ignore me? She explicitly told you through me to tell me everything I need to know! Why are you coming down with a case of stupid at such a horrible time?� Hopefully using his own words would work in her favor.
Dyne surged out of his chair, stormed over, and slapped the door as he wrenched the window open. His glare made Jessie back away and her anger evaporate. He leaned forward and spoke in a flat voice full of fury. �I slept with her daughter! That�s the rest of it! You happy?�
Jessie�s head spun as her brain tried to process the information. A bitterness that wasn�t her own rose in her chest. No wonder Amphitrite was so mad. But� when did all that happen, and how? Dyne looked ready to burst into his demon form and start tearing up his own ship. His skin wasn�t turning any colors, but she swore she could sense his demon form was close to breaking out of its shell. It was like getting a gut feeling about someone that made her uncomfortable. Even with all her fear and uneasiness, she returned his glare with a gaze she hoped broadcasted the questions she feared would further piss him off.
The threat of his demon form receded from her awareness and Dyne threw his hands up in surrender. He returned to his chair and scowled at her with his arms folded in front of him.
Jessie cautiously approached the open window. �How did you manage that?� She cringed in anticipation of another angry outburst.
He heaved a sigh through his nose. �I have a lockdown container for reasons other than avoiding all light sources for five days and nights. There�s a reason I didn�t want Rammus opening the door, even after I transformed.� He shook his head and sighed again. �If I transform by my own choice, I�m fine. But if it�s not by my own choice, even if I purposely expose myself to light, the primal side of human nature takes over all rational thought, but only if I see the ocean.� He began anxiously bouncing a leg. �The very first month of my curse, I transformed and had this overwhelming need to go to where the water gods live. Don�t ask where. I found it only on instinct and I can find and reach it only in demon form.
�Anyway, when I got there, Amphitrite�s daughter, Rhode, intercepted me before I could find her mother. She redirected my primal urges to her, and then I did nothing but eat, sleep, and fuck a goddess for the next three months.
�The first month I was at the mercy of my curse, but the next two felt like revenge. Rhode regarded me as a fascinating and pleasurable creature, but she enjoyed keeping me around and did nothing to dissuade me from using her as a form of revenge. Her mother got real pissed when she found out, and even tried to kill me, but Rhode helped me escape the underwater palace.� Dyne got up and calmly approached the window, arms still folded. His voice came out softer, full of longing. �Rhode�s the one who taught me how to keep my curse under control. She also showed me mercy and compassion by redirecting the ketos�s uncontrollable instincts onto her. Letting me reach her mother in that state would�ve been one of the most humiliating things to ever happen to me.�
�Then maybe we need to see her instead for help.�
�She�s not the one who cursed me,� Dyne said unhappily. �She already tried to lift it. Besides, her mother has kept us apart ever since.�
Jessie couldn�t help but furrow her brows.
He narrowed his eyes. �What?�
�She sounds� jealous. Can gods get jealous?�
�They have every human emotion, flaw, and virtue. They�re not like us; we�re like them.�
�Think about everything you told me. She obviously wanted to keep the curse between you and her, but then her daughter got involved and Amphitrite lost it. Her behavior screams of jealousy.�
�That�s amusing and all but what am I supposed to do about a jealous goddess?�
�I have no idea. What I do know is that we need to go see her. That�s all there is left for now. I finally know everything she wants me to know.�
�Are you sure?�
�Yes,� she said with a nod. �I feel her moods when I�m interacting with you. I didn�t quite get what I was feeling until some point after the lockdown I interrupted. Right now she�s eagerly anticipating our visit.�
�I�m bursting with joy,� he said sarcastically. �Is there anything else, or can I go back to thinking?�
�You can go back to thinking. Just don�t forget I�m here to help you.� She took a step back from the window.
�I know. I�m just tired of people dying while they try to help me.�
�I accepted the consequences long ago.�
�Well then, if that�s how you feel, then go finish your lunch and bring me up another raspberry square.�
Jessie brightened at the request. �Oh, you liked those, huh?�
�You made them?� He frowned, as if he�d been caught indirectly complimenting the wrong person�s cooking. �You weren�t supposed to turn into my secondary cook, you know.�
�Just making myself useful between bodyguard duties, Captain.�
�Yeah, yeah. Now shoo.� He waved her off.

Chapter 25
Rejected

Jessie�s light mood from the indirect pastry compliment spread throughout the galley. The rest of the crew started conversing, smiling, and even joking a bit while she and Mido washed dishes and cleaned up the place. Sadly, all that came to an abrupt end when Dyne called all participating crew members to the kernels.
�Everyone who�s going, head on up. Everyone who�s staying, sit tight. Give us no more than eight hours. If we don�t return by then, assume the worst and sail away. I�ll find my ship sooner or later and return with whomever I�m able to keep alive.�
The crew woodenly left the table and filed onto the deck. Ed, Ted, Jessie, Mido, and Jacobi gathered before Dyne at the stern. Sauna wanted to come but he had to stay behind since he was the least-skilled fighter of the three techies. His duty was to keep the engine running. Scully wanted to come but his face was still healing, and he was out of shape after all that bed rest. Cancer stayed behind to keep his medical skills at the ready. Rammus and Sam stayed behind to help guard the Pertinacious.
�Alright, listen up,� Dyne said. Jessie and the others formed a semi-circle and gave him their full attention. �There will be either a little bit or a lot a bit of talking between her and I. Just pick a spot to stand or sit and don�t move from it. And do not talk unless she prompts you to. Otherwise just stay there and be ready to run at a moment�s notice. Got it?�
They all said they got it, then Ed said, �So why exactly are you letting us tag along?�
�You don�t have to come but you all insisted on not letting Jessie and I go by ourselves. If you�re having second thoughts, I won�t look down on any of you for staying.�
�I�m still going. I just wanted to know if we could be helpful in more ways than staying quiet.�
Dyne gave him a measuring look. �Help me maintain a link to the rest of humanity.� Ed blinked. �Even right now she�s subtly pressing me to transform. The effort�s halfhearted but she�ll keep pressing harder the longer this visit lasts. Having all of you around gives me motivation to resist. If I went alone, I�d probably give in within minutes. You�re all my morale support.�
�Is that why she�s killed others who�ve gone with you in the past?�
�No.� His gaze fell to the deck. �She�s the sea. She takes lives as she sees fit. This is your last chance to stay.� He looked at each of them in turn. None of them moved. He nodded, an act full of relief and gratitude. �Let�s go.�
They descended the stern ladder to the kernels, one at a time, then pushed away and headed for the giant dome of a rock several hundred yards out to sea. The swells helped pull them closer and the water stayed shallow enough to see the sandy bottom all the way to the rock. They circumvented it until they found a gaping opening leading them in. They motored up close to ankle-deep water, then dragged the kernels onto the rock and washed-up sand.
The cave entrance looked like it should�ve had thousands of bats flying and hanging around, but no guano blanketed the floor. Fish bones and crustacean shells littered tide pools, and there was a smooth path wide enough for them to walk single file deeper inside. A battery-powered lantern in hand, Dyne led the way with Jessie right behind him. Mido followed her with Ed and Ted behind him, and Jacobi bringing up the rear with a second lantern, all of them unarmed. Not even sparring gloves. Jessie felt a bit vulnerable without them but what weapon could any of them use to fight the wrath of the sea?
They�d helped train and condition Jessie between deliveries, once they were all healed up enough. She�d tried the sword but it just wouldn�t click. On top of that, it made her wrist incredibly sore. Instead they focused on making her fists deadly, which felt like second nature. She began to hold her own against most of them. She often got trumped by their brute strength, but she slowly learned their fighting styles, except Jacobi�s, and began sneaking inside their defenses more and more often.
Jacobi refused to fight her, much less talk to her. He�d explained to Captain that he�d rather have nothing to do with her if he needed to tolerate her company on board indefinitely. That was perfectly fine with her. He didn�t insult or threaten her; however, she could see it in his pale eyes that he wanted to. So long as he kept his thoughts to himself, she wasn�t gonna complain.

The cave ceiling lowered and the walls gradually closed in as they wended farther inside, making the passage claustrophobic. Dyne walked on unfazed, even when he had to sidestep to squeeze through a bottleneck. Jessie�s breasts brushed the wall when she passed through. Mido, Ed, and Ted squeezed through with just a few small scratches. Jacobi contemplated the bottleneck, then he pivoted his broad frame, sucked in his breath, and inched through like he was trying to not touch he walls, then got stuck halfway through. He puffed up his sculpted chest as he groped for a handhold, but his torso moved as much as a bolted down skipper chair. He tried pushing himself in reverse.
�Captain, I�m stuck!� Jacobi went wild-eyed as he used all four limbs to try and free himself. His face reddened.
Dyne calmly turned around and walked up to him. �Ed. Ted. Grab his arm.� The two techies came over and wrapped their hands around his forearm. Jacobi clutched Ted�s forearm. The captain said, �You: exhale, stupid.�
Jacobi continued to take in shallow gulps of air. He stopped struggling and focused on his breathing, then shook his head. �Captain, I can�t��
�Just do it!� Jacobi tried to protest. �Shut up. Inhale. Hold your breath a sec, then exhale and hold it again.� Dyne backed up a bit, giving the techies more room in the modestly wider portion of the bottleneck.
Jacobi panted and writhed, then finally took a shallow breath, held it, then exhaled. Ed and Ted yanked, and his broad chest popped free. The three of them staggered and almost fell but caught their balance after Dyne sidestepped out of the way.
Dyne waved for the techies to give Jacobi space, who lifted his shirt, revealing a collection of horizontal scratches all over his chest and abs. The captain shoved his hands in his pockets. �Get your head back on straight. I�ll dismiss you to the ship right now if you can�t keep your cool just trying to get through a narrow passage.�
Jacobi lowered his shirt and patted down his front. �Sorry, Captain.�
�It better not happen again.�
�It won�t.�
Dyne studied Jacobi as his cargo pusher worked on getting his breathing under control. �Is your head back on straight now?�
�Yes, Captain. I�m good.�
�I hope so.� He took the lead and resumed walking. �We�re all about to face scarier things than a little claustrophobia. You�re gonna die if you�re that jumpy.�
They resumed following Captain, their footsteps echoing off the walls, which began to grow covered in beads of sweat. The smell of salt water dominated the musty air and the whole energy of the cave shifted from mundane to tense. Something about the cave felt alive and aware, as if the walls were grinning where their lantern light didn�t touch. The cave felt dangerous, like the time Jessie had snuck into the lockdown container. And just like before, she felt powerless to steer away from danger. She felt a desire to walk right into it.
�Does anyone else feel that?� Ted said.
�The shift in the cave�s atmosphere?� Ed said.
�Yeah.�
�Every time we turn a corner, I keep expecting something to jump out at us.�
�Me, too,� Mido said, eyeing the shadowy walls.
�That�s normal,� Dyne said.
�I feel like it would be smarter to turn back,� Ed said, �but I can�t seem to help but want to go forward.�
�I�m not backing out after coming this far,� Jacobi said.
�Oh, neither are we,� Ted said. �Ed was just saying.�
�Yeah,� Ed said. �I just wanted to know if I wasn�t the only one.�
Dyne stopped walking and they all came to a halt. �Fair warning: none of us stand a chance against her. If she wants something, she will get it. Don�t pick a fight with her. You will lose.� He faced them, his face dead serious. �The will of us mere mortals can�t contend with the will of a god. I know I explained that you�re all here to help me fight transforming, but if she really wants me to, there�s nothing I can do to stop it. Keep that in mind if any stupid ideas pop into your heads.�
�That�s bullshit,� Jacobi said.
�Yep.� Dyne adjusted his grip on his lantern and resumed walking. They traversed a few more turns and the path suddenly opened up into a vaulted chamber big enough to encase the Pertinacious. The path wound through a long strip of uneven rock to a smooth shore cradling the lip of a huge pool of undisturbed water. The chamber was lit from an underwater source, casting a shimmering spiderweb of light lines all over the walls and ceiling. The shimmering light bounced off spaced mirrors, guiding light beams all along the ceiling and to one large dome at the apex, bathing the massive pool in ample light. Thousands of fireflies danced near the water�s surface.
�Well this cave looks rather normal,� Ed whispered.
�Minus the light coming from underwater,� Ted added.
Dyne said, �Don�t complain or you�ll get more than you bargained for. Now stay behind me.� He waved for them to keep some distance, then approached the water�s edge and told them to stand in row on the shore. They lined up, facing the water, and Jessie�s heart began to pound. The cave looked deserted but her gut insisted they weren�t alone. She took Mido�s hand for comfort.
Dyne held up his hands like a musical conductor, then spread his arms and raised them. The fireflies retreated to the pool�s fringes as the water began to swirl like a whirlpool. Two opposing bands of water twirled and rose high over their heads like hair caught in a sudden wind. He lowered his arms and the bands fell back into the stilling water, yet the fireflies remained along the edges.
The pond�s surface began to swell in the center. A column of water rose up and up, almost� all the way to the ceiling, then morphed into a head, shoulders, the outline of arms, hips, and the length of a toga. Skin tones and white cloth colored the water, along with dark curls of hair that fell to the hips. Dark eyes just like Jessie�s, but probably just as big as her if she curled into a ball, looked down at them with interest. Full lips curled into a smile, a gold band crowned her head, and a bigger matching band cinching her toga just under her breasts, which were barely contained inside her toga. She had to be at least a hundred feet tall, yet gorgeous, intimidating, and dangerous.
Amphitrite�s sensual voice filled the entire chamber. �Welcome back, Dyne Lavere. It has most certainly been too long.�
�Madam.� Dyne bowed politely with his arms glued to his sides. �I�ve returned in hopes that you�ll lift my curse.�
She let out a playful laugh. �So direct. We will get to that soon enough. Let us dine together so we may discuss such things on a full stomach. And please, have your friends join us.�
Jessie and the others looked at each other with worry. The fact that they�d just eaten meant nothing. They were supposed to remain quiet observes; not participants.
Dyne glanced over his shoulder and spoke in a low voice. �Do. Not. Refuse.�
Amphitrite closed her eyes and tilted her head back, showing a beautiful swan neck. Her giant form shimmered and became water, then splashed into the pool. In its place stood a smaller goddess, but still larger than life. She spread her slender arms and the water stilled and flattened, then walked across the surface as if it was solid, her hips swaying with sex appeal, and sweet toes peeking out with every step. Jessie felt like an ugly, clumsy duckling in the goddess�s presence. She couldn�t manage a strut like that, at least not in boots. Amphitrite stopped a few feet from short, towering over them at, Jessie guessed, ten feet tall. The matching gold bands were carved into the likeness of leaping dolphins.
Amphitrite studied Jessie with interest before addressing Dyne. �I think you and your friends will find my accommodations exquisite.� She held out a perfect arm towards the pool�s center. A round table with curved legs, made either out of glass or pure ice, rose out of the water, along with seven matching chairs, one of them twice as big as the rest. �Come. Sit.� Amphitrite clasped her hands together over her flat stomach.
Dyne turned to his crew and gestured with his head towards the impossible-to-reach table. He began heading towards it but Amphitrite�s voice stopped him mid-stride.
�But not you,� she said casually. �You will wait on all of us.�
His shoulders tensed as he absorbed her words, and then his posture deflated. �Yes, madam.� She frowned and he wrapped his arms over his stomach with a grunt. It was the same posture from when he�s fought off transforming in Revivre.
Jessie wanted to run over and hold him, and whisper words of encouragement.
�What are you doing to him?� Jacobi yelled, taking a step forward.
His back to them, Dyne spoke in a tight voice. �What did I say about talking out of turn?�
A whisper of a �but� escaped Jacobi�s lips but he fell silent and stepped back.
Amphitrite stepped ashore and crossed to Jacobi. Even though he was a mountain of bronzed muscle, he looked like a bulky child next to her. Ed and Ted shied away as Jacobi bravely held his ground. She said, �Your decision to bring this one is questionable.�
Dyne said, �He insisted on coming. I wasn�t gonna argue. Besides, you like the feisty type.� He grunted again and doubled over as the goddess�s frown deepened.
�Captain!� Ed and Ted exclaimed, then clamped their hands over their mouths. They went wide-eyed and backed away as they gave the goddess pleading looks.
She only smiled at them, but frowned when she faced Jacobi again. �You have a lot of gall showing up here, Jacobi Momoa. I will give you a chance to redeem yourself later.� She headed to the table with sensual grace and stopped behind the largest chair, facing them.
Dyne slowly straightened up, taking a few deep, rejuvenating breaths, then turned around. �Jacobi, what the hell did you do to piss her off?� Jacobi shrugged. The captain gave him a hard look, conveying that he didn�t believe him, then waved for all of them to follow. He marched across the water without hesitation, the water holding him up as if it was solid. When he realized no one was following, he turned back around. �You�re not gonna sink. Now hurry up.�
Jessie and the others approached the shore, she with a death grip on Mido�s hand. They tentatively touched the water with their toes. It felt like a stone floor, yet the water rippled as if a raindrop had touched its surface. The six of them headed for the table, slowly at first, then built up to a normal walk as confidence in the terrain grew. Jessie�s fears eased until she noticed the sea creatures teeming below them.
There had to be hundreds circling the depths like a school of sharks. They swam like lizards and frogs, and many rose close to the surface to investigate her. She clung to Mido�s arm, wanting to jump onto his back so her feet wouldn�t be touching the water. �Go away,� she whispered. The ones nearest her left, only to be replaced by a dozen more. �You, too.� The second wave left, only to be replaced by even more. Her eyes stung with tears.
�Don�t fear them, child,� Amphitrite said in a soothing voice. �They�re harmless.�
Jessie waited for the goddess to add �for now� but the words never came. She didn�t like this one bit. She could clearly commune with them but her powers felt useless in the face of so many monsters. If their hostess decided to lift whatever spell making it possible to walk on water, they were all dead. The table was in the middle of the infested pool.
Dyne reached the chair on Amphitrite�s right, took off his coat, and draped it over the chair back. He waved Jessie over and pulled out the chair on the goddess�s left.
Jessie regarded the monsters with one more fearful gaze, then did her best to ignore them as she sat in her chair and let Dyne help her scoot closer to the table, which felt like glass. Her feet couldn�t quite touch the faux ground but her chair held her up at just the right height for eating. Dyne seated Mido beside Jessie, and then Jacobi. He seated Ed and Ted on the other side, then helped Amphitrite into her chair without any apparent difficulty, even though the chair was taller than him. He awaited further instruction by his own, looking at her with a mix of humiliation and rage. Clutching his chair, he doubled over with a grunt.
�You will look upon me with more respect,� Amphitrite said with a serious gaze, then her features softened and the captain regained his composure. �Now bring us wine and food. We are famished. And serve the wine with a flourish.�
Jessie caught a glimpse of a pleading gaze before Dyne bowed his head.
�Yes, madam.�
Several monsters behind Amphitrite broke the surface, bearing trays of wine, glasses, and bowls that looked like they were made out of seaweed. Using his powers, Dyne used ropes of water to set a glass in front of each of them. The deft control impressed Jessie. She had a passing thought about how it must be fun to be able to do that all the time, but the peril of their situation, along with the captain�s humiliation, cut the enjoyment short. She kept covertly glancing at their swimming company just a few feet below, and going on for dozens of feet until the water grew too dark see into.
Dyne took the jug of wine from a creature that looked like a hybrid of crocodile and frog, then he cradled the jug in one arm and sent its contents into the air over the table. He molded the fluctuating golden fluid into an octopus, stretched its arms into their glasses and filled them halfway, then redirected the extra wine back into the jug and set it on the table. He accepted a golden tray with eight golden plates and served everyone their steaming meal. He avoided eye contact with all of them as he set their plates on the chest-high table.
�Now you may join us, Dyne Lavere,� Amphitrite said.
Dyne handed over the tray to two monsters and took his seat, his gaze downcast.
Amphitrite helped herself to some wine and the rest of them began pecking at their food. They had some sort of seafood soup with hearty clam chunks, and some diced vegetables Jessie couldn�t identify. Normally she couldn�t stand just the thought of eating seafood, since she could commune with everything that swam, but she and the rest of the crew mopped their bowls with a soft brown bread with flaky crust. Soon Dyne had to fill their glasses again. He sent golden dolphins leaping out of the jug and into their glasses, one at a time.
�You�re very creative,� Amphitrite said with open admiration. �You could almost say I�ve given you a gift, instead of a curse.�
Dyne pointedly stared at his plate, his flaring nostrils betraying his neutral gaze.
The goddess sat there and lapped up his misery. �You�ve worked so hard to tap into your powers as little as possible, even though we both know they give you a certain thrill. Even the power of the ketos.�
Dyne clenched his jaws and strangled his spoon in a fist, then shoved his food in his mouth.
�Such a pity,� she said, still smiling, then faced Jessie. �My sweet avatar, you�ve been through quite a bit, yet you�ve grown stronger than your tribulations. I�d expect nothing less from any of my avatars.�
�Yes, ma�am,� she said in a small voice.
�Fear me not, child,� she said, caressing Jessie�s cheek with a slender hand bigger than her head. Jessie tensed but remained still. �I cherish you like one of my children. You�re precious to me.�
She bowed her head. �Thank you.� What else could she say? She didn�t know whether or not to believe her. Amphitrite most certainly cared about what happened to her, but Jessie didn�t feel one drop of daughterly love towards her. Mido slipped a hand in hers under the table. He gave her a reassuring squeeze. However, his eyes were glazed over with a dreamy look that didn�t feel intended for her.
�Those who wronged you so now rest in eternal sleep at the bottom of my sea and in the bellies of my creatures. They have reaped the rewards for their actions.�
Jessie nodded, intimidated by the satisfaction in the goddess�s voice. As glad as she was to know Tethys and the others would never rape another woman, so much death overwhelmed her. It wasn�t how she would�ve gone about resolving things.
�This news doesn�t please you?�
�It does and it doesn�t.� Jessie met Amphitrite�s searching gaze. She felt like a child in the goddess�s eyes, and inferior to her beauty. �I�m really thankful they can�t harm anyone else. It�s just� the��
�The means to the ends, my child? The price is always high for testing my wrath. But the reward for respecting me is just as great.� She turned to Mido. �You, Mido Robustelli,� Amphitrite said in a sensual voice, �he who loves my avatar. Rise for me.�
Mido�s hold on Jessie�s hand went slack. He slid off his chair and approached Amphitrite�s outstretched hand. She flashed him a winsome smile that worried Jessie. Dyne had mentioned that crew members had been seduced by the goddess before. Distant cackling drifted up from the water.
�You are pleasing in more ways than one.�
Mido kissed her hand, then respectfully stepped back.
�You have loved and protected my avatar unconditionally. I thank you for your chivalry.� She tilted her head, making her waist-length hair frame her voluptuous breasts. Mido�s blue eyes were fixated on them. Jessie almost hopped off her chair to smack him, but decided against it. �You�re quite pleasing to the eye.� The goddess cast a sidelong glance at Jessie. �And the body.� She leaned closer to Mido and delicately held his face in both perfect hands, examining him. He just stood there, transfixed. �How I would enjoy experiencing you for myself.�
Jessie�s jaw dropped as she watched Amphitrite put a finger under Mido�s chin. She rose from her chair and lifted his chin. His body swelled and expanded, clothes and all, until he stood taller than Amphitrite. She let go and he ran a hand through her curly hair. His arms were huge, thicker than Jessie�s body, and his chest was too broad to fit in a normal doorway. He looked upon the goddess as he always had with Jessie.
Amphitrite pressed her body to his and traced his physique with a finger, gradually working her way along his arms and chest. Jessie turned to Dyne for guidance but he and the others watched the seduction in abject horror. The captain gave her the slightest shake of his head, warning her to not interfere, but when Amphitrite slipped a finger under Mido�s belt� �He�s mine!� Jessie hopped off her chair and pushed at one of Mido�s legs, which were as big as her. She stood between the giants and pressed her back to Mido. She�d rather die fighting for him than live her whole life with the memory of having given him up so quietly.
Amphitrite backed off a little, not enough for Jessie�s liking, but at least the goddess looked at her with wide-eyed shock. For a moment Jessie wondered if she really was about to die for this, but then the goddess softened into a bemused smile. She let go of his belt. �Of course, child. I shall let it be so.�
Mido blinked a few times, looked at Amphitrite as if for the first time, then went wide-eyed when he noticed Jessie leaning against his leg. His gaze shot back to Amphitrite. �Is this reversible? I�I don�t mean to be rude but��
Amphitrite leaned in and kissed him on the lips. He froze, and then he started shrinking back to normal as she pulled away, a satisfied smile on her face. She returned to her seat, then, once Mido was back to his normal tallness, gestured for them to do the same.
He wiped his mouth with a forearm. �That was weird,� he whispered as they climbed back into their chairs. �Kinda cool to be that tall but still weird.�
�I like you better at this height,� Jessie said. While his giant muscles had been impressive, there was no way things would work if he was over ten feet tall.
�I�ll have to find another champion another day,� Amphitrite said. Her gaze fell on Jacobi. �Or perhaps this bronzed specimen of masculine perfection could do. After an attitude adjustment.�
�Please don�t!� Dyne blurted. He gripped the edge of the table so hard his fingers were white. �Please.�
Amphitrite took a sip of wine. �Sine you asked nicely, I�ll give you a choice.� She set her glass down and held up a finger. �One: let me claim him and I�ll forgive his wrongdoings. No strings attached.� She held up a second finger. �Or two: keep him and accept his punishment for what he did to my avatar.�
Dyne rounded on Jessie. �Why didn�t you say anything?�
She cringed. �I didn�t want the crew hating each other because of me.�
Jacobi said, �I didn�t do anything to her!�
Amphitrite spoke in a deep throaty voice that filled the whole cavern. �Liar!�� The vehement conviction made goose bumps form all over Jessie�s skin. The rest of the crew froze.
�Never try to lie to me again.�
Jessie glanced at the water. The croco-frog things were concentrated near Jacobi�s end of the table and so close to the surface that their swimming created v�s in the surface. She gasped. �Please don�t hurt him! He never touched me. Besides, I already got even with him.�
�You have, child. But I haven�t.� She put her elbows on the table and rested her chin on interlaced fingers.
Dyne said, �Jessie, what did he do to you?�
�I never touched her!� Jacobi yelled.
�Words cut deeper than swords,� Amphitrite said.
All the men looked at Jessie expectantly. Mido, Dyne, and Jacobi were angry. The other two were confused. She heaved a resigned sigh. �He threatened to rape me if I didn�t leave Mido and the Pertinacious.� A pregnant silence followed.
�You fool,� Dyne said.
Mido tensed, his muscles taut with fury and glare fixed on Jacobi. �You�� he muttered under his breath. Jessie put a hand on his arm. Now would be a horrible time to start fighting among each other. Mido ignored her touch.
�Choose wisely,� Amphitrite said. �I recommend letting me take him. You never ever treat a lady so poorly, avatar or not, especially after learning that others have done worse than threats. He is fully deserving of my scorn.�
Jacobi looked at the goddess. �I don�t wanna be her pet.�
�I think we have reached a decision,� Dyne said unhappily.
�So be it.� Amphitrite waved a hand and the chair Jacobi sat on turned to water. He fell and, instead of hitting a solid surface, splashed into the pool. The aquatic monsters swarmed him.
Dyne jumped out of his chair, ran to Jacobi, and pulled him out before the monsters could drag him under. Dyne used his command over water to slap and bat them away. Arms and webbed hands retreated back under the surface and Dyne dragged Jacobi back onto solid water. Amphitrite watched, her face a flat glare.
�We�re here to discuss lifting my curse,� Dyne said. �Punish him on your own time.�
Her eyes narrowed to feral slits. �You grow too bold, Dyne Lavere.�
Dyne let go and dropped to his knees, clutching his stomach and groaning. Ed, Ted, and Mido jumped off their chairs and rushed to him. The techies wrapped him in a group hug and urged him to fight the transformation. Mido put a hand on the captain�s back.
Jessie glanced at the goddess, then slid off her chair and ran to Dyne. �Please don�t do this!� she said to Amphitrite, who looked down at her with a glare full of pity.
The water monsters swam like piranhas in a feeding frenzy. They began chanting the word �demon.� Jessie kneeled before Dyne, at a loss for what to do.
Amphitrite stood and waved a hand. The chairs, table, and everything on it seeped back into the pool like a sinking ship. She crossed the water to them and ran a finger along the line of Dyne�s jaw. Her features softened, until she let go and straightened up. �Over two hundred years later you haven�t changed one bit.�
Dyne raised his head with an air of defiance. �Neither have you.�
�Because I�m still waiting for you.�
�Waiting for what? For me to lift my curse? I don�t��
�No. That�s not it at all.�
�Then enlighten me.�
�You really can�t tell?�
�If I could, I wouldn�t be cursed anymore.�
Amphitrite closed her eyes and let out an anger-releasing sigh. Her eyes were full of hurt but her frown was full of anger. �The food I serve you doesn�t give you any clue?�
�Not when you make me serve it like that every time.�
�My attire gives you no clues?�
Dyne�s glare lowered to Amphitrite�s breasts. �Love the view and nothing else.�
She took a step forward, outrage sharpening her features. �And all the wonderful times in bed we�ve had together? Did they bring you no joy?�
�They weren�t voluntary. You know that. My romp with your daughter, however� now that was the best I�ve ever had.�
A murderous look flashed across the goddess�s face before regaining composure. �I never had to save your life that day, but I did. I wanted to, needed to. The sea captures many hearts but sometimes mortal souls capture mine back. I love you, Dyne Lavere. I�ve been in love with you all this time.�
Jessie could and couldn�t believe her ears. It all made sense, the jealousy and everything. She just hadn�t expected to be right.
Dyne gave her a look of horrified disbelief. �You�ve toyed with me, humiliated me, and have been the indirect reason I�ve suffered through the loss of so many people I�ve cared about. You think I�d fall in love with you after putting me through all that?�
�The divine are not infallible. However, I saved your life long ago. I gave you the opportunity to enjoy many more years at sea. My sea. Instead, you taunted me, insulted me, and spat my act of kindness that night in my face.� She took a step closer. �Yet you look upon the sea with love, awe, and admiration every day. How can you say you don�t love me?�
Jessie whispered to Dyne, �What if you gave her a chance?� He gave her a look of abject horror. �She�s a beautiful goddess we mere mortal women can�t compare to.�
He shook his head. �It�s a personality clash from hell.�
Amphitrite said, �There are many sides to me, as there are you, Dyne Lavere. I�ve tried to show that through my avatars.�
�I wanted to strangle the first one.�
�This one before you I thought had the greatest potential thus far, yet she captured the heart of another soul instead. It was most unexpected.�
Jessie looked at Mido, who returned her gaze a moment before looking at Amphitrite and swallowing.
�Fear not, sweet children. We cannot control who we fall in love with.� She looked upon Dyne with longing. �Maybe another avatar will capture your heart as you have mine.�
�Never. I hate you.�
Jessie�s stomach dropped to her feet. �Dyne, you idiot. Why did you say that?�
�She has no intention of ever lifting my curse. Why should I sacrifice my happiness for hers? She�s a selfish bitch.�
Amphitrite said in a dangerously calm voice. �I pity you, Dyne Lavere. A goddess offers her heart to you, yet you make every attempt to break it.� She narrowed her eyes and Dyne doubled over once again. The water rippled away from them. �You will know my pain.�
He sucked in a breath. �Get out of here. Now. All of you.�
Jessie grabbed his face and made him look at her. �Don�t give up. Fight it!� He was shaking all over. �Fight it.�
The monsters chanted �demon� louder.
�I ca��
�Yes you can!� She shook him, hoping it�d fill him with more sense.
The techies hugged him tighter and everyone, including Jacobi, urged him to keep fighting. Dyne went red in the face and shook all over. Jessie brought her face close to his so he could see only her. His pale eyes were wide with fear, desperation, and pain, and his face beaded with sweat.
�Fight it,� she whispered.
Tears welled in his eyes and streaked down his reddened cheeks.
Amphitrite said, �Until next time, Dyne Lavere.� She backed away and watched in silence.
Jessie clutched Dyne�s face harder as he tried to hunch over. All of them gave him words of encouragement, but his face turned a grayish-blue.
�No, Captain!� Mido exclaimed. The men started yelling at him to fight. Jessie stayed quiet and held his hopeless gaze, willing him to not give in. He�d changed colors before and fought it back. He just had to do it again. Her hopes for him waned as his blueish cheeks began to swell in her hands. He hadn�t started growing last time.
�He�s trying to get up. Ted, help me lift him.� The two techies moved to slip their arms under Dyne�s but paused. The captain was still hunched over, his clothes growing tighter against his skin.
Ted said, �He�s� is he?�
The men watched in confusion as Dyne�s body forced his clothes to stretch to their limit. His belt snapped with a loud crack and his boots ripped. Mido backed up and so did the others.
Jessie refused to let go just yet. She slowly straightened her back to remain eye level with him. Amphitrite had sent her to help Dyne. It couldn�t end like this. �Fight it!� He continued to grow and force her hands wider and back straighter.
�Run� ship� now.�
The monsters chanted fervently.
Jessie rose to her feet as the captain burst out of his clothes, yet she didn�t let go. �There has to be a way for you to fight it. Don�t give up so fast!�
�Hurry.� He slowly reached for her hands as his forearms sprouted fins the size of her legs. �I�m past� point of� no return. Only� slowing� inevitable.� A dorsal sail erupted from his back and his face grew scaly and tough. His teeth turned to fangs. �Run.� He pushed her aside and braced his webbed hands on the water�s unyielding surface.
Mido pulled Jessie away and the six of them retreated to the shore. Dyne�s fingers and toes grew clawed, and his face elongated and hardened into draconic features. A tail grew from the base of his spine as he swelled to his full fifty-foot height. His tail looked like it belonged to a crocodile.
�Go!� Dyne yelled in his resonant demon voice, then took a moment to catch his breath and stop shaking. The crew remained rooted to the shore, staring at their transformed captain with morbid fascination. His demon form was all scales and corded muscle, a humanoid water dragon that could bend water to its will. His form looked sleek and graceful, and very powerful.
Dyne raised his draconic head and glared at Amphitrite with beady eyes, then lashed out at her with a clawed fist the size of her body. She seized his wrist and flung the ketos away with little effort. Dyne slammed against the cavern wall and spilled into the water. Hundreds of water monsters swarmed him like flies.
�And the hole deepens further.� Her body turned to water and she vanished into the pool.
The demon thrashed and sent sprays of water full of monsters flying.
Ed said, �I think we better go now.�
�We can�t just leave him!� Jessie said. �We have to help him.�
�How, you stupid bitch?� Jacobi said, then turned to the others. �Just leave her.�
Jessie reached out to the monsters. �Help him!� The nearest ones just cackled at her and swam off.
Mido grabbed her arm. �Jessie, we need to go now.�
�But I�m supposed to help him.�
�You can�t anymore. This is a failed attempt.� He tugged at her but she wrenched free.
The water demon surged towards them and slammed his clawed hands on either side of them. The ground shook. His serpentine head hovered over them. �Leave before she kills all of you! Now!�
�But��
�Help me by not dying to my curse. It�ll be one small mercy. Go!� Monsters jumped out of the water but he swept them away with water.
Jacobi led the retreat as Mido and the two techies tugged Jessie into a run. Jacobi and Ed retrieved the lanterns and they entered the winding corridor. Jessie looked back in time to see Dyne dive into the pool. The monsters dived after him. The water level began to rise.
Her stomach dropped. She could feel Amphitrite�s heartbreak aimed at both her and Dyne. She was going to drown all of them, avatar or not, if they didn�t leave fast enough.
The six of them scurried along the narrow passage and soon their boots splashed in water that hadn�t been there when they came in. They ran faster, and by the time they reached the bottleneck, the water had risen to their knees and slowed their progress. Jacobi emptied his lungs and Ted shoved him through, and they all continued sloshing along, gasping for air and fighting to stay on their feet. The water weighed their boots down and made jogging impossible. By the time they reached the cave entrance, the water had risen to their waists.
The kernels were floating freely in the rising tide. They sloshed the final stretch, lunged for the kernels� yellow sides, and heaved themselves in. Ed, Ted, and Jessie boarded one. Mido, and Jacobi boarded the other. They brought the engines to life with yanks to their starting ropes, then started sailing for the cave mouth.
Suddenly, the water level lifted the kernels towards the ceiling at an unnaturally fast rate. They all began to yell at each other and the boats to go faster as Mido and Ed steered towards their closing escape route. Within seconds, the ocean pinned them to the ceiling a few feet from the exit and plunged them into darkness. They rolled onto their backs and braced their hands and feet against the rock as water filled the kernels. They all sucked in a deep breath as the air-filled rubber held them pinned in place, and then they crawled along the ceiling. The rubber scraped and jostled along the rock, but they made progress, inches at a time.
Once Jessie�s lungs burned with the dire need for a fresh gulp of air, sunlight peeked into the bow and suddenly the whole boat launched free of the cave as the rising water pushed them free. Mido�s boat popped out beside them. The six of them flopped down in the crafts and took a moment to catch their breath. Once the adrenaline rush abated, they began bailing water as they headed to the Pertinacious, one captain short and one curse still in effect.

Chapter 26
Collecting the Pieces

They returned to the Pertinacious without any further complications. It was some solace. Jessie didn�t know if she could take any more beatings, physical or emotional. The sun was still high in the sky, the air sweltering and making their drenched clothes plaster to their tired bodies, even with the ocean air�s steady breeze. Everyone who�d remained behind was gathered on the railing, even O�Toole, whose wails carried across the water. Jessie yearned to join him in crying. All that work just to fail. All that mental conditioning just to have her courage add up to nothing. Had she handled it all wrong? Should she and have Dyne talked more before the cave? Should she have stood up to Amphitrite after his last angry retort?
Her gut told her there was nothing she could�ve done differently. The ultimate outcome wasn�t up to her since it wasn�t her curse. And if he didn�t love her, he didn�t love her. So now what?
Rammus threw them two lines. Ed and Jacobi woodenly tied them to the kernels� bows, then Jacobi took off up the ladder, followed by the rest of his boat. Cancer disappeared from the railing as the others watched Jessie and the techies ascend the ladder. Scully and Rammus helped her up on deck, hoisting her by her tired arms, and then did the same with Ed and Ted, who were both winded. The rest of the awaiting crew kept their distance, watching on with eyes full of concern.
�Where�s Captain?� Rammus said.
Jessie and the two techies shook their heads, and Jessie felt like she was watching Rammus�s heart sink as his shoulders drooped and his gaze fell to the deck. O�Toole cried harder.
Cancer called them over so he could give each of them a quick checkup.� He was in the middle of examining Jacobi�s cuts and scrapes on his chest and stomach, Mido watching on. Ed and Ted started heading across the deck. Jacobi glared at Jessie and lowered his shirt, then stormed in her direction.
She had an inkling that she was in imminent danger but denial made her just stand there and try to sort things out as he reached for her. He couldn�t possibly be trying to do anything to her with the whole crew watching. He wouldn�t dare. His strong hands seized her shirt, making it dig into her underarms, and he pushed her to the railing and began to lift her.
�Whoa, wait!� Ed exclaimed. �What are you doing?�
The instant Jessie�s feet left the deck, she began punching Jacobi�s arms and face, and kicked his legs. Unfazed by her assault, he lifted her higher as Ed and Ted grabbed his arms. The seat of Jessie�s pants brushed the railing right before she slipped out of his grip. He shook the techies off and she landed on the deck.
�Back off!� he yelled. He reached for Jessie again but Mido put him in a headlock from behind and pulled him away. Jacobi grabbed Mido�s shirt at the shoulders, bent his knees, then heaved the cook over his head. Mido did half a flip and landed hard with Jacobi landing on top of him. Mido let go and Jacobi rolled to his feet. �I�m doing you a favor, Mido.�
Clutching his side, Mido pushed to his feet, laboring for breath.
�And what kind of favor is that?� Ted said as both techies stood between Jacobi and Jessie.
�We need to get rid of her. She�s the reason we lost Captain. Her presence on this boat has done nothing but make our lives worse.�
�What are you talking about?� Ed said, exasperated.
�Look at what Amphitrite did to Captain.� Jacobi stood inches away from the techies, as if positioning himself to burst through them. Jessie scooted behind Ted, the bigger of the two. �That bitch behind you is her avatar, meaning she�ll bring just as much misery as the original. We need to get rid of her right now.�
�She�s only been trying to help, you moron!� Mido yelled.
�Then what do you call her escape attempt and the break-in into the container a few months ago? Those weren�t overly helpful. We should�ve let her run off.�
�She was scared. And your rape threat didn�t help.�
Rammus and the others exclaimed disbelief.
Cancer said, �Is this true, Jacobi?� He didn�t sound the least bit pleased. Jessie kept quiet, fearing things would escalate if she tried to say anything.
�She�s garbage, Mido,� Jacobi said. �You can do better than her.�
Mido let go of his side and lunged at Jacobi, fists leading the way. He got in one good shot to Jacobi�s jaw, who shook his head once to clear it, then backed out of Mido�s attacks as he blocked or deflected them.
�Come on, man. Look at things my way. I�m not the enemy. She is.�
Mido kept pressing his offensive without slowing. Jacobi avoided a few more swings, then shifted his stance and held his ground. He sucker punched Mido in the side he�d been holding a moment ago. Mido�s knees hit the deck and Jacobi kicked him upside the head, toppling him over. Mido lay there in fetal position, clutching his side and taking in fast, shallow breaths, eyes wide with agony.
�I told you I�m doing you a favor,� Jacobi said unhappily. �Now stop being stupid.� He faced the techies again. �Get out of my way.� They held up their fists, making him scowl. He flexed his fingers and rolled his neck, then went wide-eyed before his gaze went vacant and he dropped to the deck, unconscious.
In his place stood Cancer, open-palmed fist outstretched and a disappointed frown on his face. He heaved a sigh and lowered his arm. �No more of that.� He faced the rest of the crew. �If any of you get any more wild ideas about throwing Jessie overboard or causing her any harm, you will be dealing with me personally. You have been warned.�
Jessie couldn�t believe what she just heard. After his clear disapproval of her company on board months ago, now he was defending her right to a place on the ship. She wanted to voice her gratitude but she still felt too scared to say a word to anyone.
When no one moved or said anything�just O�Toole crying�Cancer gave Jacobi a cursory glance before heading to Mido and kneeling at his side. �Sauna, would you mind running for my emergency medical kit in the wheelhouse? It�s next to the door.� The techie ran off as Cancer carefully helped Mido roll onto his back. He was barely conscious and sucking in one shallow breath after another. Caner pulled up Mido�s shirt and began gently prodding his side. Mido winced and let out a cry of pain. Scully ran over and took his arms to stop him from rolling around. Mido clenched his teeth and held on tight.
Jessie yearned to run to his arms and give him kisses and words of comfort, but not only was he unable to hug her back right now, she feared moving as much as she feared speaking. Tears blurred her vision. Ed and Ted wrapped her in a group hug and took turns kissing the top of her head. She clung to their arms, feeling powerless to help Mido�s pain go away as thoughts about how Tethys and his crew had treated her like garbage. To be called that after having come so far as to make love with Mido, it just ripped her sense of self worth right out of her.
�Don�t cry, Jessie,� Ed said.
�We still love you,� Ted said.
Their words meant so much to her. She tried to smile but Jacobi�s insult echoed in her head, along with Mido�s attack in her defense. She wiped her eyes but more tears replaced them.
�Stay strong, Jessie,� Mido said in a forced whisper. �I love you.�
Chest tingling with emotion, Jessie leaned in Mido�s direction. The techies let her go. She hopped over Jacobi, who was still out cold, and kneeled at Mido�s side. Sauna ran up to them and set the orange emergency aid kit next to Cancer. The doctor popped it open and began searching its contents. Jessie took Mido�s face in both hands and kissed him on the lips, then caressed his cheek. �I love you, too,� she whispered. �Thank you.� More tears streaked down her face but they were more out of empathy for the amount of pain Mido was in. She got back to her feet to give Cancer space, retreating to Ed�s and Ted�s arms.
�We�ll keep her safe for you, Mido,� Ed said.
�Thanks, guys.�
�Hold still,� Cancer said around a capped needle in his mouth. He sterilized the bruising and swelling over Mido�s ribs. �This is gonna really smart for a few seconds, and then things will feel a lot better, but don�t get up. You�ve got at least four fractured ribs. Brace yourself.�
Mido sucked in a shallow breath and held it, groaned and pulled all his limbs towards his torso when Cancer stuck him with the needle, then slowly relaxed as the pain killer began to take effect. Jessie exhaled with him and relaxed as well.
�I don�t feel any jagged bones sticking out, but I don�t want to run the risk of you lacerating any organs, so you�ll be spending the next week getting bed rest, until I�m sure you don�t have any breaks.�
�Sounds good to me,� Mido said. He relaxed his grip on Scully and began breathing easier. �Oh, thank God for painkillers.�
Rammus stationed himself at Mido�s feet. �Sam, do we have any loop bolts and length of chain?�
�Yes, sir. Why?�
Rammus said, �Jessie, if I restrain Jacobi in the lockdown container, can I trust you to not� sneak in there and harm him?�
She nodded. �I don�t want anything to do with him.�
He nodded back. �Okay.� He pointed to Sam and Scully. �I need you two to go set up a cot in the lockdown container. I want Jacobi chained down until we can trust him not to harm Jessie.�
�Yes, sir,� they said in unison, their voices lacking hesitation. Sam led the way to the cargo hold.
�Cancer, did you just give him a concussion?�
�More than likely.� He deposited the spent needled in a plastic bag and plopped it in the kit, then shut the box.
Rammus pointed to Ed and Ted. �You two will help each other watch over him for the next twenty four hours so he doesn�t slip into a coma. Talk to him if he�s willing and coherent enough, but get me if his mouth starts running out of control.�
�Yes, sir,� they both said.
�Now listen up, all of you,� Rammus said, raising his voice. The crew gave him their attention. �Starting fistfights on this ship for any reason is grounds for dismissal. You all know this. You can yell at each other all you want, so long as it doesn�t interfere with your job performance; however, coming to blows is forbidden. Now, Mido.�
�Yes, sir?�
�I�m gonna overlook today since Jacobi deserved a lot more than what you and Cancer dished out. I�d do the same, if not worse, if anyone trash-talked my wife and tried to throw her overboard. However, the twelve of us are a team, so you better control yourself if he runs his mouth again. I will handle it if Captain�s not around. Understood?�
�Yes, sir. I�m sorry.�
�No apologies necessary today. Might owe us one later, after you�re done depriving our tastebuds of your cooking.� He gave Mido a friendly wink, then faced Jessie. �Now, Jacobi did just try to throw you overboard, so his job�s on the line. I�m not automatically dismissing him, since you�re not sure whether or not you intend to stay long term. Now that that whole trip to the cave business is over, do you still intend to stay a while? It�s no problem. It�s not like you have a home to go to anymore.�
�I need to stay.� With the sheer amount of disappointment she�d felt coming from Amphitrite, she felt a need to stick around. Just like in the cave, she couldn�t bring herself to believe she�d done everything she could to help. �There has to be more I can do. What did the other avatars do?�
Rammus gave her a sympathetic frown. �I hope there is more you can do, but I�m not counting on it. As far as the other avatars, Amphitrite kept them after trips like this. You�re the first to come back out. Maybe you should count your blessings and find a nice place to settle.�
�No. I have to stay.�
* * *
They weighed anchor after eating the dinner Jessie and Sam prepared for the crew. They made a simple meal of grilled cheese and creamy tomato soup, followed by zucchini cookies, which actually tasted quite good. They were basically the same recipe as banana bread, substituting the bananas for the vegetable, resulting in a tastier way to get in some greens. Jessie helped Mido eat maybe half his dinner and dessert. He had a concussion from getting kicked in the head, so he stopped eating when he started feeling sick. Shortly after he stopped, it all came back up. Cancer stuck the bucket he�d anticipated needing under Mido�s face just in time.
Rammus piloted the ship for Darwin in Australia�s Northern Territory, where they�d collect themselves for a few days, pick up another shipment, hash out what to do with Jacobi, and go on as normal until Dyne returned. No one had any idea how long it might take for him to return. People either died and he returned alone, or he returned with everyone who�d accompanied him, shaken up but no worse for wear, like the five of them had recently been. Right before dinner, Rammus had explained to the crew that this scenario was a first. Dyne could be back in days or in years. For now all they could do was carry on and wait. Jessie felt a need to ask to go looking for Captain, instead of waiting, but the suggestion was ridiculous. The ocean was too vast to search for one cursed man who might even be hiding below the surface.
Jessie sat in a folding chair next to Mido�s bunk. Cancer sat in another folding chair in the doorway, reading a thick tome while Jessie stroked Mido�s hair and watched him sleep. Every so often she was overcome with the need to kiss him. She pecked his forehead, even though his lips called to her. She would�ve given in if Cancer wasn�t there. She felt it prudent to be mindful of his company.
�You make me miss my wife,� Cancer said quietly.
She looked up. Cancer watched her with his glasses low on his nose, his face serene yet filled with longing for his wife. �How often do you get to see her?�
�Two to four times a year.� He closed his book and pushed up his glasses. �Just for maybe a month at a time every three to six months. It depends on the shipping route and how busy things are. If business is good, we stay on the water. If things are slow, we get more family time.�
�Do you have any kids?�
�A boy and girl, both adults now�right around your age, actually. My son�s a carpenter. He�s been helping restore Boston to some of its former glory. My daughter�s in college now. Last I knew she wasn�t sure what she wants to do yet. It�s been five months since our last visit. We�re all due for a trip home, I think.�
�Maybe we should while we wait for Captain to find us.� Again, she felt a need to go find him, instead of wait, but she brushed off the thought. �Where�s home for everyone?�
�All over the coast of Not-So-New England and the Mid Atlantic states. I�ll run the idea by Rammus if nothing happens in Darwin. I�m sure you�re eager to find a new place to call home.�
�I am.� Paphos would regrow one year. People would repopulate it as well, but the thought of living where so many people she�d known and grown up with, when all of them but her were purportedly dead, it didn�t sit well with her.
�Coastal Maine is a far cry from the Mediterranean but maybe you�ll like it.�
�I hope so. I like my sense of purpose on this ship but I don�t feel like a permanent fit, curse or no curse. I�ll have to think of something one day. How do your families handle all of you being away so much with such a dangerous job?�
Cancer traced his book�s cover. �Some don�t,� he admitted. �More often than not, wives can�t handle us being away as much as we are. Kids look at their fathers as strangers. Divorce is far too common for sailors. We miss so much in the name of putting food on the table and a roof over our families� heads, but we do our jobs because we love them. And we love the sea.�
�How does your wife handle it?�
He shrugged. �She�s a painter. She needs a lot of alone time to work, so our lifestyles compliment each other. Hopefully it�ll work just as well for you and Mido. You�ve made him very happy.�
Jessie turned to Mido and began admiring the contours of his face�his straight nose, his soft lips, the stubble-covered line of his jaw, the shape of his ears, all of it. �As he�s made me. I hope everything turns out alright for all of us.� She ran a hand through his hair and refrained from mentioning her hopes to steal him from the rest of the crew. Maybe instead she could do as Cancer�s wife did and have a life of her own while Mido kept his job as ship cook, but she cringed at the idea. They�d been together for three quick months. She wasn�t sure that was anywhere near enough to be strong enough to go on without him for months at a time, but still, it was something to consider once the dust settled. �But this curse thing first. If we�re all still alive and I can do no more, I�ll start thinking about it. For now there�s no point. Is it time to wake him again?�
Cancer looked at his watch. �Fifteen more minutes.�

Chapter 27
Stuck

I was dimly aware of who I was and where I was going. I was Dyne Lavere, Captain of the Pertinacious, a cursed skipper, and on a collision course with the palace where the water gods dwell. And since I�d been forcibly transformed, I was overloaded with hormones. A small part of my mind was aware enough to feel humiliation and dread. The rest of me could think of nothing more than finding Amphitrite and bedding her over and over. I swam in my secondary demon form, a serpentine water dragon with no legs and instead a tail over twice as long as the rest of my body, making it possible to swim as fast as a race boat from the days before the Purge. Yep, my hormones were hell-bent on uniting me with her as soon as possible.
My mental haze made it impossible to tell how long it took to arrive at the underwater mountain range rising up before me. Could�ve been months. Could�ve been days. The small, humiliated part of me was curious, but the rest of me focused on navigating the mountainous seascape so I could hurry up and copulate. Two spires of lava rock jutted out among the range, a sign that I was close. I slowed my hellish pace and hunted for the next landmark.
Two more spires guided me deeper in the water. Rays of moonlight lanced all the way down to the seaweeds and anemones rocking back and forth in the current. I passed between the second set of spires and the reef below me became geometric in layout, like it was hiding a Greek temple underneath all that growth. Schools of various tropical fish flourished among the reef.
The water darkened as I swam into a pitch black tunnel without hesitation. My heightened senses kept my course visible. Soon I would be there. Soon my body would rock with hers. Very soon.
The underwater tunnel ended at a small pool�well small to my demon form�that sat at the beginning of an air-filled tunnel. Bioluminescent fish illuminated the pool and hall. My serpentine head broke the surface and paused to take in my newest surroundings. Two large veins of water lined the walls, and a third at the apex of the domed ceiling. Old divine powers held the water in place while schools of glowing fish swam to and fro inside. The place smelled like saltwater and rock.
I slithered onto shore and down the hall like a cobra with its head up and ready to strike. At the end of the hall, I braced my clawed hands on the ground while I reformed my legs. The partial transformation tingled and felt like I was peeling apart sticky fingers. I needed legs so I could better balance my weight while I had my way with Amphitrite and her body. I rose upright and began jogging.
The hall ended at a gargantuan chamber that dwarfed me like the earth does the moon. I was a mouse inside a Greek-looking temple. Countless pillars stretched into the gloom of a ceiling I couldn�t see. Every pillar had a pictogram story carved into it, chronicling the divine past. More veins of water spiraled up the pillars and at intervals in the floor, casting the chamber in a pale blue light. I paid no mind to any part of them but their general shape, which made me think of aroused males. I jogged faster. The stone floor was blanketed in flat carvings of every creature living in the sea, plant and animal. Ancient Greece, though beautiful, was just a cheap knockoff by comparison.
I sped along the carved floor, an instinct guiding me across the chamber like a salmon swimming upstream to spawn. No one but me occupied the chamber. Even the giant throne at the end opposite the pool was empty. I jogged down another tunnel just big enough to allow me to remain upright, then flung open the double doors carved with coral patterns. They groaned, announcing my arrival.
Amphitrite lay on her bed at the far end of the room, naked. Smiling. A tiny part of me begged my demon form to turn around as I crossed the room, my eyes tunnel visioning on a body of divine perfection the same size as me. I stopped at the foot of the water bed, instinctively waiting permission to join her, my muscles taut with eager anticipation.
�Welcome, Dyne Lavere,� Amphitrite said in a sensual voice as she ran a hand along her voluptuous curves. �I�ve been waiting for you. It�s time for you to please me.�
The tiny part of me yelled in protest as I climbed onto the bed and up to her body, each touch of the bed under my clawed hands soft as a woman�s breast. She smelled delectably of sand and an ocean breeze. My hands began to explore her body, eager to find ways to make her moan in ecstasy. She held my reptilian chin with two fingers, making me go still. I looked into her dark eyes and could barely contain my need to take her as her lips flushed with desire and parted slightly.
�Eat of my honey, my pet, and be energized. You have swam a long way to unite with me.� Her fingers slid away from my chin as she reclined on her mound of silk pillows.
I gently parted her legs and lay down to my feast. The tiny part of me tried to block out what my demon form was doing.
* * *
Regrouping in Darwin didn�t have the positive impact Jessie had hoped for. She and Mido had spent the whole week trying to relax, but not knowing where Dyne was, what had happened to him for pissing Amphitrite off so bad, or when he�d be back killed her ability to think about much else. On top of that, Mido couldn�t move or breathe without causing pain. Making love was out of the question; she�d spent most of the time paying attention to his breathing to make sure he didn�t come down with pneumonia. Her constant nagging and his constant pain made them both a little cranky but they still spent every waking and sleeping moment together.
All that aside, something just plain felt wrong to wait around for Dyne to return.
When the vacation came to an end, he still hadn�t showed. Sauna secured a shipment to New Zealand, so once the whole crew gathered on the bow, Rammus announced that they�d cross to South America, work their way up whichever coast generated more business, then head home for some family time, unless Dyne appeared and decided to change plans.
Since the thought had been weighing on her mind all week, Jessie stepped forward from the semi-circle. �Rammus, are you sure you don�t want to try looking for him?�
Rammus fell silent and bowed his head, deep in thought. The rest of the crew remained quiet too, even Jacobi. He scowled from the other end of the semi-circle, Ed and Ted guarding him closely on either side. He�d been royally pissed when he woke up chained inside the lockdown container. His concussion had curbed his rage but they hadn�t let him out until they reached Darwin, just to be safe, and they hadn�t let him disembark until Jessie and Mido had sent Ed and Ted back with the name of the hotel the rest of the crew was to covertly ban him from. The plan had worked well enough to push him from Jessie�s mind until now.
Jacobi said, �Don�t do it. It�ll mean more trouble.�
�Shut it,� Rammus snapped. �I don�t want to hear another word out of you unless I tell you to speak.�
He lowered his gaze and fell silent, scowling at the deck.
Rammus took a calming breath and faced Jessie. �I must confess the idea to look for him has crossed my mind. However� the more I thought about it, the less appealing it became. Where do we look for him? How will we even find him. Is he even in a place we can reach? On top of that, would Amphitrite do anything to us for trying to find our Captain?� He took in the crew. �I think this is something us mere mortals need to stay out of for now, so let�s just work our way home to our families.�
As relieving it was to know she wasn�t the only one who�d considered the idea, she still felt crestfallen.
�But if any of you come up with any ideas on how to find Captain, I�m all ears. The sooner he�s back, the sooner we can start resting easier.� Many nodded and a few voiced their agreement. Jacobi looked like he wanted to speak. His jaw muscles flexed with tension. �So this brings us to one last bit of business before we push off.� Two fingers threaded in the belt loops of his pants, he marched over to Jacobi. �After your attempt to throw Jessie overboard, your job is on the line. I�ve given you all week to clear your head and think about things. We will hear you out, then decide your fate as a group. Speak.�
The whole energy of the crew shifted from casual to tense. Everyone turned their attention to Jacobi as he thought out his words. Jessie braced herself for lots of arguing and maybe even more flying fists. Her presence was controversial in a sense. Jacobi was angry but at least he was smart enough to not run his mouth. �I�m not throwing away my job because of her.�
�The duration of her crew membership is uncertain, which is the only reason why you�re even getting a second chance. You know it�s forbidden to physically harm another crew member.�
�She�s not even a real crew member!�
�Wanna have Sam show you her registry in payroll? She is. There�s no excuse for what you did to her.�
Jacobi shook his head. �This is insane. Why are you all going along with this? What do I have to say to get you to see things my way?�
�What do we have to say to get you to see things our way?� Scully said.
Rammus held up a finger at Scully, getting an apology out of him.
Jacobi said, �I�m not interested in seeing things your way. I know I�m right. She�s not worth the trouble to keep around for Captain�s sake.�
Rammus said, �I will not run the risk of you undermining mine or Captain�s authority just because he�s not here. You either need to accept and respect Captain�s decision to make Jessie a part of the crew, and convince me you won�t harm her again, or you need to pack your bags and find another ship to work on. I respect his decision to hire Jessie, as does everyone but you.�
�Then you all must be under Amphitrite�s spell or something. I can�t believe not one of you agrees that she doesn�t belong on this ship.�
�Her position isn�t up for debate. Yours is. Right now all I see is you digging yourself a bigger hole.�
Jacobi let out a resigned sigh. �I�ve shut up and put once already. I can do it again. I refuse to lose my job because of her.� He looked at the crew, his eyes falling on Jessie last. �But if things get worse, I�ll say I told you so.� He folded his corded bronze arms.
Rammus waited a moment, then said, �Anything else you wish to add?�
�If my past actions aren�t proof enough that I can�t coexist, then I don�t want to be a part of the crew anymore.�
�Alright then. You�� he pointed to Jacobi ��have a seat.� He pointed to the weapon crate. �I�ll see each of you individually in the wheelhouse. You will not discuss your decision amongst each other while you wait your turn. I want unadulterated decisions. Come back down here when you�re done. No one is to leave the bow until I tell you to.� Jacobi plopped on the weapon crate, arms still folded, and Rammus headed for the stairs. �Scully, you first since you�re closest.� Scully followed him up and shut the door behind him.
The rest of the crew, except Jacobi, lined up along the railing and waited in silence. O�Toole hovered near Sam and watched Darwin�s residents mill about the dock, which had been recently renovated with fresh wood. Mido stood behind Jessie with his arms wrapped around her and his body brushing against hers. She refrained from leaning against him because of his broken ribs. She�d forgotten now and then during vacation, inadvertently causing him pain. Within a few days she learned to be just as delicate with him as he had with her for weeks. She loved him all the more after realizing how mindful and restrained he�d had to be.
Darwin was one of the rebuilt ports, but on the conservative side with technology. No solar panels, no paved streets, no watermills or windmills to generate electricity. Just traditional wood and stone buildings with lots of fireplaces and candlelight, and streets full of kinetic bikes zooming alongside horse-drawn carts. It was the past with a dash of the present.
Jacobi glanced Jessie�s way now and then but kept all thoughts and glares to himself. She did her best to ignore him, then reluctantly left the comfort of Mido�s arms when it was her turn to go in the wheelhouse. Sauna popped her a friendly smile as he waved for her to go up. �See you in a minute,� Jessie said to Mido, then ascended the steps and closed the door behind her.
Rammus flipped over a marked piece of paper so Jessie couldn�t read anything, then swiveled the chair and folded his hands in his lap. �So Jessie, is there anything you wish to discuss, or have you reached a decision?�
�I�ve reached a decision.�
�Let�s hear it.�
�I don�t want the crew to fall apart because of me. I wish to let him stay.�
�Are you sure?�
�I intend to leave him alone. He made it clear he�ll do the same with me.�
�Do you trust him to?�
Jessie hesitated. Her gaze fell on the pencil threaded in Rammus�s interlaced fingers. He must be tallying everyone�s decisions. How divided was it? He�d spent a couple of minutes with each person. It hadn�t been a simple yea or nay from each of them. How much did the others trust Jacobi? �To an extent,� she reluctantly admitted.
�Why?�
She gave him a grimace. She didn�t want to explain. It was harsh.
�I don�t care what it is so long as it�s the truth. Tell me. I need to know.�
�I�m afraid he won�t respect your authority as much as Captain�s. If he was here, I wouldn�t be worried.�
�He�s got authority issues but I believe his pride will keep him in line from now on.�
�Are you sure?� She still had no intention of reversing her decision but the truth might help her relax.
�Positive. Captain and I discussed many things, including Jacobi, before the cave. No one but him and Cancer ever had any complaints about you being on the Pertinacious. Cancer obviously respects you and your membership. Sure, all of us thought it was a little strange enlisting you but we�ve come to enjoy your company and cooking, along with your fighter�s spirit. If things turn out alright and you part ways with us, we�ll all miss you sorely.�
Jessie couldn�t help but mirror Rammus�s warm smile. It was great to hear she�d be missed, that she�d grown on them as they�d grown on her�except for O�Toole and Jacobi. O�Toole was harmless and all but she�d never forgiven him for spying on her while showering, or for ruining her blissful state after her breakfast-in-bed morning. And Jacobi hadn�t grown on her for obvious reasons. He needed a few kicks in the nuts, but.. she didn�t want to carry the guilt if he lost his job because of her. �How would all of you feel if you had to let go of Jacobi?�
�Disappointed,� he admitted. �But the safety of the crew is the bottom line. I�d be furious with myself if something happened to you or anyone because I didn�t use my better judgement. He is everyone�s friend, but so are you. If he can�t stop being a threat, he goes; not you. Understood?�
She nodded. �Then I stand by my decision to let him stay.�
�Very well. Thank you. Go ahead and tell Mido to come on up.� Rammus swiveled around and flipped the paper over.
Jessie returned to her spot at the railing and sent Mido up. Jacobi was still seated, looking quite nervous. Hopefully that was a sign the severity of his behavior had finally sank in and he�d be true to his word to behave. The rest of the crew was chatting among themselves about their vacation, completely at ease as if they weren�t in the middle of deciding the fate of one of their friends and crew mates. Stunned to silence, Jessie leaned against the railing and listened to Ed and Ted tell Sauna about an adventure inland gone awry thanks to Ted getting a heat stroke. It hadn�t been funny at the time, but Ed ruthlessly poked fun at Ted�s few days of misery, until Mido and Rammus exited the wheelhouse. Mido rejoined Jessie, and Jacobi hopped to his feet. The crew fell silent and gave their full attention to their surrogate leader. Rammus looked down at all of them from the top of the stairs, a piece of paper in one hand, his gaze serious.
�The vote�s unanimous. Fire up the engine and throw the lines. Our next stop is New Zealand.� He balled up the paper and hurled it overboard�well tried to. The steady wind knocked it onto the deck by Scully�s feet, just shy of the railing. Scully gave it a kick and sent it out of sight.
Jacobi broke into a relieved grin.
Sam said, �C�mon, blockhead, let�s go organize the next shipment.� He and the rest of the cargo pushers headed for the stern as a group, all of them taking a turn to slap Jacobi on the back. He slapped them back individually.
Ed and Ted ran up to him from behind and each grabbed an ass cheek, making him jump and cry in alarm.
�I�m not the only one!� Sauna cried triumphantly, pumping a fist in the air.
Jacobi tried to glare at them but he was too busy smiling. �You two are a riot.�
�You bet!� Ed said. He, Ted, and Sauna took the first hatch down to the engine room.
Mido kissed Jessie on the lips then, holding his broken ribs, jogged up to Jacobi and firmly punched him in the side.
Jacobi flinched and grabbed his side. �Hey, man. How�s your ribs? And sorry about that. It was kind of reflexive.�
�They�ll heal,� Mido said offhandedly, �but you�re getting nothing but knuckle sandwiches for a week.�
�I�ll just have to chase �em down with every last digestion pill in the med kid. Hope Cancer won�t mind.�
�Bon app�tit,� Scully said.
�See you in the galley around lunch.� Mido playfully punched Jacobi one more time, then doubled back to Jessie and leaned beside her on the railing. He threaded a hand in hers, looking completely content.
She glanced at the cargo pushers walking together and chatting animatedly. �How are you all so casual all of the sudden?�
�What do you mean?�
�We just had a very serious discussion and now you�re all acting like it never happened.� She was still trying to figure out how she would handle things if she and Jacobi crossed paths one on one again.
�I dunno. Maybe it�s a guy thing.�
�Must be. I don�t get how you went back to being friends just like that.�
He shrugged. �It�s just easier that way.�
�Yeah, definitely a guy thing. I believe he�ll leave me alone, so long as nothing bad happens, and so long as Captain finds us soon.�
�Don�t worry. We�ll be keeping an eye on him for signs of stupid. We�ve all got your back, Jessie.� He gave her another kiss on the lips and let it linger.
�Get a room, you two!� came Rammus�s voice over the sound system, startling them apart and making Mido grab his ribs. They popped guilty grins, then waved at the wheelhouse and headed for the galley to prepare lunch.
* * *
However many days or weeks later, I finally woke up feeling more like my normal self. No more lustful haze. No more powerlessness to resist. Just me still in demon form, curled up in Amphitrite�s bed like a dog, alone.
So I had a crazy goddess who was madly in love with me, and had once again forced me into having sex with her. Just great. On top of that, I was more interested in her daughter, who was out of my league and beyond my reach. Just plain great. What was I supposed to do now?
Lifting my head, I scanned the room. Nothing but me and the water bed inside a domed room, its walls glowing with an orange-ish light emanating from a crevasse overhead. The room was warm and devoid of any other furniture. I uncurled and slinked off the bed, and padded towards the double doors, then paused. The floor was made of water dark enough to pose as a mirror. My reflection looked up at me, radiating injured pride. At least I looked like a bipedal water dragon that could kick ass. I flexed my arms, chest and abs, studying the bulk and raw power of so much muscle. I had a modest build in human form. I could lift heavy things, but my human strength was such a joke compared to a fifty foot ketos. I heaved my scaly shoulders with a sigh. My demon form was Amphitrite�s pompous mark all over me, sculpted body and everything. I hated it and myself even more for not being able to deny how intoxicating it was to feel this powerful. As much as I wanted to revert to human, I probably needed to stay this way so I could leave. I couldn�t count on Rhode to help me this time.
I pushed the doors open and headed for the pool leading to the exit. I remembered that much from my trip here. For half a second, I�d feared the doors might not yield and Amphitrite was secretly holding me captive, but the carved doors swung inward and I marched down the hall, all alone. No guards or other divine company. Just demon me and the bioluminescent fish swimming along the water veins in the walls and pillars. No clue what gods did while us mere mortals weren�t looking. Didn�t care. I didn�t want anything to do with any of them at the moment. For now I�d just suck up my curse, then visit Amphitrite in her cave sometime within the next few decades. Hopefully next time I�d keep my temper and bitterness to myself. That would be easier if she�d stop feeding me reasons to despise her.
Come to think of it, what was the point of a next time? This recent visit had been a disaster. I wasn�t any closer to lifting my curse or knowing how to lift. Did I have to say yes to her misplaced emotions or something? That was as appealing as making Jacobi and Jessie date each other. Sure, Amphitrite was gorgeous, but everything she did made me hate her, including her saving my life so long ago.
I�m sorry, but not everyone you love is going to love you back. It�s just the way life is.
I crossed the gargantuan chamber, glancing over at the empty throne that dwarfed even my demon form. It looked like a mountain of rock with a chair back and armrests carved into it with care. A simple throne that emanated masculine power. Greater amounts of artwork had been poured into the rest of the palace. I had to admit the place was stunning. Maybe that�s what gods did with all their free time: create works of breathtaking art. I couldn�t help but admire and respect their skills.
I reached the end of the other hall and paused at the pool, looking over a shoulder, just in case. No one was there. I was free to leave, just as I�d hoped. Giving her pleasures of the flesh must�ve been equally satisfying for her as it was humiliating for me. I jumped out over the water, fused my legs with my tail and dived. My face bashed the unyielding surface and I fell in a heap, sliding to a halt. I coiled my serpentine body and clutched my pounding head as I tried to catch my breath from having the wind knocked out of me.
I should�ve expected something like this. I�d had a feeling I wouldn�t be able to simply up and leave as I pleased but I�d expected� I don�t know. A self-inflicted headache was pretty humiliating, something that would only please her. I reformed my legs and walked off the water with what dignity I could muster, clutching my face and filling with dread. I was suddenly a prisoner.
Mocking laughter emanated from the stupid pool.
�Leaving so soon?� Amphitrite rose out of the pool�s edge, hands folded over her abdomen. At least she was fully clothed.
�I don�t want anything to do with you right now. Just let me go.�
�No.� She lost her smile. �I am going to bend you until you break. You shouldn�t have lashed out at me with more than words.�
�I�m not ever going to be your lover. Now let me go.�
She stepped ashore and stood tantalizingly close, her lips almost brushing my snout. I took a step back. �You have quite thoroughly crushed my heart. Our recent bout of love-making was� was not as enjoyable as anticipated. It felt strangely hollow, and for that I�m hurt even deeper. You have only begun to see the extent of my scorn, Dyne Lavere. It only gets worse for you the more you hurt me, and you have a knack for that.�

Chapter 28
Plea

I backed away a little more, tensing for a fight I couldn�t win. If she chose to attack, I was so damn screwed. Mortal versus god? Just no. No chance whatsoever.
�The fear emanating from you is delicious.� She began walking towards me, one graceful step at a time. �You genuinely regret lashing out at me in the cave. A good start.�
I resumed backing down the hall at the same pace as her approach. She showed no signs of caring, which quickened my racing pulse all the more.
�But not good enough overall. You lack remorse. Regret and remorse are two very different things.�
I reached the end of the hall and continued keeping a gap between us. She�d made my back smart while a fifth my size. I didn�t want to know how much farther and harder she could throw me now. She continued pursuing me me with no change in pace or demeanor, as if she didn�t care if I broke into a run. I probably couldn�t outrun her, much less hide. That filled me with the horrible sense of helplessness.
�You will know remorse once I�m done teaching you.�
I put out a burst of speed and whipped past her and back to the exit pool. I held out my arms and willed the water to move, yield, part�something! Anything but remain as inert as it was. The water felt like an immovable block in my mind. I had a better chance of lifting my ship with my bare human hands than I did stealing control of water held by a god�s will. Desperate, I knelt on the lip and pushed the water with both my claws and mind. I might as well have used my command over water on a mountain. I was hopelessly outmatched in this lopsided battle of wills. I kept my back to Amphitrite and waited for the punishment to begin.
I flinched hard when something small and soft hit my back, then plopped on the ground. The impact hadn�t hurt in the least. A heap of beige material lay at my feet. My trench coat. I�d left it on my chair in the cave. How� thoughtful of her. Or was this a trick? I shied away from it.
Amphitrite laughed. �A little jumpy, are we? Don�t worry, the pain will come, but not by my hand.� She stood inside arm�s reach. �Relax for now, if you can. I�ll be contemplating the details of your punishment while your crew grows old and dies. Enjoy ruminating over that and what I might come up with.� She took a step back and vanished, and I felt the pressure of her presence lift, like the atmosphere after a severe storm has blown through.
She had the remorseless regret part right on. I was regretting attacking her in the cave, but I couldn�t bring myself to feel remorse. She deserved having her ego taken down a few notches�just not by me. Not mere mortal me. A human telling a goddess her ego was too big? Yeah, that�ll never go over well. Definitely regretting the lash out.
Seeing no point in remaining in demon form, I reverted back to human. My skin tingled, the feeling of intoxicating power evaporated, and my body became drenched in sweat as I shrank. Once I was done, I took a moment to catch my breath. My brain needed a moment to orient itself as well, acclimating to human-strength senses and registering what just happened to my body. I was on my hands and knees in my own puddle of sweat, but feeling so much more human. It�s funny how, when we�re all young, we sometimes want to be something more than human�superhuman, maybe�but the price of my demon power was steep. And then there�s something about the validation of what being human means that brings a sense of peace and happiness that nothing else can. Not sure how to explain it, but knowing that I was still human brought me comfort. My demon form, while powerful, robbed me of that feeling every time.
The cave and unyielding pool looked quite large now, with dozens of feet, instead of just a few, over my head. The pool looked olympic-sized, and the hall big enough to swallow my ship. I pushed to my bare feet and reached for the glowing vein of water, praying I could grab enough to rinse off. A portion bulged towards me as old powers tugged it back. I pulled harder and put my body through a spin rinse cycle, then let the water go. It got sucked back into place with vacuum force.
Feeling more hygienic, I crossed to my coat, picked it up, and fastened it around my waist with two buttons, and let the top half drape behind me, making it look like I was wearing a kilt with sleeves. Sure, I could put it on the right way, but the hall was way too warm and humid for that. And sure I could march around in my birthday suit. No one in the palace would care, except me. They were gods, but I was human, a slightly conservative one, so I did the human thing and made a skirt out of my coat.
Just for ha-has, I tested the pool to see if it�d let me swim. Water droplets coated my foot, and the pool might as well have been a room-temperature skating rink.
I stared at the water with absolute despair. The only way I knew how to leave was blocked off. I might never get to see my current crew again. Amphitrite never made idle threats. I didn�t want to watch them grow old and die while I remained the same, but I didn�t want to avoid it like this. Not without so much as a goodbye, no closure, no nothing. This was just as cruel as when the Timor Sea swallowed my then crew the night I got cursed. Hopefully they wouldn�t come looking for me. They couldn�t find this place, unless those living here wanted you to find it.
Maybe there was more than one exit.
I took off running down the hall. I didn�t care if this was a waste of effort. I had to try. I�d never know, unless I looked. I took a right at the end. If I remembered right, the gargantuan chamber was one big square with a bunch of halls branching off. My pace faltered when I realized the chamber had to be at least a mile long. It looked longer than an air strip. The rows of glowing pillars ranged so far that I couldn�t count them. I picked my pace back up and ran the entire length anyway, desperation fueling my limbs. The pattering of bare feet on flat stone echoed, making me feel self-conscious. It felt like the sound attracted attention, letting gods watch on unseen, filled with silent laughter while mere more mortal me frantically searched for an escape. As humiliating as this was, I couldn�t bring myself to stop.
There were hallways on the other end, all as big as the first. One ran parallel to the known exit, and the rest sat at intervals along the wall I was facing. Feet sore and lungs burning from running close to two miles in maybe fifteen minutes, I squeezed out the final stretch and veered towards the parallel hall.
Mere feet before I could enter, the opening smoothed over with stone, as if I�d been looking at a water mirage and getting this close revealed the truth. I ground to a wind-sucking halt and braced my hands on the stone. Sure enough, the way was blocked. I pushed on the cool stone twice, then stood back as the truth of the matter sank in. The way was shut.
I hopped back into a jog and continued perpendicular to the suddenly walled-off hall. There were many more along this wall; however, all of them vanished like a mirage, blending in with the rest of the sculpture-covered wall as if they�d never existed. This did not help my mounting dread. Hall after hall let me get tantalizingly close before vanishing as my tender feet slapped out another two miles. Each hall, my hopes rose. Each hall, my hopes were dashed. I paused to catch my breath at the next corner, then steeled myself for one last round of disappointment and walked towards the throne, circumventing it. It felt like I was going around a mountain.
By the time I reached the corner with the hall leading to Amphitrite�s bedroom, I stopped again. It didn�t close up on me. I�d expected it to, figuring she wouldn�t want anything to do with me until I unwillingly transformed into a demon during my next lockdown period. Come to think of it, when was that?
The realization that I�d lost track filled me with fresh dread. For all I knew, my next lockdown would take place any moment. Sure, I could go back to demon form right now, but I couldn�t bring myself to do it. This time disorientation had to be part of her plans to punish and torment me. I refused to show her I�d figured as much just yet.
I returned to the throne and sat at the base of it, footsore and wracking my brain for a way out of my major quandary. I wanted to shout for Rhode but I knew she wouldn�t come. Amphitrite was no doubt keeping a careful eye on her daughter, making sure Rhode didn�t undermine her.
I sucked in a deep breath, got back to my feet, and faced the throne. I put some space between it and me so I didn�t have to break my neck to see the lip of the seat a hundred feet over my head. I�d never met any gods besides Amphitrite and Rhode. If those two existed, then logically so did others. The ruggedness of the throne didn�t suit either goddess�s personality, so� �Poseidon?� My voice went nowhere. �Poseidon?� I called louder and my voice carried a little. I wasn�t sure if this was a good idea or not, but my only other option was to suffer Amphitrite�s scorn. Hopefully he wouldn�t add to that. �Poseidon!� That time I heard my voice reverberate.
Having the sudden feeling I was being watched, I backed up a healthy distance from the throne, all the way to the first row of glowing pillars fifty yards away. A huge shadow passed over me and my heart lodged in my throat. Oh, boy. Hopefully I was out of squishing range if he decided to lift a foot while seated and let me know what he thought of my presence.
The shadow stopped over the throne like a cloud was hovering over it. I swallowed the lump in my throat. Like a monster swimming out of murky waters, Poseidon stepped forward as his gigantic body materialized in front of his throne. I had to be no taller than his ankle. Poseidon looked like an older man in his fifties with his big curly beard depicted in all the paintings and sculptures, long wavy hair, tanned skin, and lots of muscle�not the body-builder kind, but the shape of a solid build from lots of physical labor�a naturalistic physique. He wore nothing more than some sort of knee-length skirt made of scales and sea weed, and his triton symbol layered on top. Yeah, he looked like he came right out of Greek mythology, and no way in hell I�d make fun of him for wearing a scaled skirt. If anything, the lack of clothing to hide his bulk made him all the more intimidating.
Poseidon had a serious, brooding gaze with hard eyes the color of the sea. He looked down on me with them, then waved me forward with a hand big enough to tear my ship in two. I unwillingly let go of the pillar and stepped forward. He considered me a moment, then twitched a finger. Something shot towards me. I froze in place, then felt something wrap around my waist under my trench coat. I parted the front, revealing a matching scaled skirt thing, minus the trident symbol.
A deep, gravelly voice said, �Something to aid your dignity.�
I unbuttoned my coat and draped it over a sweaty shoulder. I wasn�t sure what to make of my new getup but I wasn�t going to insult the gesture by leaving it covered. It was far better than my coat but why would he bother? Why would he care about my dignity?
�Well, do you wish to go back to what you were wearing?�
�No, sir. I� this is much better.�
�Then come. Speak. Why are you here?� He sat on his throne, taking up as much space as he could with his arms and legs.
I drew within squishing range and took in his sheer enormity. A mountain of a man on a mountain of a throne. Yeah, definitely no taller than his ankles. �I need your help. Your wife is holding me hostage.�
�What did you do to deserve this?�
I winced. His tone conveyed that he didn�t care about my predicament. �Pissed her off.� Okay, this idea had sounded so much better in my head.
�So why did you call me?�
�We don�t get along. I don�t want anything to do with her. I just want to leave, but she won�t let me go. Can�t you do something to help me leave? This is your domain, isn�t it?�
�It is, but your plight isn�t my business. I refused to meddle with my wife�s affairs.�
�But I�m asking you. Please.�
�No.�
�She�s involved a lot more people in this private affair, people that didn�t ask for anything. She�s seduced several of my crew members in the past and killed many others. How can you sit by and do nothing?�
He tilted his head slightly. �If I remember right, she also saved yours, yet you spat the gesture in her face.�
His tone was warning but I ignored it. I understood Amphitrite was his wife but how could he possibly side with her in this? �She didn�t have to curse me for it.�
�You rejected her love for you.�
Damn it. I really wish he�d stop poking holes in my logic. I admitted to myself I might not get any help from him, but I wasn�t ready to accept that yet. �I just slept with her against my will and behind your back for crying out loud.� I clamped my mouth shut and pointedly stared at the floor, bracing to be stepped on. Okay, another thing that�d sounded so much better in my head. I was trying to put Amphitrite in a negative light. Now I�d just done the same to myself.
�I know,� he said plainly. �There was no maliciousness aimed towards me. Besides, who am I to judge? If you�ve heard the stories, then you know I�ve been quite promiscuous. I have no right to complain about something like this.� He steepled his hands and inclined his head. �She and I have talked many a times about such things, but the details are none of your business. Just know that I will not create any friction, nor will I get involved in your curse.�
�But don�t you hate me for what I�ve done? Don�t you want me out of your palace and out of sight?�
He gave me a measuring look. �You are human. There�s nothing to hate.�
�Can you lift my curse?� My hopes rose ever so slightly. �I don�t want to be like this anymore. I want the freedom to die, like all men do. All men but me.�
�I�m not the one who cursed you.� His baritone voice was pitying.
�Well then could you at least let me out of here? Please?�
�No. I�m not interested getting involved.� Bracing his massive hands on the throne�s arms, he pushed to his feet.
�But this is beyond ridiculous! I�m being held prisoner for no good reason while she�s off contemplating the details of my punishment, and while the last people I know and care about grow old and die. At least grant me the mercy to say goodbye to them. I�ve had to say goodbye to so many good men. Even though it hurt every time, it hurts more to not even be able to say goodbye.� The wave swiping away my crew from over two hundred years ago replayed in my mind.
Poseidon glared. It was like watching a storm erupt out of nowhere. I unconsciously took a step back as my neck ached with the effort to keep eye contact with him. �She is the sea. I am the sea. We both take and spare lives as we see fit. We don�t care if you don�t understand our motives, but you will understand that I shall remain uninvolved. Do I make myself clear?�
I drooped my shoulders. �Yes, sir.�
�Very good.� The storminess of his glare lifted and the pressure in the chamber eased.
�Then if I�m to remain here, may I have a spot to call my own? I don�t belong here, but would a little room or something be too much to ask?� Yep, the humility card. It was overdue. On top of that, my humility was sincere.
�The best place for you to go would be into deep thought.� He glanced at the ceiling that was too far up into the gloom to see. The glowing water spiraling up the pillars ended some-where level with the top of Poseidon�s steely mane of hair.
�How do I get her to lift my curse?�
�I don�t know. Like I said, I�m not the one who cursed you. All I can tell from the curse�s mark that, despite how she goes about showing it sometimes, she truly loves you.�
�Yeah, because I�m just some mortal toy she gets endless pleasure torturing.�
The stormy glare returned. �You cross a line,� he said in a dangerously low voice.
I lowered my eyes and bit back a reflexive apology. I doubted he cared about hearing one. He�d just take it as an escape route from punishment.
�You will not belittle my wife in front of me. Ever. Again. Gods and humans are very much alike in countless regards, but there are many things about gods that would take a hundred lifetimes for you to fully understand.�
�Then why is she pining after me if she�s married to you?�
I was expecting him to stomp on me after a bold question like that, but instead he seemed caught off guard by it. Recovering his intimidating composure, he considered me like I was some ant he was trying to decide whether to bother squishing or not, then closed his eyes and heaved a sigh. He backed towards his throne and vanished before he finished taking a step. A shadow passed over the chamber in the direction it�d come in.
I stared at the empty throne while I absorbed my disappointment, then heaved my own sigh. I couldn�t see how she didn�t hate me. She was still pissed off about me sleeping with her daughter. Of course she hated me.
I diagonally walked across the chamber, heading towards the hall with the exit pool. I wasn�t going to try to leave again; just stay near it and hope the sight brought comfort, instead of despair. And since I had all the time in the world�literally�I paused at one pictogram-covered pillar after another, taking in beginnings of the stories they told. Lots of them were love stories, a few with explicit content. The rest were recollections of ancient history. Nothing remotely contemporary. I pulled up at the beginning of the hall and plopped down, discarding my coat by my side and reclining against the cool stone. I glanced in the pool�s direction and my heart sank. It was just a tease, no longer my ticket out.
Sit here and think, huh? About what?
�Dyne,� a woman whispered.
Not sure if I�d imagined it or not, I ignored the voice.
�Dyne.�
I looked up. Okay, I wasn�t imagining it. The voice sounded like Amphitrite�s but not exactly. Maybe because I couldn�t recall her whispering to me before. She wasn�t one for subtle. Had decades passed already and my first round of punishment was about to begin? It was possible.
�Sweet Dyne.�
It couldn�t be! I surged to my feet and spun around. I backed up when I noticed the most beautiful pair of eyes watching me from the vein of water in the wall. �Rhode,� I breathed. My heart started racing.
Rhode smiled her sweet smile. She was so beautiful. Her mother was too, but Amphitrite was the type of gorgeous any guy took one look at and wanted to bang. Rhode possessed a beauty and sweetness that triggered a man�s instinct to hold and protect a girl. I think I would�ve enjoyed my curse if Rhode had been the one to bestow it on me.
�You are in quite the predicament, sweet Dyne.�
That was quite the understatement. �Can you help me?�
�Only indirectly, like before.�
�Can you get me out of here?� God, I wanted to run my hands through her hair, just a bit before finding a way out of the palace.
�No,� she said with a shake of her pretty head. Her flowing curls splayed around her curvaceous body floating among the glowing fish.
I tried to break into an angry rant but she held up a finger and shushed me.
�Transform back into your demon form.�
I flinched. �Why?�
�Trust me.� She vanished.

Chapter 29
Risks

Jessie and crew had made a quick stop in Wellington, New Zealand, throwing the lines soon after Sauna netted a shipment to South America�s east coast. The crew more or less behaved as normal. It was like a lockdown period, only with Dyne not in the container and everyone worrying now and then. Rammus kept the morale up and everyone focused on their jobs. Jessie continued to train and with crew and cook with Mido. She tried to go on as normal but Mido�s ribs and Dyne�s violent parting distracted her from simply accepting the current situation.
The night they left New Zealand, Jessie decided she�d waited long enough to try an idea. It�d been obvious from the day they�d left Australia, but she didn�t want to test it until things calmed down and Mido healed up a little. He was still in constant pain but he was pulling the macho man card and pretending all was well, except when they hugged and cuddled. He was still bruised and tender.
This was one way to keep them chaste between ports�
Right now, most of the crew was in the galley, playing poker and having a few drinks. Rammus was up in the wheelhouse. O�Toole was watching the boys play, and Jessie sat next to Mido on the fold up chairs, him participating in the card game and her watching in silence. She wasn�t interested in playing; just staying near her cherished cook while thinking things out.
Mido tapped her with his elbow while Ed, Ted, Scully, and Sam exchanged smack talk and bets. Mido gave Jessie a questioning look, bringing her back to her surroundings, and to the conclusion that he�d noticed something atypical about her silence. She shook her head and gestured to the poker game with her chin. He gave her a skeptical look, then shrugged and went back to his abysmal hand.
�I fold,� he said with a frown. He collapsed his hand and slapped them facedown on the table, then got up and left the galley.
No clue where he was headed, Jessie got up as well.
�And where you two headed off to all by yourselves?� Ed said with a knowing smile.
Jessie gave the techie a hard look. �I actually don�t know why he left.�
�Lemme peek at his cards.� Ed, who�d folded already, brought his face close to the table, lifted a corner of the card pile and fanned through Mido�s hand. He made a face. �Good lord. It�s bad.�
�How bad?� Ted said.
�Can�t tell you yet.�
Sam said, �You look like you�ve got something on your mind, Jessie. What�s eatin� you?�
�Just worried about Dyne,� she admitted.
Jacobi�s eyes hardened and his jaw muscles flexed with a bit back comment. He�d been on perfectly good behavior since Darwin. Just scowled and glared at her when he couldn�t avoid her company, which wasn�t often enough for Jessie to snap at him to cut it out.
�Don�t worry too much,� Sam said, �or you�re gonna get as wrinkly as me in a hurry.�
�I�ll try.� She followed Mido, who wordlessly led her to the sleeping cabins. He stopped in the doorway to their bunks and turned around. She stopped in the middle of the hall.
�So what�s up?�
�What do you mean?� She folded her arms.
He folded his own arms and fixed her with his �don�t argue� look.
�Am I really that transparent?� she said unhappily.
�Yep.�
She let out a frustrated sigh.
�C�mere.� Mido held out his strong arms.
Jessie pretended to consider them a moment. Then, her own arms still folded, she stepped into his embrace. He pulled her into a firm hug and held her in his blue-eyed gaze that drew her to him every time. It was like his soul was looking into hers and he was trying to become closer to her with just his gaze. She resisted the urge to kiss him as she interlaced her fingers behind his neck, the resistance part out of Dyne�s plight, and part out of not wanting to get caught. All anyone had to do was look down the hall. Mido grabbed her glutes and began kneading them as he pulled her body to his. It felt good but she didn�t feel like being put in the mood for pleasures of the flesh. �Not right now, Mido. I�m in a serious mood.�
�Then be less serious.� He started slipping a hand down the back of her pants.
�I�m worried about Dyne.� The hand paused, then retracted and he began rubbing her back instead.
He stroked her cheek. �We all are. That�s why we�re trying so hard to distract ourselves. I was trying to help you do the same.�
�I appreciate it, but I can�t seem to stop feeling like I need to go looking for him, even though it�s such a ridiculous idea.�
�Keep reminding yourself to be patient and hope for the best. That�s what I do.�
�I�ve�� She sighed in frustration. �I�ve had this idea for a while now. I�ve just been waiting for things to calm down and for you to heal up a bit, in case it�s dangerous.�
He stopped rubbing her back and held her shoulders. He glanced down the hall, towards the galley. �What kind of idea?� He sounded nervous, instead of disapproving.
�Promise not to make fun of me?�
�Of course. You shouldn�t have to ask such a thing.� He kissed her forehead.
�I feel like I�m supposed to go looking for him.�
�Have you had another dream with her in it?�
�Surprisingly no. It�s just that I can�t stop thinking about how things unfolded in the cave.� I�m going nuts waiting around for the chance to take action.�
�Well what can you do?�
�Isn�t it obvious?� He gave her a blank look, then shook his head. �Come with me then.� Jessie took Mido�s hand and led him onto the deck. A warm and windy starless night greeted them as the Pertinacious rode the swells. She hugged the wall and motioned for Mido to do the same. He wordlessly obeyed. She peered at the wheelhouse over the rim of the wall, checking on Rammus. His back was to the stern. Jessie tugged Mido into a walk and they snuck over to the part of the railing blocking the stern ladder. She looked out into the darkness, able to see a small ring of water reflecting the ship�s floodlights. The rest of the world lay in complete darkness.
�So� what�s your plan?� Mido stood beside her with an arm around her waist.
Jessie held onto the railing with both hands and leaned against Mido. �Did you see how the water monsters in the cave reacted to me when we were walking to the table?�
�Yeah. They went away when you told them to.�
�And remember how the dolphins came when I called in La Havre?�
�That was impressive. I�ve never seen anything like it. They saved us a boatload of trouble, pun intended.� He winked. �Are you hoping something out there will help us find Captain?�
�I�m hoping the water monsters will help us find him.� Mido�s arm went slack around her waist.
�They attacked him.�
�They�re probably the only things that know where he is.�
�Why would they help us?�
�Those ones probably wouldn�t but I bet there are ones loyal to Rhode, Amphitrite�s daughter. When I talked to Dyne right before the cave, he explained how Rhode helped him once. I bet I can get them to come, but I don�t know if I�ll find ones loyal to her or her mother, which is why I�ve been waiting for you to heal. I wanted you to be able to defend yourself in case they attack us.�
�Are you sure this is a good idea?�
�No,� she admitted, �but this is the only thing I can think of. I have to try. You can go below if you want.�
He held on tight. �There�s no way I�m letting you face those things alone.�
Jessie felt a mix of gratitude and worry. She didn�t want to do this alone, however she felt it would be safer for the crew if she did. She had a feeling they�d leave her unharmed if it was just her, no matter who answered the call, but they might toy with the rest of the crew just to cause mischief. She said as much to Mido.
�I�m not risking you doing something like this alone. I�d rather be there, regardless of my own safety.�
�Okay. I won�t argue. Just be quiet a minute and let me concentrate.� She removed his arm from her waist and braced her hands on the railing.
�Hold on. I think we better warn the others in case this gets ugly.�
* * *
Fifteen minutes later, the entire crew was gathered on the stern, everyone but Jessie and O�Toole armed with swords. Rammus had the ship in neutral, just to make it easier for their impending company to swim up to them. Jacobi stood among the cargo pushers, radiating silent fury, but otherwise behaving. He�d been allowed to give his input when Jessie ran her plan by the crew. Even though he was outvoted, his heavy bias stole any weight from his opinion. Everyone else had agreed to let Jessie try. Cancer stood by Jacobi, also armed.
Jessie stood by the railing with her studded sparring gloves on, just in case. Wearing them brought comfort and confidence but no feeling of invincibility. She almost asked Mido to give her a kiss and wish his sea goddess luck, but she wanted to be purely herself, in case Amphitrite would try to wreak havoc through her. Jessie was trying to use her monsters for her own agenda after all. Hopefully Amphitrite wouldn�t try to hinder her, since she was trying to help Dyne, like a good avatar.
Jessie took in a deep breath and let it go, hoping to calm her nerves, then she closed her eyes. Her audience made her nervous. If things went bad, Jacobi would get his �I told you so� in and who knows where things would go from there? Would she be ask to leave, or would they go so far as to throw her overboard to rid them of the dangers her presence brought? She tried to push such thoughts from her mind as she pictured the croco-frog monsters in her mind.
A pair of gangly arms wrapped around her torso, and a head buried itself in the meat of her shoulder. Jessie opened her eyes. That wasn�t Mido, Ed, or Ted hugging her.
�O�Toole, come back here,� Sam said.
Jessie did her best to remain calm as she pried the Irishman�s arms off and shooed him away. She wanted to shove him for touching her, but at the same time she was floored by what he just did. He�d never tried to touch her before. She�d never seen him hug anyone, come to think of it. Dyne was the only person he�d fussed over, but with tears and pawing. This time he was gibbering excitedly as his empty hands reached for her. �O�Toole, stop,� she said firmly. He tucked his arms against his torso like a praying mantis. �Go back to Sam. I need to concentrate.� She pointed to Sam. The Irishman gave her a questioning whine. She pointed again. He drooped his shoulders and trudged over, then latched onto Sam.
�Hey. Stop that.� Sam pushed the Irishman off and held him at bay by one arm. �What�s gotten into you? I�ve never seen you like this.�
Scully said, �Guess he knows something�s up again.�
Jessie faced the ocean and closed her eyes. Hopefully O�Toole�s behavior was a good omen. She pictured the croco-frog monsters in her mind and reached into the sea with her awareness. She rode along the water�s surface, the sensation feeling like drifting in a boat being pulled downstream in a swift current. The sensation gave her butterflies in her stomach.
Her mind then got pulled in a different direction. The yank made her gasp and lose concentration. She blinked several times and eased her death grip on the railing, then took a few calming breaths to ease her racing heart.
�Are you alright, Jessie?� Mido said.
Looking over a shoulder, she nodded and gave him a small wave, then slipped her awareness back into the sea. Something tugged on her mind, eager to make contact with her. She let this other awareness guide her to it. Who or whatever had found her consciousness didn�t feel malicious. Sure, they might be hiding it to lure her in. If that was true, she didn�t care. She�d deal with that �what if� as it came. Her awareness zoomed along the mental river to�
She tried to gasp but she couldn�t take a breath. She first thought she was looking at Amphitrite, but then she realized this woman had wavier hair and a friendlier complexion, and a more petite figure. She had to be Rhode.
Sweet child, came Rhode�s gentle voice, you have harnessed your communal powers at last. I send aid to you. Heed their instruction.
Before Jessie could even say hi, her head snapped back and she saw the cloudless sky. She looked around to make sure she really was back on the ship. The crew was watching her with open wonder, Jacobi with open dislike.
Rammus said, �Well that was an interesting ten minutes.�
�Ten minutes?� The whole trip had felt like seconds, no more than a minute.
�Yeah. So what happened?�
Rhode�s words echoed in her mind. �They�re coming to help.�
�Who�s they?� Scully said.
Jessie shrugged.
Something meaty slapped against the boat�s hull.
Jessie peered over the side. She couldn�t see straight down. What sounded like large rats scurrying up the side made chills run up her spine. She backed away but stopped so she stood between the crew and the railing, just in case she was the only one that could keep everyone alive. Her first impression of Rhode was that the goddess was friendly and genuinely wanted to help, but whatever was crawling up the side of the boat triggered her need for caution. Four creatures climbed on top of the railing and perched there. She took another step back, then forced herself to hold her ground. These were the croco-frog things, except they looked like female versions. They had frog-shaped bodies, bulbous eyes, and croc-like teeth and tails.
Mido appeared beside her, sword held protectively in front of them both. Jessie lowered his sword arm. �Get back. Just trust me.� He gave her a worried frown. �Do it,� she said in her own �don�t argue� voice. He reluctantly backed away and returned to his spot next to Sauna. The water creatures watched Mido with open interest but redirected their attention to Jessie when she faced them. �Rhode sent you to help us.�
The one in front of Jessie said, �Sweet Dyne in trouble. You help.� The creature had a feminine, high-pitched voice.
�How? We don�t know where he is.�
�We do,� another said. �We take you.� The others echoed its words.
Rammus said, �How do we know they aren�t trying to pull a fast one?�
A creature on the end tilted its head. �Fast one? We fast. Swim fast.�
Jessie said, �How do we know you�re here to help us?�
The first one said, �Sweet Dyne in trouble. Need your help. You come.�
�All of us?� she asked skeptically.
�No. Just you.�
�And one other,� a second added.
�I�m going,� Mido said.
The four creatures looked at him. The lead one said, �Can�t. You hers.� It pointed to Jessie. �Mistress said so.�
�He come,� another said, a webbed finger pointing at Jacobi.
Jessie�s stomach dropped. �Why him?�
�Mistress will want trade,� the leader said. �Or she get angry. Very angry.�
�What exactly do you mean by �trade�?� She had a feeling she already knew.
�Take something and no give something else is bad. Very bad. Very dangerous. Trade safer.�
�I�m not going anywhere with her or those freaks,� Jacobi said. Cancer elbowed him and snapped at him to shut up.
�Pleasing creature,� one of the monsters said.
�What happens to Jacobi if I trade him for Dyne?�
�You bitch!� He lunged at her but Cancer, Scully, and Sam held him back. He struggled as Scully wrested his sword from him.
The lead creature said, �Dyne sneak away. That one become new prisoner.�
Scully said, �Jessie, you wouldn�t really go through with that, would you?�
She ignored Scully. �New prisoner? Why is he being held prisoner?�
�Mistress angry. Dangerous to take without giving.�
�But you don�t just trade people like that. How long would he stay prisoner?�
One of the creatures dropped onto the deck with a watery thud and tilted its head at Jacobi. �Forever,� it said as if it was no big deal.
Jacobi stopped struggling and his bronzed face paled. He surged backwards and tore out of everyone�s grip. �No. No way in hell I�m going to become anyone�s prisoner.� The other two subordinate creatures dropped onto the deck.
Jessie angled herself between Jacobi and the creatures, and held out her arms. �I can�t let you take him like that. It�s not fair to him.�
Something huge and serpentine rose out of the ocean, dripping water from its eel-like head. It had a slimy, olive-green hide, black eyes, and gill slits behind its massive jaws. The head loomed high over all of them, its jaws parted slightly, revealing fangs as thick as Jessie�s arms. She and the entire crew backed up.
The lead creature hopped onto the deck, unconcerned with their new company. �Make trade. Safe. Come save sweet Dyne.�
The water serpent drew closer to Jacobi. Jessie ran over and stood in the path of the jaws more than big enough to swallow her whole. It could probably fit four adults in its mouth at once. �Stop!� The serpent halted, as did the creatures. �You are not taking him. This isn�t up for discussion or debate. You are going to take just me to Dyne and help me help him escape.� Rhode had told her to heed their advice, but she couldn�t bring herself to listen. It wouldn�t be right.
�No,� the leader creature said. The others kept their eyes on Jacobi, eager for the go ahead to snatch him up.
�What do you mean? I thought you wanted to help him.�
�Yes. With trade. But you say no trade.�
�There has to be another way.�
The creature studied her a moment. �Risky.� It began to fidget. So did the others.
Jessie took a step closer. �Tell me.�
It bowed its head respectfully. �We take you there. No trade. Very risky. You get selves out. We can�t help with escape. No power.� It looked up. �But you have power. You avatar of mistress. You can escape. But risky.�
�Don�t go, Jessie,� Mido said, almost begged.
She ignored him. �Do I have any other options?�
�Just the trade.�
Jessie waved for the creatures to return to the railing. They wordlessly complied. �Wait there.� She went over and stood before Rammus. �Just stay on the shipping schedule. Once I free Captain, he can get us back.�
�Jessie, you don�t have to do this. It�s��
�Yes I do. He�s a prisoner. He doesn�t have the power to escape, but I do. You heard them.�
�Please don�t, Jessie,� Mido said.
She went over to him and planted a long kiss on his lips. He returned it fervently, as if he feared he was never going to see her again. �Trust me.�
�I trust you but I don�t trust them.�
�I have to take this risk. I�ll be back sooner or later.�
�Why do you feel so strongly about doing this?�
�If you were told you had the power to save him, wouldn�t you?�
He thought a moment. �I would.�
�I�d tell you not to worry but I�d be scared out of my mind if I was in your place and you mine. So� try not to worry too much. I promise I�ll be back.�
Mido took her face in both hands and brought his face close to hers. �I�m holding you to it.� They kissed again, short and sweet. He let go, worry etched all over his face.
She caressed his cheek, then headed over to Jacobi, who was shielding himself behind Cancer, Scully, Sam, and Rammus. All five of them looked tensed for fight-or-flight. They tore their eyes from the water serpent as she approached and she gestured for them to step aside. They parted and she stood before Jacobi, who regarded her with fear and hate. �Never forget: it�s the garbage bitch you threatened to rape who saved you from getting turned into Amphitrite�s prisoner. You owe me a thank you when Captain and I get back.� She expected him to get all narrow-eyed and start spewing insults, but he kept quiet and still, like a prey animal trying to avoid triggering a predator�s pounce reflex. He also looked like he was at a loss for what to think. After all he�d said and done to her, she was sticking out her neck for him. He glanced at the serpent, then fixed her with a terrified yet confused stare.
Jessie finally approached the lead creature and eyed the water serpent warily for good measure. It still loomed over all of them. �Take me to him.�
�You certain?�
�Yes.�
The water serpent lowered its head, resting it on the deck and making the boat list. The creatures clung to the railing and the crew staggered before regaining balance. Jessie grabbed the railing to catch herself. The serpent opened is maw, revealing fangs encasing a purple tongue. The creatures couldn�t possibly expect her to�
�Come. Ride. We take you there.�
Oh, god. �You expect me to get in its mouth?�
�Yes. You can�t swim like us. Long swim.�
�How do I know you�re not trying to feed me to it?�
�Harm avatar bad, unless told otherwise,� it said fervently. �Make mistress very angry.� The others echoed their agreement. �You ride. You sleep. You wake on arrival. Then no more naiads. We flee. No more safe. You understand?�
�For the most part.� Jessie cautiously approached the serpent�s maw and it�s rows of fangs as big as her forearms, its saliva glistening in the floodlights. Mido looked ready to dash over and grab her. She didn�t blame him. Stepping into the mouth of something big enough to swallow her whole was a horrible idea, except for right now, hopefully. She took in the entire crew, all of them frightened, all with their swords held in white knuckles. �I�ll be okay.� The words slipped out of her mouth, a reflex reaction to their anxiety. She had no idea if she�d be okay, much less ever see them again. However, she had a feeling Dyne would get them back if she could get to him. She stepped over the fangs and stood on the serpent�s squishy tongue. It felt like she was standing on a firm water bed.
A naiad came up to Jessie and grabbed her hand. �Time to sleep.� It bit her pinky finger and let go. Jessie flinched and let out a startled cry, then hugged her hand to her chest. Her hand started throbbing, and so did her arm, and suddenly her whole body.
�Sorry. Necessary.�
Jessie began to feel very drowsy. Her vision blurred and she lost her balance. The last thing she saw was the jaws closing as she toppled over.
* * *
Waiting and thinking. Thinking and waiting. What I was waiting for, I wasn�t sure. Punishment to begin, I guess. This incarceration was punishment though. It made me feel powerless, even in demon form. I�d taken up pacing the exit tunnel, but it was small to me while fifty feet tall. Yeah, I�d listened to Rhode, so I�d walked laps around the chamber as I thought about escaping more than anything else. Think about Amphitrite�s confession of love? All it did was make me feel sick to my stomach, so I gave up and thought about what I�d do if I ever gout out. I thought out many scenarios, covering whether my crew would be alive or dead, young or old, and how I�d react to various forms of punishment. What could she be preparing that was worse than this? I couldn�t think of anything, which pissed me off.
Right now, I was parked on the far end of the exit hall, staring out at all the pillars. Sure, I�d already thought of climbing them, but not only was I a water demon, better equipped for swimming, I also didn�t want to get punished for clawing up their artwork. So grounded it was.
Poor sweet Dyne.
I surged to my feet. A high-pitched female voice in my head, an unfamiliar one, was the last thing I expected.
Fear not, sweet Dyne. Help has come.
Was I going stir crazy and imagining things? The voice sounded like it belonged to a naiad, which threw me. Maybe it was toying with me. I was beyond help, except Amphitrite�s.
Something swam into the exit pool and stuck its huge head out of the water. How�? Never mind that. What was a giant water serpent doing here? I faced it, claws ready at my sides. If this was the first monster to cause me pain, so be it. I could take it on.
The serpent paused at the sight of me, then slowly drew to the hall and tilted its head. I crouched, then hesitated when it opened its mouth and something humanoid spilled out. The serpent backed up, positioning the regurgitated object between us, then it touched the thing once with its chin feelers before retreating back underwater and out of sight. I charged the pool and raked the unyielding surface, which rippled and stilled, heedless of my touch. I was still a prisoner. I turned to the thing the serpent had spit out, then did a double take.
�Jessie!�
She lay unconscious, clothes plastered to her skin with mucous. I kneeled over her and brought the side of my head close. Her heart wasn�t beating and she wasn�t breathing. I rolled her onto her back, tilted her head so her wind pipe was nice and open, then delicately opened her mouth and checked for blockage. To my relief, her mouth and throat were clear of mucous. Using one finger, I began administering CPR. Her body was no bigger than my hand. I felt like I was trying to resuscitate a kitten.
I�d expected to be at this for a while, but after several pumps, I stopped as Jessie started coughing and gasping for air. I sat up, hoping to avoid giving her a heart attack the second she opened her eyes, and listened to her heart beat. It raced for several seconds, then slowed as her breathing normalized.
�Jessie, what are you doing here?�
Her eyes popped open and she did a full-body flinch. �Good god! You scared the crap out of me.� She relaxed her limbs and lay there, catching her breath a second time.
�What are you doing here?�
�I�ve come to rescue you. Rhode said you were being held prisoner.�
�You saw her, too?�
�She sent me to help you escape.�
�Escape how?�
�I�m Amphitrite�s avatar. Apparently I�m the only one who can help.�
�And how are you going to use said status to get me out? I�m blocked off from all exits.�
Jessie thought a moment, then shrugged. �I don�t know. I hadn�t thought that far ahead. Are the naiads gone?�
I bowed my head and closed my eyes, and let out a resigned sigh. �At least you came alone. I�d have my hands full trying to protect a bunch of you.�
�I was supposed to come with Jacobi but I refused.�
I snapped my eyes open. Jessie looked at me, unfazed by what she just said. �What?�
�Rhode wanted me to bring him as a trade for you. The naiads said it would really piss Amphitrite off if I just took you and left without giving something in exchange.�
I digested her words a minute. Jessie had disregarded direct instructions from a goddess, yet had found a way to bypass that and reach me. That took some gall, along with a healthy dose of either courage or stupidity. I leaned more towards stupid, since she�d arrived inside the mouth of a water serpent for crying out loud. Rhode had probably wanted to trade prisoners in hopes of pissing her mother off a little less for helping me.
Jessie sniffed a saturated arm and crinkled her nose. �Oh, god. This isn�t water! What am I�oh, gross!� She bolted to her feet and started for the pool.
I stuck my clawed hand in her path. She flung up her hands but managed to stop herself before running into me. �Don�t bother. It�s blocked off.�
�What do you mean?�
�It�s solid, like back in the cave. That�s the exit right there. Now hold still and hold on. I�ll rinse you off.� I held out a finger and pointed to the water vein with my other hand. She looked at vein, then, realizing what I wanted, clutched my finger with her minuscule hands. She studied my features with open wonder, but disgust with her own hygiene crinkled her nose again and made her grimace. I pulled water with a minor hand gesture and gave Jessie the spin-rinse treatment I�d given myself the day I regained my faculties. I had to be careful not to put too much will into my command over water, lest I send her body flying. My demon form was exponentially more powerful.
Once I figured Jessie�s lungs were burning for a gulp of air, I let the water suck itself back into the vein. Jessie took several deep breaths.
�Feel clean?�
She sniffed a sodden shoulder. �I think so. I don�t smell anything anymore.� She took in the cavernous hall, admiring its beauty, like I had the first time I�d come here.
�By the way, I appreciate you not bartering my crew for my release. I know Jacobi has been anything but kind, but I don�t think even Tethys would deserve that kind of punishment.�
�He got what he deserved,� Jessie said coldly.
�That he did. And this brings me to my next question. How were you supposed to get me out, even with the trade?�
�We never covered that in the conversation. When I refused, they just warned me that it�d be very dangerous to help you like this.�
�As I see it right now,� I said dryly, �you�re just prisoner number two.�
She studied me a moment. �Well, I just got here. I haven�t even tried looking for a way out yet. I�m positive I can get you out of here.�
She was so convinced that I almost believed her. I wanted to believe her but I didn�t want to get my hopes up.
�You said this is the exit, right?� She pointed at the pool.
�Yes, but it�s blocked off.� I stepped out onto the middle of the unyielding pool to demonstrate my point. �You�re gonna have to find another exit and hope it doesn�t seal up before you can get through.� The sight of all those halls covering up had dissuaded me from taking another lap around the chamber. Once was demoralizing enough.
Jessie walked up to the lip of the pool and stopped, studying the water and its murky depths. The pool was hollowed out rock with ridged sides and clear water that got very dark in the middle.
Jessie looked up at me, gaze full of empathy. �This must be torture for you. How long�?� She�d taken a step out over the water. Instead of stopping on the surface, her boot sank right through. Her eyes widened and she flung out her arms right before she splashed in.
Alarmed, I ran over to her and kneeled before where she fell through. She flailed her arms and her head popped above the surface. I plucked her up and my giant demon body splashed in to join her.
I reflexively shifted into my aquatic form and one flick of my tail brought us back to the surface. Back to the surface. I looked down the cavernous hall from my new perspective. After all that brooding, holding Jessie had freed me. I cupped her in both hands and waited for her to finish spitting out water and wiping it from her face.
�Well that was unexpected,� she said. �At least this answers how I�m getting you out.�
I glanced into the depths, then down the empty hall. �This can�t be all it takes.�
�Sometimes things are simpler than you�d expect.�
�Not this. Rhode wouldn�t lie to you about it being dangerous to come rescue me. This is too easy. There has to be a catch.�
�Well then let�s leave before danger finds us.�
Sound logic there. I pulled her closer.
�Please don�t put me in your mouth!�
I looked her tiny frame up and down. �Are you kidding? You think I�d put you in my mouth after where you�ve been?� I cradled her against my chest, then sent a tendril of water down the hall and retrieved my trench coat. Jessie draped it over an arm. �Now don�t freak out. I�m putting you in an air bubble, so let�s hope Rhode overestimated how dangerous this�ll be.� I wasn�t counting on escaping without some sort of confrontation. There was no way. Amphitrite would notice before long, if she didn�t know already.
Jessie curled up against me and I held her protectively in both hands, she who�d overcome so many crippling fears to arrive at this moment. I was indebted to her.
I sank below the surface, forming a dome of water against the palms of my hands, encasing Jessie in what I hoped would be enough air to get her to the surface. She tensed until we were fully submerged, then relaxed a little when she realized she could keep breathing freely. I rolled forward and entered the dark tunnel, head first. We went from calm lighting to pitch black in seconds. Worried about how frightening being in this claustrophobic place full of water, I sent a reassuring thought Jessie�s way. Just hold tight. I�ll make this as quick as possible. Somehow, I sensed her suddenly feeling shocked.
Am I going crazy, or did I just hear you speak in my head?
I stopped swimming and looked at my bubble-wrapped cargo. I could sense her electromagnetic pulse more than I could see her vague outline. She was staring up at me with open awe. I guess this explains why Rhode wanted me in demon form.
I�m not sure I follow.
You commune with water creatures. I�m one right now. I resumed swimming as fast I could as the tunnel wound up and down, and took sudden turns. It felt like I was being flushed through an elaborate plumbing network.
True, but I never communed with you to find you.
The naiads did. They probably guided�don�t worry about it. I hated explaining things. Let me focus on getting us out of here. I felt her awareness pull away like feeling a partner rolling away from me in bed. The sudden extra space helped me focus on my winding trek and gave me back my personal space. I really didn�t want to share my deep dark thoughts. Jessie being able to commune with my demon form made logical sense, after what I�d seen with the whale flounder and nereids.
Ugh, I couldn�t wait to turn back into my human self. I needed to ground myself in reality as I wanted to pretend it was.
Modest light seeped in the final stretch of the tunnel. I sped out into a deep sea coral colony growing on some geometric formation�
�And stopped at the sight of thousands of nereids, naiads, and bigger water monsters positioned between us and our path to freedom. Well, here was the danger part Rhode mentioned. Hold tight. We have a lot of company. I made sure I was holding Jessie nice and close so she wouldn�t be bouncing around and glanced up. We were in maybe five hundred feet of water with a modest amount of sunlight reaching down. Jessie wrapped her arms around a finger as I took in our unwanted company. Every last one of them was looking our way, waiting, I guess, for their cue to attack. I had no intention of fighting a single one. I�d defend us as I had to, but I had a crew to get back to. The little ones I could out-swim, but the ones as big as me, and a few bigger? This might turn into a lengthy chase.
No monsters swam behind me. They were one huge mob ahead and above me, meaning I�d have to go straight through them. I drifted a little closer, just to see what they�d do.
All the nereids swam a little closer as well. Demon pet must go back. Punishment will be worse if you don�t.
That�s nice. I don�t care. Like hell I was going to let Amphitrite dictate my behavior when I was free to choose, free to make mistakes. No way I was turning around after having been her sex slave.
Every last nereid surged towards me.
Time to flaunt my power. I swam in a circle and hurled a current of water at them, sending their thousands flailing like leaves in the wind. I charged through them, letting those in my way bounce off as they tried to regain control. They gave chase after I broke past them, and the bigger monsters waited for me to get near. Once I drew dangerously close, I veered away, parallel to the surface, and sent another current of water at them. I didn�t look back to see if it had any effect. The nereids were catching up already, latching on, and biting and clawing. They were too small to hurt any more than a mosquito, but their sheer numbers slowed me down. I rolled and twisted, shaking them off and dozens more took their places. Angling towards the surface, I swam in an erratic pattern as I continued to shake off hundreds of them. Their dolphin-like calls bombarded my sensitive hearing, but I tuned them out and focused on reaching the surface.
Something huge rammed me in the stomach, stunning me. I retained enough control to keep Jessie safe in her bubble as I absorbed the blow, then resumed swimming and getting swarmed. A water serpent came at me head-on. I veered at the last moment, letting it snap on water, then felt something tear my dorsal sail. I rolled and winced at the sharp pain, then forced myself to shrug it off. The chase had only begun.
Another big monster bashed me in my spine before I could roll back over, and then a sharklike monster dived at me. I tried to veer away but its jaws sank into my shoulder, just missing my hands. Pain lanced through my body. I coiled my tail around it and tore its body in half as I pried its jaws off with one hand. The sea clouded with blood.
I resumed swimming, holding Jessie down with one hand. I thought of sticking her in my mouth, since it�d make swimming easier, but chances were I�d need my fangs more than two hands. The nereids were unrelenting with their swarming and biting, but they weren�t causing any real damage. I had a tough hide with scales that acted like armor. I changed tactics and just ignored them. All the big monsters were closing in. They would play my cargo handicap to their advantage.
They attacked me in ones and twos. I retaliated with blasts of water, tore gaping wounds with my claws, and severed spines with my fangs as needed. I didn�t care how many I killed, didn�t care how much this would piss Amphitrite off. I was so sick and tired of letting my curse run my life.
After what felt like an eternity, the nereids� numbers began to dwindle. I�d chomped a good number of them and spit them back out. Hopefully that�d broken their morale and they were more interested in preserving their survivors. However, the big monsters kept coming at me from all sides. I dodged and lashed out, and presented my back whenever I couldn�t get out of the way. There were just so many of them, and they attacked in rapid succession, barely keeping out of each other�s way as they took turns trying to take chunks out of me.
One evasive roll put me in the path of another monster shark. I tried to keep rolling but it bit down on one of my forearm fins and swam away with almost the whole thing in its mouth. I scored three lines in its flank as a second shark took a chunk out of my tail. My blood began to cloud the water, and I blocked out more pain.
The loss of my fin hampered me more than my shredded sail. My agility suffered and I began to miscalculate more and more as I drew closer to the surface. I braced against blows as I tried to swim away as fast as I could, slowing to lash out whenever something clamped on and didn�t let go. I soon lost count of my injuries. I was hurting all over but nowhere near tiring. The nereids disappeared altogether and the water serpents� numbers dwindled. I�d torn up dozens of them and hundreds of nereids, but they still kept coming at me as I reached the surface and kept fleeing. I snuck Jessie a fresh pocket of air.
By then it became an all-out chase. I got bitten all over and rammed in the stomach several more times before they gave up the assault. I swam at full speed without looking back, using my command over water to propel me forward even faster, now that I wouldn�t run the risk of sucking unwanted company along with me. And good god I was in so much pain. I wanted to curl up into a ball and let the current take me wherever.
Some time later, I recognized the landmarks that belonged to the Straight of Gibraltar. I finally slowed to a stop and rolled onto my back, floating along the surface. I winced as salt water flushed my wounds, then released Jessie from her bubble. She still clung to my finger as she squinted at the sunlight and looked around.
�Is this the Strait of Gibraltar?�
�Yeah.� I let her sit on my chest and protectively held my hands around her. She leaned against one of them. �Are you alright?� I didn�t see any injuries on her, but she looked a bit rattled.
�I�ll be alright. I feel like I�ve been through the tumble dry cycle in a clothes dryer. I got jolted every time something rammed you.�
An apology sat on the tip of my tongue as I caressed her cheek with a finger. I didn�t say anything since I wasn�t the one who owed her an apology. Amphitrite did. Jessie held my finger to her cheek. I could sense gratitude emanating from her. No wonder Mido had fallen so hard for her. She was such a sweet, innocent thing. I felt so guilty for dragging her into my cursed life. I owed her so much for getting me out of there. I just� �You�re so different from the other avatars.�
�How so?�
�They were all eager to help me, but none of them tried as hard as you do. I owe you so much, even if my curse is never lifted.�
�You�re letting me keep Mido. You owe me nothing, so long as you never give up trying to lift your curse.�
�Fair enough.� I began speeding along the water on my aching back, swiftly passing through the strait. I dodged ships and boats, and didn�t try to hide myself from them. I was in too much pain to care.
�Shouldn�t you give swimming a break? You�re bleeding all over.�
�I want to get back to my ship. I can recover there. Plus I don�t want to run the risk of letting everything we just escaped from catch back up. Where was the shipping route headed before you left?�
�The Falkland Islands. We were gonna gonna work our way up the east side of both Americas to spend some family time back at everyone�s homes, unless you returned sooner.�
�I think we all need that after everything that�s happened.� I flung my mind southwest along the oceans� rolling surface. Within minutes, I felt the familiar shape of the Pertinacious�s hull plowing through the water. She was halfway along the coast of Brazil. �Found em. We�ll be back on the ship in less than twenty four hours. Do you have any money on you?�
�Plenty. Why?�
I veered towards Morocco�s shore. �Go buy some food to last you until we get back. I�m not stopping for anything except bathroom breaks.� I swam right up onto the beach and set Jessie down. She hopped off my hands and marched right over to an open air market as dozens of people ran screaming from demon me. I took a moment to assess my numerous injuries while she bought food. I was missing half my dorsal sail and my entire right fin, and it looked like I was covered in more cuts and bite marks than a fish had scales. I was striped with blood trails, which reddened the surf, but I didn�t care. I was in too much pain to care about anything but getting back to my ship and crew.
Minutes later, Jessie marched back over with a bag of food and climbed into my hands. She gave me a concerned look, but I ignored it and the building pandemonium. I clutched her to my chest and dived just below the surface, then swam off at full speed and full force.

Chapter 30
Brewing Storm

Jessie spent most of the ride dozing and thinking. She watched the ocean zoom by now and then, but it was just one cerulean blur between giant fingers. She thought about all she�d been through ever since escaping onto the Pertinacious, her gift of a relationship with Mido, the truth behind her given name and all the perks that went with it, what she�d done to help Dyne escape�she couldn�t believe it, now that she�d stop to think about it�and what else she could do to help lift his curse. She couldn�t help but wonder if she needed to play mediator and get the two to be nice to each other or something. It sounded ridiculous, but she�d already done crazier things.
Dyne swapped out air whenever she telepathically told him she was starting to feel lightheaded, and after a few trial periods, they figured out regular intervals to avoid such discomfort. Whenever she got hungry, Jessie ate the chicken burritos she�d bought. She couldn�t bring herself to ask for bathroom breaks though. Dyne figured out when she needed a couple when sensed her distress. He formed a seat out of water and put his giant, bloodied back to her. It was still awkward but her bladder felt so much better after. An empty bladder was a happy bladder.
When Jessie woke inside her air bubble the next morning, she could sense Dyne�s stress and fatigue, along with his desperation to reach the ship. She gently told him he didn�t have to push himself so hard. She wasn�t worried about her lack of food.
I�m already using just my command over water. I stopped swimming a while ago to slow the bleeding. I can�t risk going any slower or I might pass out before we get there. When he sensed her own fearful response, he added, Don�t worry. We�ll make it. Just another hour or two.
Just another hour or two? Right. Jessie fell silent after that, not wanting to chip away at his concentration with talk. She wished she could add her will to his to help share the workload. She tried, like when she�d sent her mind looking for the naiads, and when Dyne said nothing and they moved no faster, she concluded that command over water wasn�t one of her avatar powers. It was only a slight disappointment. She could already do enough. She tried listening to his racing heart, then tuned it out. All it did was make her worry that he had to be killing himself with all the exertion. Sure, he couldn�t die permanently, but the stress and strain he was putting himself through unsettled her. She grew even more uncomfortable when she realized they were plowing through the water slower than before she�d slept. The whoosh of the water had dropped at least an octave.
An hour later, Jessie realized the whooshing had dropped even more. They were still speeding along the surface fast enough to make the ocean streak below them, but she could also feel the tension in his chest muscles. He was swimming again. Please make it.
We will. Just a few minutes left.
Said few minutes later, Dyne put on a burst of speed, then dived completely under before surging up and out of the water. Jessie caught a glimpse of the Pertinacious�s bow as they soared over the railing. Dyne hit the wood deck in a three-point landing, then sank to his knees and held himself up with a webbed hand as he gasped for air. He sounded like a oversized bear huffing away. He clutched Jessie tight as he collapsed on his side. The boat rocked and swayed.
Jessie rose and fell with each of Dyne�s lungfuls of air, until he gathered himself enough to lower his hand to the deck. She stood on his open palm and took in his punctured and gashed torso. His massive frame shuddered.
�Made it,� he said in barely more than a whisper. �How bad do I look?�
�All hands to arms!� came Rammus�s shocked voice over the sound system.
Jessie stepped off Dyne�s hand, coat in hand, and took in his entire demon form. His largest injuries dribbled blood, but overall his greyish-blue hide looked speckled with flesh-colored semi-circles and wedges. The smaller injuries had clotted and the ocean had cleaned them up. He was missing a chunk in his tail, had gaping bite marks in both legs and the shoulder he wasn�t lying on. She stood before his snout. His eyes, the same pale color as his human self, looked glazed over with pain and fatigue. �You look like you�re about to pass out.�
�I�m trying not to.� He shuddered again. �Mind getting me a towel? I can�t hold onto this form much longer.�
Rammus came running towards them, sword in hand, then skidded to a halt when he saw Jessie. �Jessie! You�re alive! What is that thing?�
�It�s me, you idiot,� Dyne said in a low, tired voice.
�Rammus, please grab Captain a towel or some clothes.�
He looked at Dyne again, eyes wide. His shock melted into concern and he nodded. �I�m on it.� He did a one-eighty and ran below deck.
Jessie moved to the side of Dyne�s head and his eyes followed her. She thought of prodding his shoulder to see how deep the bite went, but decided not to risk causing him more pain. Instead she rubbed his scaled brow and cheek, hoping to help him relax. �Stay with me.�
�I�m not a pet, you know.�
�It�s hard seeing you like this.� His draconic head was warm to the touch and getting warmer as the intense sun started baking them both. Dyne heaved a sigh that sounded like wind blowing.
Sauna and Mido stopping just outside the hatch at the sight of a water demon curled up on the bow. Ed and Ted bumped into them then froze as well. Scully yelled at them to stop blocking the hatch. The four of them moved to the railing, then the rest of the crew filed onto the deck and joined in on the concerted gaping. O�Toole took one look, whimpered, then ran to Dyne and latched his arms around the tip of his snout.
Dyne sucked in air through his fangs and winced. �Glad to see you, too, O�Toole,� he said kindly, relaxing his head.
Jessie stopped caressing Dyne�s snout and straightened up, and patiently waited for the crew to recover from their shock. Rammus pushed past them, a blue shower towel tucked under an arm.
Dyne tried to lift an arm. He reached a few feet out and his arm flopped back onto the deck with a heavy thud, making it vibrate. His whole body shuddered again. �Cancer, hook me up with some blood, IV, and a bunch of sutures.�
�As you are right now?� Cancer said.
Dyne dragged his head so he was facing his crew with both narrowed eyes. �Of course not, you moron,� he snapped faintly. �Rammus, how long until my next lockdown?�
�You need to go in tonight. You returned just in time.� He snapped open the towel with a flick.
Dyne�s eyes widened and he lay stock still.
�What is it?� Jessie asked.
�Our timing. This can�t be a coincidence.�
�Rhode timed it so we�d get back before lockdown?�
�That, too.� He groaned and balled up. �Amphitrite knew you�d get me out sooner or later. She also knew her daughter would help us make that happen.� Steam began to rise off his body in dancing tendrils. �Something worse is going to happen.� He tried to sit up but his arms gave out. He thrashed his tail and began to shrink. �Rammus,� he said between gasps for air, �you need to drop me off at the nearest coast. You all need to get away from me. I�m a danger to you. I�ve played right into her hands.� His dorsal sail, tail, and forearm fins retracted into his body. �Even when I didn�t cooperate in the cave. You all need to get far away.�
�Dyne, what are you talking about?� Jessie said.
Cancer ran off, hopefully to get the supplies Dyne had requested. The rest of the crew drew closer, their faces full of worry. Rammus held up the towel, ready to drape it over him. Dyne held out a shrinking hand. The webbing seeped back into his fingers and the claws turned into human nails. Rammus tossed him the towel, which fell short as Dyne continued to shrink. Jessie picked it up and brought it over as his body steamed and left behind a pool of sweat and blood. Dyne�s face and legs molded back into human features, and his skin lost its scales and turned back into lightly tanned skin.
Once he was back down to normal size, he held out a bleeding arm and sat up, one hand covering his groin. �Help me up.� Jessie took his hand and heaved him to his feet, then helped him wrap the towel around his waist. He looked full of color; however, his shrunken injuries started bleeding profusely. �Oh, god.� He slumped onto Jessie.
She struggled to hold him and his towel up. Rammus scrambled under one of Dyne�s arms and draped it over his shoulder. Jessie secured the towel as Scully got under the Captain�s other. Ed and Ted ran over scooped up his legs. Their clothes started soaking up his blood.
�Oh, god. Cancer, knock me out. Don�t wanna go back. This�� His gaze grew distant as he stared at the deck. �Just dump me off.�
Rammus and crew carried him to the container as the rest of the crew watched on in silence. Jessie looked at Mido, whose attention bounced between her and Captain. Mido looked like he wanted to take her in his arms but Captain�s plight took precedence over the situation.
�Amphitrite� she�s planning� get away� that smile.�
�Stop talking, Captain,� Rammus said gently. �You�re delirious from blood loss and such.�
Captain�s head drooped forward and his voice grew faint. �No I�m not. My curse. Oh, god, I hurt all over.�
Sam opened the container door and held it wide. They carried the captain inside and lay him on the cot Jacobi had been chained to. Scully switched on a hanging solar lantern, casting a silvery light inside the container. Sam stood inside the doorway and the rest of the crew watched on from over his shoulders.
�Where�s Cancer?� Dyne whispered hoarsely.
Jessie went to Mido�s side since there was nothing else she could do for Captain, for now at least. She slipped a hand in Mido�s and he pulled her into a hug. Cancer squeezed past Rammus with a large sack slung over a shoulder. He hefted it onto the ground with a grunt and it landed with a thud. Everyone else started filing inside.
Cancer turned around. �All of you out. Let me work in peace.�
Dyne stirred. �Put me out, Cancer. Please. So muhh��
The good doctor shushed him. �You�re a mess, Captain. Don�t waste energy talking, unless I need information from you.�
�Juss gotta get through one nigh�. Thassit.�
Cancer said to Rammus, �You can go back to the wheelhouse. I�ll be fine with a bit of help from Scully.�
Rammus headed for the door and shooed the rest of the crew. �Now all of you get. You heard the doc. We�ll all see Captain after lockdown, when he�s feeling better.� He filled up the doorway with his modest frame and motioned for Sam to close the door. Sam threw the locks inside and swung the door shut. The last thing Jessie saw inside was Cancer hanging up two plastic bags near the lantern, one a clear bag of IV, and the other a bag of blood.
Mido guided Jessie to the railing and held her in his arms, relief all over his handsome face. Jessie leaned into him, equally happy to be reunited.
�I told you so,� Jacobi said loud enough for everyone outside the container to hear. The rest of the crew paused in their trek to the nearest hatch.
�What are you talking about?� Sam snapped and the rest of the crew verbally exploded on Jacobi.

He fixed Jessie with a smug grin. �What did you do to come back unharmed with Captain looking like that? You selfish b��
Jessie tore away from Mido. �I just freed him from the fate I protected you from! Don�t you dare give me shit!� Scully, Sam, and Ted lunged for him, but Rammus, Sauna, and Ed held them back.
�You take that back, Jacobi!� Ted yelled. The others shouted at Jacobi in Jessie�s defense.
He ignored the rest of the crew. �I will give you as much as you deserve. You�ve clearly got him under some sort of spell to allow him to get so beat up for your sake.�
Jessie lunged for him, studded gloves leading the way. Mido grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back as Scully, Sam, and Ted tried to get at Jacobi again.
Rammus yelled, �Everyone stop fighting right now!�
Jacobi held up his hands and took a step closer, still grinning. �Let her go, Mido. I�d even let her take the first swing. I�d love to see how garbage fights.�
�Let me go!� Jessie yelled, as she struggled to break free. Mido grabbed her by the wrists.
Rammus said, �Call her that again and you�ll be fighting me, Jacobi. I�m warning you. Shut up. Put up. And open your damn eyes to the truth. She�s not the enemy. I�m this close to firing you.� He held up a thumb and forefinger millimeters apart, then lowered his hand and turned to Jessie. �And you: don�t sink to his level.� He glared at the rest of the crew. �And that goes for all of you.�
Jessie stopped struggling but didn�t stop leaning towards Jacobi. He stood just outside of kicking range. She silently willed him to take one more step, even though she�d been warned, and even though she knew he wouldn�t give her the satisfaction.
�Fine, fine,� Jacobi said, completely at ease. �I�ll let Captain take care of her. I�m just sayin� I told all of you so.� He plowed a path through the crew and headed below deck.
Ed said, �I am liking that man less and less.�
Ted said, �Me, too, sadly. He�s usually so cool.�
�Everyone clear the deck,� Rammus said. The techies started leading the way down, and Rammus started heading for the wheelhouse, but not before kissing Jessie on the forehead. �Thanks for bringing him back, kiddo. We owe you big time.�
Mido said, �How about some private time in the cabins?�
Rammus looked at the two, then smirked. �After a feat like that? Deal. But only today. Ed and Ted can make lunch for us.� He left for the wheelhouse.
Jessie and Mido followed everyone else. Once they reached the hatch, Jessie tugged Mido aside. He pulled up beside her.
�What?�
�Why didn�t you let me hurt him?�
He cupped her cheek and kissed her forehead. �Besides the fact that you obviously would�ve ended up worse off than him?�
�It would�ve been worth it.�
�You have better things to do than listen to the crap he says.� He leaned into her, massaging her hips with his hands.
And that�s when Jessie noticed the hunger in his eyes, and that he was trembling. She finally came down enough from her angry outburst to let the private time request sink in.
�I need you so bad right now,� he whispered in her ear. �You have no idea how happy I am to see you back in one piece.� His hands rubbed up and down her sides.
She grazed her fingers through his hair and admired his lips and the contours of his face. What a wonderful sight after all that craziness. Yes, this sort of thing was way better than dealing with stupid. �Oh, I think I have an idea.� She ground her hips against him, making him inhale deeply. To be honest, she was in dire need of a pleasant distraction. �Let�s go take a shower.�
�I don�t think I can wait.� He kissed her once on the lips, then undid her pants button and zipper and kneeled.
Jessie grabbed the sides of head and forced him to look up. �I was stuck inside the mouth of a sea monster for who knows how long. I think you�ll want to wait.�
Mido filed through his memories, then zipped her back up. �I think you�re right.� He scooped her into his strong arms and carried her to the showers.
* * *
I sat in the wheelhouse, piloting my ship. For the life of me I couldn�t seem to find land. I could�ve sworn Brazil had been right there before lockdown, but there was only water surrounding me. I started going in circles, hoping to spot land wherever I�d missed, but the horizon remained flat and featureless. I was lost and I couldn�t find my charts. They weren�t in their drawers or anywhere in the wheelhouse. I stuck the ship in neutral and tried to think of where I�d gone wrong, instead of continuing to waste fuel.
The second I shifted out of gear, the ship began to disintegrate. Flakes of metal broke off like it was one big crumbling iceberg. The ship disintegrated from the outside inwards. I watched helplessly as every last square food of deck broke away and the wheelhouse fell apart last, leaving a pocket of air between me and the ocean. Why wasn�t I falling? The ocean rose up and swallowed me, and my ears filled with the rumble of roiling water.
I opened my eyes yet felt no sting from the salt content. The ocean pulled me deeper and deeper. I didn�t bother flailing. I just let it take me all the way to the bottom, where Newport in all its patched-up glory rose to meet me. I landed on my feet on what I recognized as the small beach south of Castle Hill Cove. Flat terrain splayed out before me, along with overgrown fields, and huge houses in the distance that looked part castle. Those houses were older than me. The ocean turned to air and waves crashed at my feet, soaking my pants and trench coat. The town came into sharp focus, and then I realized I was dreaming.
And I wasn�t alone in this specially-concocted nightmare.
I slowly turned around, reluctant to face my company after all that�d taken place. Amphitrite sat astride one of Poseidon�s kelpies, a white water horse with a golden mane and huge golden hooves. The rolling waves parted to crash around her and the kelpie. It pawed the retreating surf.
�Welcome home, Dyne Lavere,� Amphitrite said in her sensual voice. �You have bent. My punishment I�ve prepared will break you, that I promise.�
�Leave my crew alone! Keep my curse between you and me. You�ve take so many lives already. Please.�
She narrowed her eyes. �I am the sea. I spare and claim lives as I see fit. Never forget your place in my domain for a second. I give up so many creatures so you humans may eat of them. You�ve no place to tell me when to take back. Now,� she said in a calmer voice, gesturing to Newport. I faced it, dread filling my chest with ice. �You try to hide how much you care about your birth home with detachment, but you can�t deceive me. What better way to break you than to raze your last link to the days before your curse?�
I spun to face her again. �You wouldn�t!� Her air of superiority didn�t waver in the least. �How can you even think of doing such a thing? All the people who live here are innocent!�
�I would.�
Sea monsters began marching and slithering out of the surf and heading inland, ignoring me. They kicked up sand, shook off water and eyed the historic town with destruction on their minds. I didn�t recognize a few types of monsters but they had to be from one myth or legend or another. One of the things marching out of the water was� Tethys. He walked right by me, fixing me with a smug grin before continuing inland. I watched helplessly as they tore down the nearest castle-like homes and continued northward, dragging any and all unfortunate locals into the sea, Tethys working right alongside the monsters. My home was farther north, closer to the dock I moored at every visit, yet farther inland.
�Not all monsters are covered in scales. I�ve churned up the bottom of the sea for some of the nastiest. Don�t take too long to get home,� she said in a tone that didn�t care how long I took. �And if you go alone to defend� your home, I can assure you a storm will claim your ship and your crew, hurricane season or not. Heed my advice and I just might show a little mercy and spare them.�
The kelpie stomped a hoof and a huge wave rose behind it and Amphitrite. I wanted to run but all I could do was stand there and watch with morbid fascination. The wave crested high overhead as the sunlight shined through it and more monsters kept marching ashore.
�Don�t forget to hurry.�
She and her mount melded with the wave as it crashed and sent me somersaulting backwards, until my back hit something hard and flat. Might�ve been the road. But when I realized I no longer heard water roiling around, I opened my eyes. I could see nothing but black. I felt around and found the edges of a cot. The smell of metal, sea water, and anti-septic fluids filled my nose. So I was awake. I patted down my torso and felt no pain or sutures. I was whole again. The relief was bittersweet. I also had an IV attached to my arm, but the needle was no longer under my skin. I peeled off the tape, then got up and blindly felt my way to one corner of the container, the far one opposite the door. That was where I had plates of food sent up to me. I could smell bread and melted cheese when I got close. I wasn�t hungry but I needed every ounce of strength I could gather, so I sat on the floor and wolfed down cold meat-lover�s pizza and guzzled the electrolyte mixture Mido had left me, then, with a flip of two levers, sent the empty plate down so they�d know I was awake and well enough to eat.
Amphitrite was right about Newport. I�d watched over my home for almost three hundred years, finding solace in the place every time I visited. Even though the locals hated me, Newport would always be home. I didn�t want anything to happen to it. It was the only un-erasable link to my pure human past. Now Amphitrite was threatening to destroy that as well? That was a real low blow.
I couldn�t help but fear this punishment really might break me. My hands were shaking already. I got up and felt my way to the door, then used my command over water form two giant hands and wave at whoever was piloting my ship.

Chapter 31
Newport

I spent the last three nights of lockdown building strength and worrying about Newport and my crew. I paced when I couldn�t help it. Otherwise, I forced myself to conserve energy. I was feeling weak from the extensive repairs my curse had mended. Rapid healing didn�t just magically happen�well it did, but not without payment of energy and materials. I�d lost a modest amount of muscle mass, enough to feel weak and fatigued. I was feeling decent physically by the last night, but still a bit weak, like my muscles had atrophied.
Mentally, I was a wreck. The army of monsters from my nightmare were ever present in my thoughts, along with Amphitrite�s warning not to dally. How would she factor in my lockdown? I feared her thoughts on that were, �Oh, well. You should�ve timed your escape better.� My imagination generated all sorts of crushing scenarios I struggled hard to block from my conscious thoughts. I didn�t want to envision my home being anything less than intact. Even though I didn�t spend much time there any given year, it was still home. Home.
The day after I repaired and regained consciousness, Cancer checked on me from outside the container. I informed him that he�d saved me from a temporary death. He was just as relieved as me, then warned me that Jacobi was still being an ass to Jessie. I asked him to leave me alone after that. Didn�t tell; asked. That�s how stressed I was. Rammus could deal with it. I didn�t want to hear about any crap while in lockdown.
When I wasn�t stressing over the perilous state of my home, I was brooding about my crew. Sam had family in Newport. They were going to die if we didn�t get there fast enough. If they died, then Sam would lose the most important people in his life, and it�d be all because of me. I couldn�t let that happen. I�d do everything in my power to prevent that from happening, including to tapping into the power I hated using. The sacrifice of my humanity was nothing compared to the loss of family. I didn�t want to have to face Sam after him losing those he loved most because of me.
Thinking about Sam and his family got me thinking about my life and all the people that had come and gone through it. So many people would�ve been better off if they�d never met me. Working in the shipping industry attracted its own hazards, but my curse? All my attempts to pretend to live a normal life as a normal person had resulted in the death of thirty people. People like Jersey and Mike, who died to other hazards, weren�t among those thirty. I�d cremated so many people in my two hundred and seventy seven years, and I hadn�t forgotten a single name or nickname, where they died, or when.
I carried the guilt of their deaths every day. Some days the guilt overwhelmed me. Other days it was no more than a poisonous whisper. I�d tried so hard to keep every last one of them alive. I could�ve tried harder if I�d been more willing to use the power of my demon form, but no. The selfish need to preserve my humanity had cost thirty lives. More, really, since I could�ve saved Jersey and Mike if I�d used my demon powers. God, I could�ve saved so many more lives that way.
I would not make that same mistake in Newport. The thought made me squirm, but the fear of more loss overrode my own wants for once.
The morning Rammus finally let me out, I was waiting by the door, wearing just my pants and sandals, and a towel slung over a shoulder. I wasn�t planning on staying small enough to wear clothes for long. There was no time to waste.
Rammus smirked. �Eager for a shower, Captain?�
�No time.� I stepped out into the pale light. �Call�� The entire crew was gathered near the railing, all wearing relieved smiles. I was flattered but� �Why is everyone here?�
�How are you feeling, Captain?� Cancer asked.
Horrible. �Pressed for time. All of you�� I couldn�t bring myself to say it, to explain that they all had to come with me into almost certain death, because Amphitrite would assure their deaths if they didn�t.
�We�re headed for Newport. We skipped the San Juan shipment, as ordered. Now what�s going on?�
I turned around and tried to contain my panic. We were wasting precious seconds, but it was better now than later, while we weren�t surrounded by monsters. �I was born and raised in Newport, Rhode Island. It�s the only thing I have left from before I was cursed. It�s my home, and Amphitrite is threatening to wipe it off the map.� I pulled the towel off my shoulder. �As to why now, it�s my punishment for what went down in the cave.�
�So she�s destroying your home for breaking her heart?� Ted said. �That doesn�t make any sense.�
�It doesn�t have to.� She�d made twisted sense in the nightmare, but there was no way I was going to reveal that this personal attack was meant to break me. I clutched the towel in both fists so they wouldn�t see my hands shaking. My thoughts were racing because of the lengths she�d go to spread her misery to me. �She�s the sea. We�re at the mercy of her whims.�
�This is nuts,� Scully said unhappily.
�Captain,� Jacobi said, �you�ve had nothing but problems ever since you took her on board.�
�I didn�t take Jessie. She found her own way here.�
�Still, you kept her. You should�ve dumped her in Port Chesapeake.�
Jessie was giving the back of Jacobi�s head a look of death. Mido held her tight, his posture taut with contained rage. I was feeling just as pissed off for having someone else think they better knew how to handle curse-related people and problems than I did. That was like me telling Mido how to cook, or Cancer how to administer healthcare. The rest of the crew looked disgusted with the crap coming out of Jacobi�s mouth. �You�re very wrong. Now shut up about things you don�t understand.� I tried to start for the bow.
�No. I think you need to listen to me for once.� He unfolded his arms.
�Oh really?�
�I believe one of those two has you under her spell and is toying with you nonstop. None of this would�ve happened if you hadn�t kept her,� he said, pointing over his shoulder with a thumb. �She�s been nothing but trouble since the day she stepped foot on your ship. You need to listen to me and throw her overboard right now, and be done with her. You�re not yourself anymore.�
Oh, he�d picked a bad day to piss me off. I called water to me with a thought but kept it hidden below the railing. I took a step forward and spoke in a dangerously low voice. �Jacobi, tell me what to do with Jessie again and I�ll throw you overboard myself.�
�You wouldn�t dare.�
I dropped my towel and, in one swift motion, socked him in the gut with a fist of water, sending him sprawling, and pinning his wrists to the deck with rings of water. I kept pressure on his wrists like a waterfall pounding on rock, and held a globe of water in front of my fist. I poised it over him like I was priming to punch him as I straddle his sides. He stared up at me, eyes wide, as he gasped for breath.
The rest of the crew backed away. I took a deep breath. �I wouldn�t be on this ship right now if it wasn�t for her! Don�t you see? Because of her avatar status, she was able to come rescue me! She just saved me from a very long imprisonment where you would�ve all died of old age before she let me out! She braved sea monsters, the wrath of a goddess, and put her own life on the line for me! She didn�t have to but she did, and you�re still demonizing her? She even told me the naiads tried to get her to take you with her, but she refused, even after being advised otherwise. You have no idea how much gall that took. You owe her your life!� I paused to see if he was paying attention. He stared up with wide-eyed surprise. �She is our ally and an asset to the crew. Do I make myself clear?�
�Yes, Captain.� He swallowed. �I was worried because you�re not acting like yourself.�
Of course I wasn�t. I was stressed out of mind. My home, my last link to my curse-free humanity, was in danger, along with the entire crew, all because of me.
Scully said, �Cut him some slack, Jacobi. He�s been through hell.�
Rammus said, �I wouldn�t be myself either if my home, wife, and kids were in danger.�
�Mine are,� Sam said unhappily, fidgeting with his belt. �Captain, I�m as anxious as you to get home.�
Still glaring, I said, �Then let�s get going. And you,� I said to Jacobi, �will stop testing my patience with your vendetta against Jessie. Do I make myself very clear?�
Jacobi looked at me with a healthy dose of fear and remorse in his eyes. �Yes, Captain. I�m sorry.�
The apology was unexpected. I lowered my fist and water sphere, then stepped back and jerked him to his feet with the water around his wrists, just to give him another moment of feeling powerless. He let out a startled gasp, then stood there like an animal in shock while holding his arms up in surrender. I released his wrists and sent the water back into the sea.
The rest of my crew looked like they wanted to cheer for what I�d done but were afraid I�d snap at them for it. I didn�t want any praise for laying Jacobi flat. It was bullying to an extreme. Still, he probably needed to be put in his place, but what really bothered me was the fact that I�d snapped like that. It was a positive indicator that I was cracking, breaking under the pressure, just as Amphitrite wanted.
Jacobi lowered his arms, studied me a moment, then looked at Jessie. He went over and stood before her. �I still remember the night when those things came. All I heard was them wanting to take me. I thought you were in league with them, but you didn�t turn me into a prisoner and you brought Captain back all by yourself. I still don�t what to think about all that and I still don�t trust you, but� it�s��
�I understand,� Jessie said. �I forgive you.�
�Thanks.� He ran a hand through his hair. �Please help Captain. I hate seeing him like this.�
�I�m trying.�
I picked up my towel, balled it up, and tossed it to Rammus. �Don�t worry about manning the wheel. Just stick her in neutral and drop anchor when I tell you to. I�ll take care of the rest. Everyone else go to your bunks and sit tight. And Rammus, go join them once you�ve released the anchor.� I looked at Jessie and bit back my comment about my impending telepathic communication with her. I didn�t feel comfortable letting the rest of the crew know we could do that while I was transformed. I didn�t care if she told Mido. She probably had while I was in lockdown. I needed the shred of humanity in their eyes.
�What�re you doing, Captain?� Rammus said.
�Going water demon and taking you all for a ride, so don�t leave your bunks until I�m up to full speed. Now where are we exactly?�
�Oh. Uh, the Caribbean. Somewhere between Venezuela and Puerto Rico.�
I nodded as I filed the geographical information and calculated my route. My crew hesitated, then started filing below deck. Of course their minds were a bit boggled. After all these years, this was the first time they�d heard me declare I was about to transform on purpose, and this would only be the second time for me, the first having been after Rhode had instructed me to. All the other times I�d been forced to, or had dipped too far into demon strength when commanding water.
I headed to the bow while Rammus headed for the wheelhouse, then I kicked off my sandals next to the Harpy and unbuttoned my pants. Rammus was watching from inside the wheelhouse. I held up a finger, signaling him to wait a moment, then climbed onto the bow and looked at the rolling water. It was clear and beautiful, yet too deep to see to the bottom. I had an intimidating fifteen-foot dive. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure everyone but Rammus had gone below deck, then made myself dive in before I could talk myself into climbing back down. Sure, I could transform on the deck but I really didn�t want an audience while doing that. Something about people watching me transform made me feel extra freakish.
I plunged below the surface then arced back up and took off my pants and boxers. I�d ripped out of enough clothes this year and didn�t need to ruin more. Both articles hooked on one finger, I concentrated on triggering the transformation. The sensation was like reaching inside myself for a trapped scream. I felt my skin tingle and body ache, reflexively fought away the sensations, then forced myself to let go and have the transformation do its thing. It felt like stretching out the stiffness after a good night�s rest. My body swelled and expanded into a ketos in seconds, and I heaved a satisfied sigh when done. I still loved and hated how powerful this form felt.
I shifted to my serpentine aquatic form, then popped my draconic head over the bow and flicked my clothes onto the deck. Looking at Rammus, I drew a horizontal circle in the air with a clawed finger. �Go ahead and release it!� I cupped the anchor in both hands, then started swimming ahead of the bow as the chain rattled with a drumroll of heavy thunks as it spilled out. The anchor itself weighed five hundred pounds, but my rode was four-to-one, and each chain link weighed fifty pounds. I was going to be carrying around a good few tons of dead weight, in addition to hauling a three hundred foot steam frigate over three thousand nautical miles. I was going to have to time this in a way where I wouldn�t be exhausted when we arrived.
Once the entire rode was free, I telepathically told Jessie to tell me when everyone was settled down. And while I was waiting� for that, I gently pulled the Pertinacious into motion with my command over water and began swimming. A minute later, I got the all-clear. I built up speed and strength until we were gliding along the surface on a mound of water, just like a hurricane lifts the sea with it.
* * *
It took two days and two marathon runs from me to make Newport appear on the horizon. Rammus had piloted the ship while I passed out in my bunk between marathons. Mido fed me calorie-packed meals after each swim, and the crew left me alone. They looked lost and worried but I didn�t care. All that mattered was reaching Newport, which we did two mornings later.
Once I reached the eastern tip of Long Island during my second marathon, I helped weigh anchor, then climbed aboard and reverted back to human, Rammus taking over in the wheel-house for the rest of the trip. I rinsed off in the showers, got dressed, and wolfed down probably two days� worth of calories in one sitting. Eggs, cheese, bacon, buttermilk biscuits with lots of butter, some cantaloupe, electrolyte water, and enough coffee to get my hands shaking. Jessie, Mido, and the others gave me worried looks but otherwise kept their mouths shut as I envisioned Newport getting pulverized over and over. O�Toole hid away in the cargo hold the whole trip, even at night. Sam tried to coax him out but ended up bringing him food, which O�Toole pecked at, and Sam just left him be. We had enough reasons to be stressed out. Still the Irishman�s behavior worried me. When he was fine, all of us were fine. When he fretted, we fretted, going on alert like he was a pet dog growling at an unseen threat in the dark.
Tin of coffee in hand, I headed to the bow. Fog hung low overhead. Below it visibility ranged far, Connecticut and Rhode Island lining the horizon. Sam was on the bow, his gaze fixed on land. I walked up beside him and took a noisy sip of coffee. �You have my permission to run to your family and protect them.� He looked at me, his face drawn with fatigue. He probably hadn�t slept much in two days, if at all. �Fight hard. Fight fiercely. Don�t give what rises out of the ocean the satisfaction of making a meal out of you and your family.�
�Thank you, Captain.� He turned back to land, to home.
�Thanking me is the last thing you should be doing. This is all my fault.�
�I beg to differ. If you knew your choices would lead to this, you would�ve done different.�
I appreciated his loyalty and liked his logic but I wasn�t going to argue right now. I left him be and took over for Rammus in the wheelhouse, but I couldn�t keep still in my chair. I checked a drawer for my nautical charts, which were all present and accounted for, then stood at the tiller, drumming my fingers and tapping a foot. I didn�t see any smoke rising in the distance, which I hoped was a good thing. And once we were less than a mile from Newport�s southern tip, it was clear that nothing was on fire, much less harmed. I sailed into the harbor, around Goat Island, and docked at Wyndham Wharf, which had changed so much over the decades. The harbor had been teeming with private boats before the Purge. Now just a lucky few were proud owners of steam or bio-fueled vessels no more powerful than my kernels. The rest were bigger deep sea fishing boats for either commercial or recreational use. And now the port was a minor trade checkpoint since the Big Apple was now the Big Core.
I flipped on the sound system. �Everyone get on deck and throw the lines. We�re here. Everything looks intact so far.� Newport splayed out behind my stern in all its patched-up lack of glory. People meandered up and down the dirt streets, going stall-to-stall shopping, or whatever they were doing. �We need to evacuate the town. I need a few of you to head to the naval base north of here and convince them to help us evacuate Newport. Tell them whatever you think�ll convince them to believe you. I want as little collat�� I had a sudden urge to stop talking look out over my bow. There was only calm water but I felt like I was being watched by unfriendly eyes. �Hurry up and arm yourselves with everything you can and get ashore. Stay together. Protect yourselves and the landies, but don�t throw your lives away. If at any point running seems like the best idea, do it. Don�t hesitate; just run. The bottom line is to stay alive.� As much as I wanted to save innocent lives, my crew was the most important to me. They weren�t replaceable or reconstructable, like a house or a town. I switched off the sound system, unbuttoned my trench coat, and downed the rest of my coffee. Once I had the Pertinacious lined up with the pier and we were tied down, I cut the engine and headed to the stern. I didn�t bother arming myself with anything. I already had my demon form, which I had a feeling I was going to need real soon.
My crew joined me at the stern, armed with belts of grenades, sharpened swords, and a few crossbows and stuffed quivers. Jessie wore her studded gloves. Eleven people to protect one town from a supernatural invasion� it wasn�t enough. Too bad O�Toole wasn�t secretly able to scare off sea monsters like he could quasi-children. He was still hiding in the cargo hold. I took a quick head count, just to double check, then waved for everyone to follow me down the ladder.
Part of me didn�t want to leave my ship. It was like a security blanket. However, my feet touched the wooden dock and carried me down the pier. I kept glancing at the water as the rest of my crew followed, one by one. They formed a loose semi-circle on the dock and I faced them with my back to the water. The landies eyed us curiously, and with some trepidation. A couple loudly complained about my return before going on about their business. I mentally winced. These people hated me because trouble followed me every time I visited. After today, they were going to despise me for the rest of my unnaturally long life.
�Everyone work in at least pairs to get the landies to evacuate.� Mido�s and Jessie�s hands found each other, as did Ed�s and Ted�s. Scully and Sam nodded to each other. �When the attack starts, expect to see things bigger than my demon form to make their way ashore. Don�t pick a fight you can�t win. Just�� There was that haunting feeling of being watched again, watched by something that intended harm. Cold fear gripped my chest. I turned around. Again, there was nothing there, but I kept my eyes on the water. �Just tell people I�m back. Trouble�s followed me again. They all better run inland if they want to see another day.�
�Sounds a bit dramatic, don�t you think?� Ed said.
�Word it however you�� Something made a �v� in the water, something big enough to be spotted from over one hundred feet away, beyond the end of the pier running parallel to my ship. The water swelled and something burst through the surface and landed on the deck. On two feet. It� looked like a man, a tall, burly man. He purposefully strode over, heading right for me.
It was Tethys.
�No way,� Mido said. A ripple of shock ran through my crew as my stomach dropped to my feet.
Tethys halted before me, his massive frame towering over me. He wore a big grin and dripped water everywhere. �Well look who�s returned from the grave as well,� he said nonchalantly.
�How?� I breathed. I could barely speak. He�d fired my gun. The quasis had killed him, no doubt about it. And now I�d just watched him use a power similar to my own to leap onto the pier.
�I�m a certain sea goddess�s latest plaything. I�ve been sent to break you.� His skin turned a dark grey. He seized my my shirt and coat with both hands.
I reflexively grabbed his wrists and tried to break free, but he had me in an iron grip. His wrists swelled in my hands and my feet lost contact with the ground. Oh, shit. �Run!� Human me soared into the air as claws punctured my shirt and coat, grazing my chest. Tethys�s clothes ripped away, and his body swelled into a demon form with a broad, flat head, a bulging throat like a bullfrog�s, and fangs that stuck out like a croc�s. Wind whooshed in my ears as he soared to full height. He held me level with his beady eyes crowned by horned brows. His entire form looked like a mix of toad and bearded dragon on two massive legs, complete with an armored tail. Good god, I was very high off the ground. My crew stared up at us, swords drawn and mouths ajar. �Run, you morons!�
Tethys took me in one clawed hand as big as my body and cocked his fist back. I was held upside down over my ship�s deck. �Time to break,� he said in a booming voice. He threw me like a baseball out over Newport. My neck and limbs jerked from whiplash from the force of the throw, snapping me out of concentrating on going ketos. I caught snippets of land and fog as I somersaulted through the air, and by the time I started my downward arc, I collected enough mental faculties to concentrate. I triggered the transformation and willed myself to grow to full size as fast as possible. I squinted my eyes shut as my body tingled and burst out of my clothes. I braced for impact and hoped I�d survive the landing.
My armored back hit the ground first. I bounced and skidded and grew until I rolled into a two-story house. Glass shattered and the house let out a wooden moan. I lay still a moment, then gingerly rolled away, crushing a bike in the process, and pushed to my demon feet. I hadn�t finished transforming until after the first bounce, but at least my scales had formed. That was an adrenaline rush I wouldn�t recommend to anyone. I arched my back and rolled my shoulders, then looked at the house I�d almost steamrolled. It was this box-shaped thing with a squat roof, and still standing. Just needed new windows now.
Tethys had thrown me a good few blocks. He loomed above the trees and neighborhood, waiting. He was barrel-chested and had arms half as big as his torso. I was lean and sleek. There was no way I was equal to his brute strength. How was I going to beat him?
He gave me a taunting wave, then started stomping on the stalls lining the wharf, one at a time. My sensitive hearing picked up screams, and several cries cut short. I launched into a sprint and charged into him like a football player sacking a quarterback. Our armored bodies connected with a crack and the dock shattered beneath our combined weight. I began punching and raking him with my claws. He head-butted me so hard it sounded like the crack from a lightning strike, and I saw stars. Dazed, I splashed into the water next to my ship.
The sudden need to switch from lungs to gills snapped me to. I lurched to my feet in water that went up to my knees. Tethys reached over and tore the Harpy off my ship�s bow, making the vessel rock and bounce off the buoys cushioning it from the dock, and pissing me off. That was my ship he just vandalized. He pelted the machine at me and I took it in the head before I could lift my arms. I staggered backwards, tripping over the next pier and crushing it as I fell.
�And since you were so kind to put holes in my ship, let�s make yours smile.�
I sat up as the giant bastard tore a gaping hole in the Pertinacious�s hull. He bore his weight down on the bow, sending water gushing into the cargo hold. I got up and blasted him with a wave of water. He went flying and splashed a few piers down. I willed the water out of the hold and pushed the hull back up with water so the ship floated again. I glanced at the shore. People were running to and fro as they gathered loved ones and started heading inland. My crew was somewhere among them. Hopefully all the landies would have the sense to flee deep inland.
Tethys surged to his feet and sloshed over, bursting through two piers without slowing. I blasted him with another waver of water but he answered it with a thought and swing of his arm. A second wave met mine with a slap and the two reached into the air before falling back into the harbor.
�Looks like I finally get my duel for the port.� Tethys reached towards the ocean and threw a wave ashore, washing away the stalls he�d pulverized a minute ago.
Using water to propel myself, I rocketed into Tethys and tackled him into the water, then shifted into aquatic form and wrapped my tail around him as I clawed at his face. He thrashed and flailed, then I felt him shift forms as well, slipping out of my grip. I joined him above the surface and shifted back into having legs.
�So the bastard can fight after all. Too bad you fight alone.� He gestured to the harbor.
All over the surface sea monsters and nymphs rose out of the water like a pod of dolphins breaking the surface to grab some air. They were visible for as far as I could see. My crew couldn�t fight every last one of them, much less a quarter of them. I flung my arms out, washing away as many as I could. There had to be thousands teeming the harbor. My nightmare was becoming a reality.
�Oh, no you don�t. Your fight�s with me.� He sent a wave of water at me.
If that was the case, then I needed to draw him away from the densely-populated parts of town. I rode the wave and tackled him into the water. We somersaulted several times, churning up the water and crushing a pier. I ended under him, then tossed him off and leapt after him. He whipped me with his tail with a crack, making my side sting, but I raked his throat and landed next to him.
We continued our fight as I slowly drew him south, matching him blow for blow and occasionally swiping the milieu of invaders with water. But they were reaching land faster than I could handle. They began tearing down houses and buildings, and killing anyone who couldn�t run fast enough. I was going to have no crew and no home by the end of the day. There was no way Amphitrite would spare my crew because she felt like it.
I began fighting harder. We exchanged blows like boxers, bit and clawed like beasts, tackled each other at any opening, and threw waves of water in attempts to knock each other off balance. The only thread linking me to my sanity was that we were working our way south. The houses thinned out, giving way to sparse trees, low brush, and castle-like homes older than me. More monsters took those ancient houses down and I watched history begin its eternal dirt nap. The watching opened me up for several blows to the head. I staggered onto the dirt road. Tethys pounced and pinned me to the ground by my shoulders.
�Fine. Stop fighting back. I�ll take the easy victory.� He leaned in to bite my head off.
I buried my claws in his barrel chest like I was digging for his lungs and heart, and squeezed. He let out a roar. I flexed my fingers and dug into him as far as could pierce his armored hide. He head-butted me again and I ripped my claws free, getting another roar out of him. He slashed at my neck and a fiery pain erupted below my jaw. I heaved him off with my feet and gave him a good push with water, then lurched to my feet, holding my neck.
He and I were covered in cuts and bites. I was beginning to look as bad as they day I�d fled Poseidon�s palace, but at least so was Tethys. He was down to one eye and looking quite pissed, both hands over his chest. I looked at my fingers, which were covered in blood from my neck wound. I didn�t feel any blood trickling down my throat, but I was sure more fighting would make that happen.
Tethys charged me. I ran to meet him, leapt into the air and came at him, claws first. He suddenly stopped, grabbing one of my feet as he ducked under my claws, then spun and threw me into the ocean. I skipped once, then started cartwheeling the moment one of my limbs caught on the surface. A wave of water pushed me down and I shifted forms as the salt water stung my wounds. Tethys swam after me, looking like a bull shark charging with his jaw wide.
I put on a burst of speed, then circled back and hand-to-hand combat began anew, but with more attempts to bite and strangle each other as we rolled and twisted, churning up the water and scuffing up the rocky bottom. How was I going to end this fight and protect my home? My crew needed me. Newport needed me, yet I was locked in a battle with something evenly matched against me. I was smarter and faster, but he was stronger and able to absorb my blows. I was tactful; he was ruthless. The water began to redden with our blood.
* * *
Seeing Tethys walk down the pier had made Jessie�s blood run cold. Watching him explode into a demon form of his own� she almost passed out. It was like a horrible nightmare. She�d watched him pull the trigger, watched the quasis apply their deadly touch, watched him die. And now here he was, battling Dyne as a water demon. When he�d thrown Dyne out of sight, she�d thought that was it for him until next lockdown. But when he returned, transformed and fists flying, her hopes rose, only to be dashed by the sight of thousands of nereids, naiads, water serpents, and nymphs in the harbor. And when all those things made their way onto the wharf, everyone scattered, including the crew.
When Tethys had thrown Dyne out of sight, she�d thought that was it for him until next lockdown. But when he returned, transformed and fists flying, her hopes rose, only to be dashed by the sight of thousands of nereids, naiads, water serpents, and nymphs in the harbor. And when all those things made their way onto the wharf, everyone scattered, including the crew.
Jessie and Mido ran side by said. They tried to follow Ed and Ted, but too many people filled the streets as monsters gave chase. She and Mido took cover behind a fish stall, until a water serpent rammed its head repeatedly into the building behind them. They fled inland, weaving among the locals, who called out for friends and family. The monsters spilled inland with them, demolishing everything that stood. They acted like they were more interested in razing Newport, but didn�t hesitate to attack if anyone got too close to them.
�We�ve gotta get to the naval station,� Mido said. He tugged her northward and they began running parallel to shore.
�But they�ll just die for getting involved.� So many monsters ran rampant ahead of them, big and small. They ignored the locals between bouts of razing. When they ran out of buildings to flatten, they turned to pick off the stragglers.
�More people will die if we don�t find a way to fight back.� He lashed out with his sword, killing a nereid they passed with a blow to the head. Several other nereids broke away from tearing down a shop and charged Mido, bounding on all-fours. Jessie and Mido stopped, she giving him room to swing, then intercepted the last one and punched it in the head. �Leave him alone!� The creature fell in a heap at her feet, shook its head out, then crouched and looked at her.
�We destroy. Mistress�s orders.�
�I�m ordering you to stop!�

The nereid tilted its head. �But� you still want destroy. I confused.�
And with that comment, so was she. Mido fought off three nereids, taking them down one after the other. The last one latched onto his back and bit his shoulder, but a thrust between its eyes and the thing fell dead. Clutching his shoulder, he closed in on the one facing Jessie. She held up a gloved hand. �Wait!�
He skidded to a halt without lowering his sword, and looked at her expectantly.
Jessie faced the nereid. �I�m telling you to stop destroying and killing. Why are you so confused?�
It pointed to a curved hole in the side of its head. �I hear you, but I also hear you saying destroy. I confused.�
Jessie�s eyes widened. �I know!� Do you hear me?
Yes, avatar.
Stop destroying. Stop the killing. Go back into the ocean and go home, and tell the others to do the same.
I go home but can�t tell others. No power. You must. Or mistress.
Jessie�s heart sank. How many of you are there?
Thousands. Farewell. The nereid scurried off.
�What did you just do?� Mido said.
�I telepathically told it to leave. I can commune with them, remember?�
�I do, but I didn�t think they�d listen any better than last time.� He gestured to a group of monsters invading a shop with patched siding.
Even with her ability to override Amphitrite�s commands, she wasn�t certain she could keep herself alive. Her against thousands? Was there even a way to overcome that? �I didn�t know about the telepathy thing until after Rhode sent us those creatures that helped me rescue Dyne. They listen to that better than spoken words, apparently.�
�Well then let�s go. I�ll protect you while you get them to leave.� Mido took her hand and led her to the nereids trashing a plaza. Red brickwork, big glass windows, and faded lettering�all of it being torn apart from the inside out. Newport was already in poor shape. This was one of many places that must�ve been too frightened to apply repairs. In the past, so many people had died to quasi-children as humanity discovered what forms of energy were against Mother Nature�s new rules. Most minor towns and cities simply patched up with scraps, afraid to die for so much as chopping down a tree. Now an army of sea monsters was tearing down what had survived all these years after the Purge.
A group of nereids tearing down a street lantern stopped at their approach. They slid off the pole and bounded towards them. Mido held up his sword as Jessie held out her hands and spoke in a commanding voice, �Stop!�
The four slowed to a crawl. One said, �Avatar pet!� They faced Mido and charged him.
Jessie lunged between Mido and the nereids. She imagined herself screaming at all of them. All of you stop! The last one she made eye contact with listened. The other three shoved her aside and assaulted Mido. Jessie staggered but caught her balance, then told the one that stopped to go back home. It slinked off, bringing some relief. Mido let out a cry of pain.
He was swinging his fist at two of them while the third bit his sword arm. The nereids cackled and swiped at his legs as if they were toying with him, and made him fall. Jessie telepathically commanded the biter to leave. It removed its teeth and joined its departing comrade. Mido fought off the other two with fist and sword. Jessie charged in and threw off one, then executed a five-punch combo to the other. It flopped lifelessly on top of Mido. He pushed it off and sat upright, wincing. His forearm was bleeding from a semi-circle of bite marks, as was his shoulder.
Jessie commanded the last one to leave, then helped Mido to his feet. His face was all scratched up. Her heart wrenched at the accumulation of injuries. �I�m so sorry, Mido.�
He took one of her hands and kissed it. �What went wrong? Only one of them stopped.�
The sight of one stopping and the others pushing her aside replayed in her head. �I�m not sure. Only one seemed to hear me, but they all should�ve. This has never been a problem before.�
�Amphitrite must be damping your powers or something. I think we need a new plan.� He inspected the bites on his arm.
�Run and hide?�
�Maybe. Let�s not give up too quick.� He wiped blood on his pants, then tugged her into motion and they headed inland, passing one flattened building after another. The bulk of the monsters had already worked deeper inland.
Very few bodies littered the ground, which gave Jessie hope. At the same time, it felt like she was walking through Paphos all over again, but with fires still burning, fewer corpses lying around, and the attackers still present and causing destruction. Among the attackers were water serpents. What if�? �Mido, I have a terrible idea.�
�Might be better than no idea at this rate.�
�I need you to protect me again.�
�I will.� He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.
They wended their way into a loosely packed neighborhood. Jessie pulled up by a pile of concrete with gurneys and other medical equipment sticking out. They must be looking at a hospital. Jessie�s heart wrenched at the thought of so many innocent patients and doctors who must�ve died. Tears welled in her eyes. She blocked out the sight and the cries of pain reaching out from the debris. Other stable people were already digging them out.
�We should help them,� Mido said.
�Not yet.� They took cover next to a building with its first floor still standing. No sooner had she braced a hand against the wall, they heard a deep, throaty hiss overhead.
A water serpent.
The monster opened its mouth and lunged towards them, and next thing Jessie knew she was lying facedown in the dirt with Mido on top of her, a hand holding her head down. She winced as Mido grunted and his body jolted as debris fell on top of and around them. The jolts passed onto her through him, making her body ache. The serpent�s nose speared the ground right in front of their heads, dousing them with foul breath, and then the sky brightened as the monster lifted its head back in the air.
Jessie held still in case the thing might attack at the slightest movement. The seconds ticked by, and then the sound of something huge slithering around grew fainter. She struggled to get up but Mido and whatever had fallen on top of them was pinning her down. She patted his arm. �Mido, get up. We need to move.� He let out a groan. Jessie froze and her heart jumped into her throat and lodged itself there. �Mido?�
�I�m alive,� he whispered. �Can�t move.�
Jessie struggled and squirmed, and clawed at the dirt. She was pinned from the chest down by Mido and�she looked over his shoulder�half a wall. She dug her fingers into the churned-up dirt and pulled as hard as she could. After a few seconds of straining, she finally budged. She readjusted her handhold and pulled again, bringing her waist even with Mido�s chest. He groaned, making her heart race with mounting panic. She heaved her body one more time, freeing her legs, and turned around. She took in a sharp breath.
Mido remained lying facedown, a metal rod sticking out of his right shoulder with a chunk of cement still attached to it. She automatically reached for it, then remembered the wound would start gushing if she pulled it out. Instead, she moved to the cracked slabs pinning his legs, and tried to bodily lift them. She managed to heave one off, but had to use a two-by-four to lever off the other. Mido remained inert the whole time. �Stay with me, Mido.�
�I am,� he whispered. �I think both my legs are broken.�
Jessie wanted to roll him onto his back but feared causing more injuries. She lay with the side of her face in the dirt in front of his, then held Mido�s face and gently lifted it. His eyes were glazed over. �Stay with me,� she said in a thick voice. He put a hand over hers, tried to raise his head a little more, then passed out. �Mido?� He didn�t stir, so she patted his cheek. Her voice rose an octave as she called his name again. He still didn�t stir. �Mido!� Her eyes blurred with tears and she began to hyperventilate. This couldn�t have just happened. He�d been more or less fine a moment ago, but now he was�
Jessie wiped her eyes and checked for a pulse. She couldn�t afford to jump to such morbid conclusions so fast. She wanted to scream and give in to hysteria, but she couldn�t help him if she lost it. She felt a pulse in his wrist, then slipped a hand under his chest. His heart pounded out a steady rhythm. The beating brought her breathing under control, yet tears still kept coming. She held his hand and pushed away dirt so he�d have plenty of air to breathe, then fought to bring her emotions under control. If more monsters returned, she had to be collected enough to protect the both of them. She� the sight of his glazed-over eyes� her heart wrenched again. She squeezed his limp hand and forced herself to take deep breaths.
Rumbling in the distance snapped her to out of being able to worry. She flinched at the sound, then wiped her eyes and looked up. Another water serpent loomed over a pile of rubble a block away. Jessie flung her mind out to it without hesitation. Stop what you�re doing and listen to me!
The serpent paused in its attack on a building, then turned around. No words came from it but Jessie knew she had its full attention. It slithered down the road towards her, head low and bobbing side to side. The sight was frightening but she knew she wasn�t about to be attacked. She could feel curiosity coming from it. It wanted to know what her bidding was. It sent her a picture of the destruction it just caused and sent her an emotion of questioning. It stopped with its massive head mere feet above her, head bowed, black watery eyes on her.
Go find others attacking the town and stop them from killing more people and destroying Newport. She pictured the destruction and sent waves of sadness, then pictures of corpses coupled with anger, and finally envisioned the serpent killing the other monsters and a sense of gratification. Now go!
The serpent turned around and slithered down the road. A dozen nereids bounded out of a ruined building. The serpent dived on them, jaws wide, and killed them with strike after strike. Blood dripped from its mouth. A second water serpent slithered into the fray and the commanded serpent attacked the newcomer. The two began biting and coiling around each other, entering death rolls and flattening the town further. Jessie�s heart sank lower.
Kill the others but stop destroying the town. She resent pictures of the rubble coupled with sadness. She felt indifference in response. Her eyes stung with tears and she turned back to Mido for solace she wouldn�t find.
He was unconscious, still breathing, heart still beating. One of his knees was bent at an odd angle. What could she do now? All her attempts to thwart the monsters attacking Newport hand�t made a difference, and she didn�t know anything about medicine. �Cancer!� She doubted he was anywhere within earshot but she wouldn�t know, unless he showed up or not. People were searching the pile that used to be a hospital. They pulled out crying children, injured adults, and inert bodies. Two of the helpers looked up when she cried out, then broke from their search and ran to her.
Once they hit the dirt road, one said, �It is Jessie!� They sprinted over and knelt beside her and Mido. Ed and Ted, both of them bleeding all over and covered in dirt.
�Are you two gonna be alright?� Jessie said, soaking in their injuries. She couldn�t bring herself to ask them for help if they were in dire need of it as well.
�Better than Mido,� Ed said, looking at the cook�s broken legs and bite marks. He gingerly tugged at the cement block and looked at the metal rod buried in Mido�s back, then sucked in air through his teeth. �That looks bad, but I�ve seen worse. Lemme see if I can salvage a gurney.� He leaned over and kissed Jessie on the forehead. �Hang in there, hun.� He ran off.
�Where�s everyone else?� Jessie said.
�I wish I knew,� Ted said. He wrapped an arm around her and placed a hand on top of theirs. �Don�t worry about everyone else right now. Just stay strong for Mido.�
More tears welled and spilled down her cheeks. �I�m trying. I�m scared. I don�t know if he�s going to make it.�
�No amount of worrying is going to change the outcome.�
�I know, but I tried to get the monsters to stop attacking while he protected me, but there were too many. This is all unfolding so horribly. I don�t know what to do anymore.�
�Just stay alive and stay strong. That�s all we can do right now.�
* * *
It felt like we�d been fighting for ages. The milieu of injuries didn�t help. I was as in bad shape as the day I�d escaped, and so was Tethys. Our attacks were slowing, and time between bursts stretched out. I sent my thoughts out to Jessie after our latest stalemate of an outburst, both of us standing in the crashing surf.
How�s everyone and the town holding up? I�m trying to get back to all of you but I�m still stuck fighting Tethys.
Not good at all. Mido�s unconscious and badly hurt. Ed and Ted are beat up and we have no idea where the rest of the crew is, and Newport looks like a bomb went off. I don�t know what to do.
Just stay alive. Please.
We�re trying.
I needed to end this and salvage what I could of Newport and crew. I pulled my mind back to the fight at hand. Tethys still managed to look smug, even with one eye, and despite how much he was bleeding all over. �Tell me one thing,� I said, �how did you get cursed like me?�
His smirk broadened into a grin. �I�m not cursed; just reanimated. Pretty crazy stuff, but she came to the right person for the job. I�m here to bend you so you�ll break when she delivers the final blow.�
I began circling him so I could take in Newport�s destruction. We stood offshore of the southwestern tip of town, on the beach from my nightmare. Fires rose from various neighbor-hoods. The tallest things were rubble piles and trees for miles, my house somewhere in there. I badly wanted to run in and slaughter the monsters destroying everything. Tethys knew I wanted that, had to know. It had to be obvious, even with my draconic face. �What, you don�t get honors of the final blow?�
�To be brought back from death with power like this and a purpose so sweet and simple� she can have the final blow. You�re gonna have to try harder to get under my skin.�
�Was worth a shot, dickless.� The story pertaining to what Jessie did to Tethys�s male member had reached me shortly after my recovery from getting shot in the head. I circled back to shore, not wanting to watch my hometown burn.
Tethys�s smile waned. �That�s more like it,� he said humorlessly, lunging with pure ferocity. He was coming in for the kill. He wanted to send me back to that place where cursed souls go to get tortured between deaths.
I ducked out of his swipe and shifted to my aquatic form, then feinted darting behind him and let him spin in place for me. I clamped my arms around his torso, barely able to grab my own wrists. If I�d been as barrel-chested as him, this maneuver would�ve backfired. He tried to wrench free but I buried my teeth in the meat of his shoulder. He roared and reached for my face. I coiled my tail around his waist and twisted with all my demon might. Flesh ripped and bone snapped. The sensation of severing his spine sent a shiver up my own.
I reformed my legs as he began toppling over. His lower body bounced off mine, then fell over and began gushing blood all over the sand. I chucked his upper body farther down the beach, then grabbed his thighs in each hand and tore them apart like pulling a leg off a cooked chicken. The gore sickened me but I didn�t want to take chances. I blocked out what I just did, then chucked the separate legs onto the beach.
Tethys used his arms to flop his torso onto his back, then lay there with his arms splayed out, chest heaving, and spine and guts hanging out as he stained the shore with a stream of blood. He looked skyward and let out a weak laugh.
�So much for bending me,� I said emotionlessly. I didn�t care that I�d finally beat him. It hadn�t undone the devastation to Newport.
He laughed again, a little louder. �Oh, I have.� He gestured northward. �Just look at what happened to your home while I kept you busy.� His hand flopped back onto the reddening beach as a wave clawed at his pooling blood.
I tensed with rage. The reason I�d come here� I wanted to scream, cry, and have Tethys get up so I could beat him some more. I started towards the destruction, deciding to let the bastard bleed to death while I salvaged what I could.
�I wouldn�t bother. The final blow comes.� He pointed behind me, at the ocean, but like I was going to fall for that.
I stomped over and gripped his thick neck with both hands. He didn�t even try to fight; just smiled as my claws dug into his throat. I avoided making eye contact as I twisted and snapped his neck. His corpse ceased rasping for breath. I flipped him over and pushed him facedown in the sand, then turned around, curious but not quite sure I wanted to know what final blow was.
Far out in the water, barreling towards Newport, was�
Oh, god. A tsunami.

Chapter 32
The Final Blow

Jessie, find the rest of the crew and get everyone to higher ground! There�s a tsunami coming. I ran out into the water up to my waist.
She gasped. How long do we have?
I don�t know. Maybe minutes. Go!
Dyne, we have Mido on a gurney. It�s just him, me, Ed, and Ted. We have no clue where the others went.
Then start shouting for everyone to head to higher ground. I have to try to stop it from making landfall.
You can do that?
I held out my arms like I was bracing to catch the wall of water barreling towards me. I don�t know. I have to try. This is my home. I have to save it. It�s all I have left.
I understand. I don�t want you to experience what I felt when I saw Paphos. But, if you can�t stop it, please come for the others and bring them to safety. There�s so much debris to search.
I will. I promise. Stay alive.
I pulled my mind away from hers, the last thing I felt from her a fearful yearning for everything to turn out okay. The tsunami was barely visible on the horizon but it was moving with purpose. With my powers I felt out the size and shape of the thing. It was wide enough to take out Newport. Just Newport. It was maybe a three-foot swell stretching for miles, but it was steadily growing as the seabed sloped upwards. However, it didn�t need to be a tall wave to cause destruction; just a lot of momentum, which it had. One huge mass of water sent with the sole purpose of wiping my home off the map. I was so furious and desperate that I could barely focus on using my command over water.
I lowered into a fighting stance to better keep my balance, then threw everything I had at the tsunami. If I couldn�t stop it, the wave would collect all the rubble and pull it out to sea, just swallow up all of Newport and leave behind nothing but foundations full of water. My home was probably leveled already. I wanted to at least pick through the pieces for salvageable parts of my past once this was all over.
I threw every last ounce of will at the tsunami. I forced myself to tune out my desperation and instead focus on intent. Desperation made me tense up and want to beg the wave to stop. In a battle of wills, that kind of approach would guarantee my loss. I focused on the task at hand, the size of the wave, its mass, its velocity, and how to neutralize all that. A little voice in my head told me it couldn�t be done, a little voice right from my gut. Only a god could conjure a tsunami at will. Only a god could stop it.
A piece of the argumentative conversation with Amphitrite in the cave popped into my mind, the part where she�d explained that actions weren�t simply undone. There was only forward action, growth from choices made. She�d made the decision to create the tsunami. Now the consequences would be endured. I could try all I wanted to stop the wave, but it would be a vain effort.
I just couldn�t accept that. Not with my home on the line.
Every last ton of water resisted my will, barreling through it like I wasn�t even there. The strain gave me a splitting headache. The water around me began to get sucked out to sea, pulling at my legs. I dug my clawed feet into the sand and it began to pile up behind my ankles. I held my hands over the ocean and leaned back as I pulled like I was playing tug-of-war with two ropes. I pulled at the receding water, hoping to rob the tsunami of more fuel. The line of water before me slowed to a standstill, but the rest of the few miles only slowed, until the strain was too much. One multi-ton water demon versus millions of tons of water didn�t stand a chance. I let go and started gasping for air as the water receded, leaving nothing but sand all around me.
I pulled my feet free, jerking them with a squelch, then reasserted a balanced stance and braced my hands against an invisible wall. It was time to change tactics. I had to find a way to stop the tsunami. It just couldn�t reach Newport. I flung every last ounce of will at it again, urging it to stop barreling to shore. The splitting headache returned but I accepted it and narrowed my eyes. The tsunami showed no signs of slowing, but I couldn�t give up. Just like Jessie had spent months kicking at her cell door on Tethys�s ship, until it finally broke, I would contend with the wave until it finally yielded to my will. It just had to yield if I kept at it long enough.
You are a stubborn one, Dyne Lavere.
Amphitrite�s voice made me do a full-body flinch. I pushed aside my surprise and reasserted my will against the tsunami.
You already know how this will end, yet you try anyway. You�re breaking my heart yet again.
I felt sorrow in her words. She was sincerely heartbroken, watching me fight, but I refused to accept it, couldn�t accept that she felt anything but hate and contempt for me. You don�t have a heart.
If that�s what you wish to believe, then I won�t argue. I pity you and what I must do to break you, but break you must. I suggest saving your precious crew while you still can. I have spared them from my creatures, but I won�t save them from the coming tide.
The sorrow emanating from her lingered in my chest, even after I felt her consciousness peel away from mine. My heart was already heavy from Newport�s devastation. Her added weight made my knees buckle. And her words� I took a deep breath and focused my concentration on the wave. I pressed my will against the front of it, imagining my arms were long enough to block the whole thing, and I pushed against it, trying to catch it, cradle it, hold it still�anything but reach land. Between the excruciating pain from the battle of wills and my multitude of injuries, tears fell down my snout. My vision blurred as I pushed against the tsunami with everything I had.
The wave barreled towards shore without variation. I could hear it rumbling. It sounded like the roar of a waterfall and the chug of a train. The wave gained height and the leading edge spilled over into a frothing breaker, turning brown with sand. I pushed against the leading edge, sending it up like high winds blow whitecaps away, but more water kept rolling in. I pushed up from the bottom, willing the entire wave to go up, instead of towards land. For some crazy reason it started working on the patch of wave directly in front of me. I spread my will outwards and pushed more of the tsunami into the air, and soon I had a mile-wide dome reaching for the fog. It cast a shadow over me. The tsunami rose high overhead, roaring away, but the higher it rose, the heavier it weighed on my will. If I could just hang in there and keep forcing it to go up, until it lost all forward momentum, I might just be able to win this fight.
Never assume defeat.
I began to teeter backwards as the battle of wills physically pushed on my body, but I somehow managed to maintain concentration as I staggered and regained balance. I spread my will farther, trying to catch the entire width of the wave, but I couldn�t reach it all. The father I reached, the harder it was to keep hold of what was already under some control, and the worse my head hurt. My entire body began to throb. I didn�t want to know how badly I was bleeding.
The tidal wave spread into a semicircle as the edge farthest to my left made landfall. I wanted to catch it but I�d lose my hold on everything if I stretched my will any farther. The washing away of Newport began.
I detached myself from the heartache that cropped up. I couldn�t let the sight break my concentration. My spine felt like it was going to snap, and my arms felt like two cement blocks with insufficient blood pumping to my muscles. They began to tingle and my whole body began to shake. Panic began to creep in. The tsunami wasn�t anywhere near done rolling in.
My will began to crack. The truth of the matter began to sink in. I began to concede that I stood no chance against the force of a tsunami. The series of waves were piling up, driving the water higher and higher. Next thing I knew, I was on my knees with shaking hands level with my head. The wall of water I�d created dwarfed me. Even though it was morning, it looked dark enough to be evening.
I got one foot back under me and couldn�t move without losing concentration. I was fighting a losing battle but I didn�t want to believe I couldn�t protect my home. It couldn�t be possible for me to fail at this. The wall of water began to crest, and the edges spread inland. I pushed against it, but the mass in front of me slowly crept forward, and when it brushed up against my knee, I made the mistake of stretching my will to push it back. The sheer size and strength of the tsunami crushed me all at once. My will broke and I couldn�t hold my arms up anymore. I toppled backwards, my body getting driven into the sand, and my mind saying �no� over and over. This couldn�t be happening. I gasped for breath and let blood flow back into my aching arms as my brain refused to believe what it was seeing. Gravity pulled the water back to the ocean floor and the tsunami�s momentum heaved it inland.
This just couldn�t be. I raised my hands and threw my will at the water but one push on it and my head spun. Bile rose in my throat and my vision swam. I gave up and pushed to my feet, and just stared, taking in the impossible scenario my mind and heart didn�t want to accept.
As the base of the wave began washing over my feet, I shifted to my aquatic form and rolled forward onto my belly, then charged up the crashing wave like a surfer, then plowed through the crest. I turned around midair and sped down the wave, using my command over water to propel myself forward and carry a chunk of water with me. I had no choice but to make good on my promise to Jessie.
I threw water ahead of me and the tsunami, and used it like one massive feeler to locate my scattered crew. I poured water into one rubble pile after another, feeling for familiar faces and bodies. I found Jacobi huddled inside a demolished home. He panicked and cried out when water enveloped them. I pulled it away and scooped them into my arms.
Jacobi swung his sword at my arm but stopped in time. �Captain!�
�Where are the others?� I said urgently.
�I don�t know. We got scattered the minute that guy started attacking.�
I rode water to Sam�s home next, filling up a rubble pile and finding him, Scully, a wife, and two kids. All of them were beat up. I added them to my armload and bolted for the Pertinacious on a cushion of water. I didn�t see any other humans scrambling for cover; just monsters fleeing the incoming water. I grabbed the smaller creatures with water hands, yanked them into the roiling water, and ignored the bigger ones as I made my way to the wharf.� I also used my command over water to tote all living local I came across in attempt to save as many lives as possible. I deposited my three crew members and Sam�s family on the bow, along with the locals, then assessed their physical state real quick. They were all conscious and in one piece, but all of them were dinged up, covered in dirt, and soaked. Jacobi was coated in my blood.
�Stay here.� I swam off for more as the tsunami began to swallow the southern end of town. I found Ed, Ted, Mido, and Jessie, and dozens of survivors where the hospital used to be. I grabbed my crew and as many strangers as I could carry, despite their screams, and delivered them to my ship as well. I�d left behind more people than I wanted to put a number to. Guilt weighed me down as I swam off to find my last four crew members. As much as I wanted to keep the whole town alive, the safety of my crew took precedence over theirs. It was nothing personal. O�Toole was still alive and hiding in the cargo hold. I�d managed to not flush him out earlier.
The tsunami steadily swallowed Newport, filling the gaps between debris piles and slowly washing over them as it clawed inland. Thousands of people were about die or have their lives changed forever. I collected many more strangers who were fortunate to be close to my crew when I found them, but other than that, I couldn�t play the real hero. I had to return to my ship to keep it afloat, otherwise the tsunami would capsize it, hole in the hull or not.
I found Cancer, Sam, and Rammus together in the northeast. They were near where monsters were seeking shelter from the water thundering inland. I picked up a few dozen more survivors, then finally found Sauna way the hell north. He�d somehow climbed onto the wall guarding the naval base. I scooped him up and bolted for my ship, which wasn�t where I�d left it. The water was pushing it deeper into the harbor, along with every other vessel that�d been tied down. The entire wharf was underwater.
I added the rest of the crew and more locals to the deck, then shifted back to having legs and crouched over the bow, one hand held out to help me command water. �Everyone hang on!� I guided water out of the hold and rode out the tsunami as we continued to get sucked inland. I was dead tired, hurting all over, and having a hard time holding my arm up. Willing such a small amount of water to do my bidding made my head hurt anew. Still, I helped the ship stay afloat as Jessie, Ed, and Ted held Mido down, and Cancer limped from person to person in need of medical attention. Sam, Rammus, and Scully helped Cancer as they could, holding people down, tearing off chunks of shirt to create makeshift tourniquets, and speaking soothing words to frightened landies.
The tsunami rolled in, one wave after another, roaring in our ears and pushing us inland. Debris piled up everywhere, splashing over what remained underwater, until all eleven square miles of Newport looked like one massive network of rapids. Trees got uprooted and the ocean rocketed through the harbor from getting bottlenecked between two landmasses. A few landies got seasick all over the deck but I didn�t care. They were alive. They would hate me forever, but they were alive. My crew was alive, and they squeezed everyone on the stern since I was dripping blood all over them.
And my hometown was gone.
By the time the tsunami finally lost momentum, we were probably halfway to Providence. I dropped to my hands and knees to catch what breath I could, until the ocean began pulling everything out to sea. I stayed on my knees and use both hands to direct the water to swing the boat around. I needed to see what I had to deflect from putting more holes in my hull.
Within minutes, the tsunami receded, laying bare a featureless landscape that was now Newport.
My heart broke. That was it. Everything was gone in minutes. Thousands of lives changes forever, including my own. I reached over and pierced a wheelhouse window with a claw, then released the anchor once we were where the Wyndham Wharf was supposed to be. I was shaking all over and aching with the need to revert back to human. I was spent, emotionally and physically. My hometown was gone, my last link to my humanity. So many people had lost their lives because of me. This day was all my fault. And I�d even transformed in hopes of things turning out better than this.
The anchor found the bottom of the debris-choked harbor and I waited for enough rode to be released before locking the line, and then I collapsed on the deck and watched Newport wash away, just watched while my mind numbed with shock. The sea monsters departed with the water and debris.
Several pairs of footsteps drew closer. I dragged my head around. Jessie, Ed, Ted, Cancer, and Rammus approached me, their faces forlorn. They stopped near my snout, which was surrounded in a pool of my own blood. �Cancer, don�t bother patching me up. Just throw me in my lockdown container. I�ll see all of you after I revive, and we�ll have a lengthy discussion about what we�re going to do from here on out. I don�t want to put any of you in harm�s way like this ever again.� My body began to steam and tingle, and I began to shrink back to human. I looked at all of them and my eyes stung with tears. Their injuries and my destroyed home left me so thoroughly brokenhearted. I looked at each of them in turn, Jessie last. �I�m so damn sorry.� I closed my eyes as the pain of my injuries set in. Shortly after I was back to human, I passed out and died again.
* * *
When I came to, I was back in the cave full of nereids and naiads. I was floating in the pool again, lying face-up, with a greenish glow filling the empty space. I was wearing the scaled skirt thing Poseidon had conjured for me the day I�d spoken to him. At least that would be easy enough to grow out of once I built up the will to escape.
My home was gone. My town was gone. The last link to my pure human past was gone. I�d done everything I could and it hadn�t changed the outcome Amphitrite had aimed for.
Strangely, the water around me was completely still, the air full of pregnant silence and the smell of plants and moisture. I lifted my head, started treading water, and waited for them to attack, but they didn�t. They did nothing but watch me forlornly, sitting on their haunches or treading water at the pool�s edge, all of them saying nothing. I wanted to ask them why they weren�t torturing me, but I quite honestly didn�t want to goad them if they were going to give me a reprieve. I deserved their torment, though, after all that happened.
I looked up at the black hole in the cenote. Creatures lines the walls, all of them looking down at me.
One of them said, �Demon pet go back. Mistress waiting for you.�
My heart sank anew. She�d broken me like she�d promised. I had no will left to fight anymore. I didn�t want to deal with her for a long time. I�d rather quietly accept my curse for a while than have any interaction with her.
I swam to shore and heaved myself out of the water. The nereids created a pathway to the wall. I gave them a suspicious look.
�She waits.�
�No tricks?� I asked.
�No tricks,� it said with a shake of its head. Others echoed the declaration. None of them cackled. Instead, they fell silent again.
My hopes wanted to rise but I refused to let them get dashed again. I more tiptoed than walked to the vine-covered wall and touched it. They didn�t taunt or attack, or anything; just watched on as others cleared a path up to the opening. I looked around one more time, then, seeing no reason to just stand there, made my way up. I climbed steadily, not enthusiastic about escaping. It was just something I had to do. I was prepared to go demon if I had to. I wasn�t entirely sure they were going to leave me alone, half expecting them to attack at the last second right before I could make good on my escape.
When I had just a few feet to go, I paused. The entire cenote splayed out before me, all of them looking up and watching on. I gazed into the void, which looked like a starless night without clouds, and climbed into it.
I came to inside the pitch black of my lockdown container and took a few minutes to orient myself back to reality. I was lying on a cot sticky with probably my own blood. My body was whole again, and I was tired from the repair process my curse had made my body undergo. I sat up and my head started pounding in my temples, probably from dehydration. I winced as I got up and felt my way to the food hatch, and found a jug of electrolyte water and a box of crackers. I hesitated. I wasn�t hungry or thirsty, but if I didn�t give myself sustenance, I would die again, just to be revived again. I drank the water, started feeling thirsty, then guzzled it down until I felt hydrated enough. I opened a sleeve of crackers, then sat down and ate mechanically. They tasted bland. I ate until my brain said I�d had enough, and then I just sat there in total darkness and quiet, ruminating.
* * *
Some time later, someone knocked on the container door. I got up and walked over. �I�m back,� I said just loud enough to be heard. I didn�t want to talk, but I owed my visitor a response.
�Welcome back at last, Captain,� Rammus said. �You�ve been gone a long month.�
�How many left?�
�No one quit. We�re all here, all alive.�
I fell silent. I didn�t know how to react to having retained my entire crew. How could they possibly want to be anywhere me after all that?
�You have four more days of lockdown, by the way.�
�How�s the crew holding up?�
�Well on the mend. Just a lot of scabs, bruises, and mending bones left over. Mido had a collapsed lung but it�s fine now. We had to go to Providence to find a hospital so everyone could get taken care of, even Cancer. That was funny watching him boss around the RN trying to tend to his injuries.�
How was he so light and jovial already? All those injuries because of my own stupidity and obstinance. �I�m sorry.� I bowed my head, my heart aching.
Rammus fell silent a moment. �No apologizing, Captain. You sound really down, so I�m gonna leave you be for the next four days. Collect yourself and find your inner strength again. That�s an order from your second-in-command. We�ll have a nice long talk as a crew after lockdown.�
I walked away in silence. What could I say? My crew�I shouldn�t even call them that anymore�had ample reason to hate me. Come the end of lockdown, it would be high time to hand the Pertinacious and crew over to Rammus. He�d taken good care of everyone and everything. No more sucking people into my cursed life. As for how I�d live out however many more centuries in solitude, I�d worry about that once all business affairs were taken care of.
* * *
For the next four days, I ate when meals were sent up to me, towel bathed clean what I could feel, and slept when I couldn�t stay awake anymore to ruminate. I didn�t sleep well at all though. My mind was too full of racing thoughts, and I felt like a beaten dead horse, one that�d been revived to be beaten again.
On the dawn of the day I was let out by Rammus, I caught a quick a quick glimpse of Newport before drifting below deck. They were rebuilding� because of me, they had to rebuild from the ground up. Rammus took one look at me and didn�t say a word. He just put on his serious, no-crap face and led me to the showers.
I cleaned up and took in the puzzle-work of scars covering me head to toe. I�d been bitten and slashed so much. My face was okay, though. I had both eyes, a complete nose, and all my teeth, but I looked like I�d been bitten by a small shark a few times, along with been raked in the neck. My face would stop people, and not for its handsomeness.
Once I was done getting accustomed to my updated appearance, I put on fresh clothes and new boots. Sam had also left me a brand new trench coat hung up on my locker door. I took it off the hanger and looked at it, felt the material, smelled its newness, then sighed and put it on. I didn�t have a good excuse not to. It fit comfortably at least.
Suited up, I headed for the galley. No one was in there and it looked like the place was missing a few items. I couldn�t place what was missing, but I knew for a fact that it was emptier than usual. I chalked it up to whatever took place during the last month and stood before the tin of coffee sitting on a note on the table. I picked up the coffee and read the note, then headed to the stern, as it instructed. My feet carried me there without me really making the decision to head on deck. I felt more like going to my bunk, curling up and just sleeping away the next few years, but maybe I�d do that in the hole that was now my home in Newport.
There was no one wandering around the deck. The air was humid and fog hung low overhead, an appropriately depressing atmosphere to match my mood. No one sat in the wheelhouse, but Sam stood by the stern ladder. He waved me over. I took a sip of coffee I knew tasted wonderful, yet couldn�t seem to enjoy. Everything I did felt habitual, mechanical, automatic. I was existing, instead of living. Sam looked overjoyed to see me. I tried to put on at least a neutral face, but the sight of Newport buried all positive emotions. There were steam-powered machinery scooting all around town, which had been cleaned up a lot. On top of that, wooden skeletons of buildings were everywhere. They were rebuilding already. The sight brought both joy and sorrow.
�Mornin�, Captain,� Sam said lightly.
I really didn�t want him to call me Captain anymore. �Morning. What�s with the note?�
�The whole crew�s got a surprise for you. It should help put you back in a good mood.�
�What kind of surprise?� I wasn�t in the mood for surprises, but I didn�t want to drag Sam�s mood down with me.
�Come find out.� He waved for me to follow him, then headed down the ladder.
I took a few more sips off coffee, then set the tin on the deck and disembarked.
Once my new boots touched the brand new dock, Sam wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I smelled fresh-cut lumber mixed with salt air. I stuck my hands in my coat and let Sam guide me inland, eyes on the ground.
�The navy called in disaster relief. All the branches are here, cleaning up, rebuilding, and making sure everyone gets healed up and fed. The locals are giving out food, too. Say they�ll reinstall the market once everyone�s back on their feet. It�s amazing how humanity comes together in times like this. Brings tears to my eyes. Shows us all how innately good we really are. By the way, the landies you saved that day want to extend their thanks to yeh. And I wanna say thank you for saving my family as well, Captain. You saved the most important part of home.�
It was my fault they needed saving in the first place. I couldn�t bring myself to say �you�re welcome.� I didn�t bother with expressing how horrible I felt either. He didn�t want to hear it and I didn�t want to spread my misery. �How many died?�
Sam squeezed my shoulder and bowed his head. �Around four hundred. The tsunami killed more people than the sea monsters. The latter seemed more interested in razing everything in sight than killing. Whatever you did to send the water into the sky bought thousands of people time. Not enough to save everyone, but a goodly amount. But don�t you worry about that. Newport is being rebuilt, as you can see. It�s gonna come back better than before. No more patch jobs.�
�We lost houses older than me, Sam. So much history got washed away.�
�All things turn to dust. It hurts sometimes, but it�s the way of the world. Nothing�s permanent, except change.�
I knew he was right, so I went quiet. I didn�t want to agree with him. I was too heartsore over the loss of my home and the pieces of history. They�d let me know I wasn�t the oldest thing on this planet that was a part of humanity. And now they were gone while I remained.
Sam led me down dirt streets that had been smoothed out and labeled with new signs. I had a feeling I knew where he was taking me, and I turned out to be right when we stopped at a plot where my childhood home used to stand. In its place stood the beginnings of another home with the same exact structure. Through the network of two-by-fours, I spotted a long table covered in a cloth. Surrounding that table was the crew and the smell of breakfast. Pancakes.
�Surprise, Captain,� Sam said, gesturing to the beginnings of the house. �We helped start getting your house rebuilt once the Pertinacious and crew were all patched up. Your new home is gonna look just like the old one.�
I drew a blank as how to react. So much kindness and help. Everyone moving forward like the devastation had been only a minor speed bump. I walked over to the corner of the skeleton of the house, and rubbed the fresh lumber. The water had been pumped out of the basement. There was nothing in there, not even sand. Every last scrap of my past had been swallowed by the sea. I stared numbly, at a loss for what to do, think, or feel.
�All things turn to dust. C�mon.� Sam led me to the back yard and the enthusiastic chatter died down as they all looked at me. O�Toole ran over, gibbering away, and locked me in a bear hug. I blinked a few times, then pried him off. He smacked a kiss on my cheek, then started gibbering away in his nonsensical speech. I wiped my cheek with a sleeve, a half-smile on my face and a small lump in my throat. If he could still like me after all that crap, maybe there was room for redemption after all. �You are one weird ship idiot, O�Toole,� I said in a thick voice. He lunged for another hug and kiss but, thankfully, I caught him by the arms in time.
Sam said, �Stop that, O�Toole! Once is enough.� The Irishman gibbered some more as he scurried back to the table.
The rest of the crew lined up to welcome me. I got bombarded with hugs and warm welcomes, and a dual ass-grab from Ed and Ted. They laughed at my yelp. I was happy to have such a warm greeting after all the crap we went through, but I just didn�t feel like I deserved any of it. On top of that, I was still absorbing the loss of my home.
Mido hugged and welcomed me after the techies. �No quiche this morning. Hope you don�t mind.�
�No. I�m just glad you�re alive and have chosen to stick around.�� If I didn�t have my crew with me right now, I would�ve broken beyond repair.
�Can�t get rid of us that easily.�
He had one leg in a knee brace, and the other in an ankle brace. �How on earth are you on your feet right now?�
�Good pain killers,� he said, then stepped back for the next crew member to welcome me. Jessie.
What little happiness I�d gained vanished. I lost my wan smile, too. She looked whole and hale but lost her smile when our eyes met. Her face mirrored the sorrow weighing my heart down. She stood before me, eyes glistening. A lump formed in my throat and my eyes stung. The one person who�d tried so hard to help me lift my curse, just to fail. I caressed her cheek with a finger, just like after we�d escaped the sea monster that�d chased us that day. She slipped her arms under mine and hugged me, resting her head on my shoulder. I broke down, wrapped her in a tight hug, and fought a lost battle against a flood of tears. �I�m sorry,� I said in a thick whisper. �I�m so sorry. For everything I�ve put you through.� She hugged me tighter and I felt her shudder with tears of her own. �I�ve been so blind to how she felt about me. I�m sorry.�
�You don�t have to apologize for this.�
�No, I do. You�ve all been trying to help me lift my curse so I can live the rest of my days in peace as pure human. I�ve been trying so hard to lift it just so I can die. Instead, so many innocent people I�ve cared about died for my selfishness. I�m sorry. I�m so damn sorry.� We stood there and cried silent tears. I couldn�t move or loosen my hug. I wanted to curl up in a dark hole and cry, but Jessie�s company saved me from hurting alone.
Jessie pulled back and ran a hand through my hair, then cupped my tear-stained cheek. �No apology necessary, Dyne Lavere,� she said in a resonant voice that wasn�t her own. She stepped back, blinked a few times, then the real Jessie looked at me, eyes wide and mouth ajar. Her tearful gaze shifted to over my shoulder. She gasped. So did the rest of my crew.
I spun around. A ten-foot-tall Amphitrite sat astride a kelpie twice as big as a clydesdale, golden mane and brilliant white coat gleaming, despite the fog. The kelpie bent a knee and Amphitrite slid off with the grace only a goddess could muster. It looked more like she floated to the ground, then landed on her bare feet with the lightest of touches.
Head bowed, I walked over to her, stopping once I saw the kelpie�s hooves. �Just take me. I give up.�
�No,� she said gently.
I looked up. What did�?
�I still love you but no. It is I who has gone too far all this time.� Amphitrite lowered to one knee, bring herself eye-level with me.
She�d� she�d never done anything less than look down on me before. I could do nothing but watch in open confusion. She wore the same heartbroken expression Jessie had, but she was also smiling as tears rolled down her cheeks. She really didn�t hate me after all. Even after what I�d done with Rhode. She�d let go of it now that I�d let go of getting cursed.
�Both you and my avatar have opened my eyes to many things. I have much to do from this day forward. I�ve been living in denial for so long, but when you killed Tethys, I could no longer deny the truth. I felt nothing when I forced you to make love to me, nothing but the void in my heart I�ve been trying to fill. And then I felt regret as you broke under my scorn. I�ve gone too far. Much too far. I will always love, but from afar from now on.�
�I�m sorry.� I truly felt sorry for her. Shortly after waking in her bed, I�d developed a hunch she�d been using me to fill an emotional void, and it hadn�t gone well. It sucked falling in love with someone who had no desire to reciprocate. It�d happened to me many times.
�Don�t be. I brought it upon myself. I�ve even tried to force you to love me, yet all our times together can�t compare to the pure joy and emotion those two share with each other.� She gestured to Mido and Jessie. �I�ve been living a false life, but now I know what I must do to fix it, starting with you.� Her voice tightened. �This day is bittersweet. Dyne Lavere, I free you from your curse.�
She lifted my chin with two large, radiant fingers and brought her face close to mine. She kissed me gently on the lips and I felt something pass through my body like I was standing with my back to shore while a wave retreats. She slowly pulled away, taking the curse with her. My entire body went weak and I suddenly couldn�t figure out which way the ground was tilting. Amphitrite guided me to the ground by two fingers without letting me fall. Jessie propped me up against her chest and held my shoulders.
�You are finally free to live out your days as you see fit. You are finally free to grow old and die, as all men must do. Farewell, dear mortal.� She rose and mounted the kelpie, then rode off, hooves thundering and her hair and the kelpie�s mane flying. Poseidon was visible near the shore, astride his own kelpie. So my question in the palace must�ve gotten through to him after all. I watched her departure, until she caught up with her husband and both gods rode out of sight.
And just like that, I was no longer cursed. I was a regular human again. I could die. Or I could live. Right now, I was at a loss for what to do. At the very least, I needed to get back up. I sat upright and took a deep breath. �Help me up.� Sam held out a hand. I took it and he helped pull me onto unsteady feet. I wavered, but I caught myself and held still for a moment. I felt weak, yet felt my strength returning. Once I trusted my feet, I let go of Sam�s hand, wiped my eyes, and faced my crew. They looked ready to dish out another round of hugs, and some ass grabs from two particular techies.
Ed said, �Well this turned out to be an extra celebratory day!� He and Ted came over and escorted me to the table almost faster than my feet could keep up with. My beaming crew congratulated me over and over, and gave me friendly slaps on my back and shoulders I passed them. The two techies half pushed, half guided me into the fold-up seat at the head of the table. It was long enough to accommodate the entire crew, and laden with plates, cutlery, cups, napkins, and bowls of strawberries and green grapes. I just stared dumbly at it all as my brain tried to catch up with what just happened.
The rest of the crew joined me at the table, stepping over the benches and setting cloth napkins on their laps. Jessie and Mido went to a griddle and grill, and took a few trips to bring over heaping plates of pancakes, scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, and ham. I was floored. The effort they�d had to put forth to set up such a grand banquet so far from the ship� I wanted to cry some more, but my brain was deep in blank mode and my emotions couldn�t seem to settle on anything good or bad to feel.
Well this explained why the galley had looked a bit empty.
Rammus laughed. �Captain, you look like you don�t know what to do with yourself.�
�I don�t,� I admitted, staring openly at the steaming feast.
�Start by enjoying breakfast,� Scully said. He poured himself a tin of coffee, then handed me the pot.
I took it and looked at the glass thing a moment. It was like everything in life suddenly had a new perspective and meaning now that I was pure human. It all seemed so precious, instead of endless. �I can do that.� I poured myself a mug.
All twelve of us settled down to filling our plates with a wonderful breakfast, and it really was wonderful. My smile was full and genuine. My heart still ached, but I had so many reasons to be happy right then. I would never forget this day.
Rammus, seated on my right, got to his feet and stood behind the bench and held up his hands. �Now, before we all dig in, Captain, I believe you mentioned a few days ago that you had things you wanted to discuss as a crew.�
I looked at Rammus, then at the rest of my crew. Ed hastily put down his fork and covered his mouth, then looked at me with apologetic eyes. I pushed to my feet and smoothed down the front of my coat. �In light of my sudden curse-free status, I have to admit that everything I had prepared to say just went out the window.� There was no need to relinquish my role as Captain anymore, nor go into hiding from the rest of the world. Retirement was in order, but not today. I was no longer a hazard any more than the next person. �Instead, I�d like to express my gratitude to all of you for sticking with me through all this. It�s far more kindness than I deserve. So thank you. All of you.� I grabbed my mug. �And to you especially, Jessie, the avatar who successfully helped me lift my curse. You�ve gone above and beyond. I can�t thank you enough.�
She raised her mug to me. �You�re welcome. You�re very welcome.�
�And I guess this means we can start calling you Amphitrite now, seeing as how there won�t be any confusion and such.�
She made a pensive frown. �I kind of feel like �Jessie� suits me better now.�
�Well that saves us the trouble of remembering,� Sam said lightly.
The rest of my crew laughed. I held up my mug and all eyes fell on me again. �To a new chapter in our lives.� They all echoed my words and a round of mug-clinking followed, and then we all tucked in to my first breakfast as pure human in well over two hundred years.

Chapter 33
To Ocean�s End

I woke up to an alarm clock beeping away on the first morning of my lockdown that didn�t need to take place. I shot a hand out of my bunk and groped around the floor until I found the darn thing, and smacked the off button. I let out a relieved sigh, then gave my ears a moment to register the peaceful hum of the noise machine emanating from the hall. My brain stopped tricking itself into thinking it was still hearing the alarm, and I slid out of my bunk and stood before the cloth curtain nailed and taped over my cabin door.
I knew I wasn�t cursed anymore but, after almost two hundred and fifty years of monthly lockdowns, old habits die hard. I also knew being exposed to a light source wouldn�t trigger a transformation, but that voice of doubt was annoyingly loud in my head.
I took a deep breath in hopes of calming my nerves, then reached for the tape sealing the cloth to the doorframe as I kicked aside my boots, which were anchoring down the base. I paused with my hand near the tape as my heart rate skyrocketed. I knew I wasn�t gonna transform. I�d felt the curse leave me. But�
I steeled myself and ripped the tape away before I could chicken out. Soft hall lighting snuck in, and then the cloth fell back into place, memory of Jessie sneaking into my container with a lantern flashing across my mind. My heart lodged in my throat as I stifled a cry of alarm. I stood there, frozen with fear, until I realized I felt no tingling or aching sensations. I whipped aside the curtain and stuck out a bare arm. I scrutinized myself for any signs of color change but my skin tone remained human. I stepped into the hallway and braced myself for the tingling and aching, but I remained feeling no more than a little sleepy.
An emotional lump formed in my throat. I padded my way to the deck and into the pale light of dawn in just my shorts. Fog was thin today. The sun�s golden glow reached up from the east. The air was cool and humid. Newport was only beginning to wake up to another day of construction. The town itself was beginning to take shape after a month, but shape it had, coming back better than before. And here I was, standing in sunlight and watching workers sleepily make their way to one site or another, while I was supposed to be in lockdown�used to supposed to be. Here I was, completely human, able to enjoy watching the sun rise any day of the month. After all these years�
I lay on my back on the bow, facing east, and watched the sun rise while I shed joyful tears. I didn�t care how unmanly anyone might think I was being. I was the happiest I�d been in so long. I was free. I could die happy. But it wasn�t time to go just yet.
* * *
After getting to know the family for a month, Jessie and Mido were about to head out for a small charter vessel that would bring them back to Newport. Vacation was over and soon it would be time to get back on shipping schedule. The two of them had discussed at length what Jessie wanted to do now that Dyne was no longer cursed. She had no home to go to. She had Mido�s home and family, though. They�d been absolutely wonderful to her. Treated her like a daughter by his parents, and like a sister by his two brothers and sister, all of them older than Mido. The whole family was warm and friendly, and as loud as the next Italian family. There�d been lots of great food, great stories both funny and heartfelt, and a few about the parents that made Mido cover his ears, telling them that those were stories he could�ve lived without ever hearing. Jessie laughed through it all, touched by his parents� passionate youth and equally passionate older age.
Warm welcome aside, the Robustelli family lived too far inland for Jessie to want to consider settling with them. She�d grown up with the sea always visible from a window. Seeing just a freshwater pond and endless forest didn�t suit her. That and she didn�t like how cold it got at night. Fireplaces were cozy and all but watching waves breaking on shore was far more soothing.
For now she would stick with Mido and the Pertinacious and see what happened.
The two of them stood outside the large house with the entire immediate family present to see them off. Lots of hugs and kisses were exchanged, and some cheek pinching from Mido�s mother, whom everyone called �Ma.�
Ma said to Jessie, �If you ever change your mind and decide you want to stay here, you�re always welcome. Working on that boat is so dangerous. I�ll rest better knowing you�re safe with us, but only if you�d be happy here. Maine is a far cry from the Mediterranean.�
�Thank you, Ma. I really appreciate it. I�ll stay in touch.�
�You better, honey.� Ma gave her one more kiss. �And make sure Mido eats enough. Take good care of my baby boy. You�ve made him very happy.� She pinched Mido�s cheek.
�I will,� Jessie said. Mido winced, then rubbed his cheek.
Ma turned to Mido. �And you,� she said, taking his face in both hands, �Take good care of her like your father has taken good care of me.�
�I will, Ma.�
�God has given you an angel. Cherish His gift.�
�I already do, Ma.�
�Good boy.� She lowered his head and kissed him on the brow.
Jessie and Mido shouldered their duffle bags, then waved as they began their hour-long trek to shore. Technology was scarce in Maine. It had less than Newport before the tsunami hit. Once they could no longer see the house through the pine trees, Mido said, �I�m glad you don�t want to stay. I was secretly hoping you�d want to come back to the Pertinacious.�
�I could tell when we talked about it. You�re so bad at being objective when it comes to me.�
�I know. I just love you that much.�
She threaded an arm in his and hugged it close, and they exchanged a kiss. �All I know is that I want to be with you. Maybe I�ll be like the other wives and settle somewhere while you work, but not yet. I�ve got a lot of things to figure out. I�m even thinking of saving up to revive the orchard back in Paphos. Make it home again. But we�ll see.�
�You�re younger than me. You�ve got plenty of time to figure things out.�
�Maybe you�ll want to settle with me one year, if the Mediterranean suits you.�
�I still like the idea.�
Jessie smiled. �Let�s just take things slow.�
�You don�t mean no more sex, do you?�
�Not that kind of slow, you goof.� Mido winked at her. She gave his strong arm a loving squeeze. She knew he�d been joking. �I may not even want to live in Paphos again. I really wish I could�ve introduced you to my parents. The would�ve loved you.�
He kissed her temple. �Well, if we decide on Paphos, we can visit their graves often. It�d be bittersweet, but it�d be something.�
�It would.�
They stopped walking and started kissing, which slowly grew into a full make out with wandering hands. And right before the need to get Mido out of his clothes became irresistible, Jessie pulled back, gasping for breath as her heart pounded away. �Okay, my turn to stay no more of that, or else we�re gonna miss our boat to Newport.�
* * *
After four weeks, my entire crew started trickling back to Newport and onto the Pertinacious, eager to get back to making money and trotting the globe. As much as my crew loved visiting family, it was hard for them to sit still. Sailors needed to flow like tides and currents. I greeted each of them at the stern when they climbed aboard the repaired deck.
There were several blood stains on the bow, but I�d scrubbed at them when I wasn�t helping rebuild my home, or just lying around and purposely doing nothing. The stains were almost gone, the hull had been repaired by professional welders, and the only thing left that needed replacing was the harpoon gun. While on our way to San Juan, we were gonna stop by Port Chesapeake for a new one. I didn�t expect to make any money off this very belated delivery, so what was a few more days? I didn�t care. Wasn�t gonna apologize for it, unless they complained�well Sauna, my suave salesman, would do the apologizing, if the occasion called for it.
When Ed and Ted boarded, they both stopped and did a double-take. Ed said, �Captain, you�ve got some grey hair coming in!�
I ran a hand through my hair, surprised by the news.
�Just above your ears,� Ted said. �Welcome to getting older the natural way.�
�I�ll take it.� It was both a breath of relief and depressing. Yeah, I wanted to grow old and die but, I think, deep down, I wanted to skip the getting old part, since I technically was beyond ancient by human standards. However, I didn�t feel quite ready for the dying part. I felt like there was still some business I needed to attend to.
�Don�t worry,� Ed said, �you�re sporting the rugged sexy look. You�ll still get the ladies.�
�Anyway.� I tried to say it dryly but was too busy smiling. �Go unpack, you two.�
�Aw, don�t wanna hear about our family visit?� Ed said.
�After you unpack, certainly.� I�d happily listened to all the others who�d arrived so far recant their vacation. I enjoyed listening about what brought joy to my crew, getting joy out of their joy. The stories weren�t all peaches and cream, though, especially Sauna�s. He�d returned after only a couple of weeks. He came from a broken home that had been anything but pleasant. He tried to make his parents happy but, after bending over backwards for nothing, he gave up, came back to Newport, and helped me with my house and my ship.
The Pertinacious got a new paint job along the top half of her hull, tackled some repairs on the interior, and cleaned out the lockdown container, which would stay there, in case I ever decided to use it as more cargo storage space for deliveries.
Sauna was a kind, gentle, intelligent kid, despite all the crap he�d endured back home. No wonder he�d escaped to my ship at age sixteen. It wasn�t until he was helping me build my home that I realized he�d taken to me like a surrogate father. My heart reached out to the kid. I�d make sure Rammus did a good job of taking over as Captain and surrogate father, and help Sauna become a real man.
By the time everyone returned to complete my crew of twelve, counting me, I realized I had no clue when I�d retire. I thought maybe in a few months, then maybe in a few years. Maybe never. What the heck would I do with all my free time? At the very least I�d make sure everyone was taken care of before passing the torch. Still, I had a feeling retirement would come sooner than later. My time on this screwed-up yet lovable world was drawing to a close. I could feel it. Wasn�t sure how to explain it. It�s just that whenever I found myself alone and it was quiet, this sense of peace and serenity would wash over me, and all I�d want to do was just stand, sit or lie there, and enjoy the feeling.
We spent a few days in Port Chesapeake getting a new Harpy, which we christened with a shot of liquor, dubbed it the �Harpy II�, and ruined a few buoys for kicks. The thing fired great. Maybe I�d get a whale flounder with the Harpy II someday. Wasn�t gonna hold my breath, though. Chances were, if I ever saw one again, Jessie�d be there to beg me not to shoot it.
We arrived in San Juan another week later and actually made money. Sauna talked about our speed bump in Newport without telling the whole truth, and our business associate admired our kindness and bravery. I gave Sauna a bonus for that, and he got us another shipment to Revivre, which I�d been hoping for. My heart was set on having one of Milud�s burgers to celebrate my pure human status.
Life settled back to normal on the Pertinacious as we crossed the Atlantic. We had a minor run-in with young and stupid black market mercenaries right out of San Juan. Scully sank their ship with one beautiful shot with the Harpy II. We yawned while their taunts turned to pleas. Since land was still in sight, I decided to let the mercs swim to safety and we began our charter to Revivre in earnest. The rest of the two-week trip saw no worse than stretches of rough seas.
My crew trained and whatnot during the day, Jacobi started being kind to Jessie, and sea life still flocked to her if she spent time on deck. I tried calling water to me only once. Nothing happened. It was only a minor disappointment. Magical powers were neat and all, but overrated when they came at the expense of one�s humanity. I�d worked so long to be pure human again. I wasn�t about to ruin the enjoyment of finally obtaining that.
We threw the lines in Revivre one hot afternoon, got all our business done, then dispersed all over the city. Sam, Cancer, and O�Toole stayed back while the rest of us got in a couple days of rest and relaxation. I headed straight for Milud�s burger joint, had my pick of seats available, and chose my favorite spot on the end. Milud was pleasantly surprised to see me again so soon, compared to my annual visits. He noticed my grey hairs coming in, but was more interested in my scars.
�How the heck did you get all those?�
�Long story.� I took a sip from my tall, frosty mug of beer.
�Well start talking. Your dinner is gonna be a few minutes.�
�We ran into trouble again.� Like he�d believe the truth. I had no intention of sounding like some lunatic who liked to make up fantastical stories. Wasn�t gonna lie either.
�You didn�t happen to be in Newport, Rhode Island when it got attacked, did you? A few of those look like bite marks.� He pointed at my jawline.
I sat up straighter. �You heard about that?�
�It made world news. Everyone has. Monsters razed the town and a tsunami wiped it away, and two great mythical beasts battled on the horizon.� He set a few newspaper clippings in front of me on the counter. All of them were pictures of the devastation left in the wake of everything that happened. My ship was in a couple of the shots. Oh, boy.
�That was not a fun day.�
�But you survived to tell the tale. I�ll hold your burger until you start talking if I have to,� he said with a smile.
�Fine.� I recanted the day in maybe a minute, leaving out everything curse-related. Milud was fascinated by it all, but looked like he didn�t know what to believe by the end of my telling. That was fine with me. He soon set my meal on the counter so it looked like my burger was smiling back at me.
�Now let�s see if you can make it through this meal without interruptions.� He put his fists on his hips.
I inhaled the lovely bouquet of scents. �Despite the Newport stuff, I believe my luck has changed. I think I finally will.� I picked up the carefully-assembled meal of juicy goodness and admired the layers of meat, cheese, vegetables, and condiments looking so fresh and tasty. �But if I get interrupted, I just might cry.�
�I�ll find you some tissues if it happens.�
I took my first bite and savored every last morsel going down. If my luck proved to have changed for real, I might start having Mido make me cheeseburgers for dinner every night, until I got sick of them�if such a thing was possible. I opened my mouth for the next bite of heaven�
�Why if it isn�t Captain Dyne Lavere,� a sensual female voice said.
� and stopped with my mouth still open. A woman with lovely red curls appeared beside me, her breasts ready to fall out of her dress. �Delilah!�
�Hello, Captain.�
�Have the day off?� As far as interruptions went, this wasn�t bad so far. I took another bite while keeping my gaze on Delilah.
�Not a chance, which is why I came looking for you. That handsome bronze man in your crew showed up, which meant you had to be nearby. I�ve been looking forward to seeing you again. The bronze one is great with us, but not as great as you.�
�Need me to teach him a few things?�
She stepped inside my personal space, her mesmerizing breasts, brushing against my shoulder. �I have something better in mind.� She ran a hand through my hair, then stood behind me and took the burger from my grip. She pushed her breasts agains the back of my head, which she tilted back, then brought the burger to my mouth and let me take a bite. Somehow the best meal on earth suddenly tasted even better.
�Milud��
He held out a to-go bag with my steak fries already in it. He gave me a friendly wink. �Bring the mug back when you�re done. I trust you.�
I stuck my burger on top of the fries, then carried my beer and meal in one hand, and escorted Delilah to our favorite hotel with my free arm. Burger, beer, and boobs. Great combination. Best interruption of my life.
* * *
One the morning of the second and final day of my vacation with Delilah, we lay together in bed, just enjoying each other�s warmth and company. Being with her had distracted my thinking mode, but this morning I was deep in thought.
�What�s on your mind, Captain?�
�Lots of things,� I said offhandedly. I couldn�t go into detail with her. The truth behind my longevity and everything that went with it would hopefully die with me and my current crew.
�Like�?�
�Any new rumors about me and this curse thing?�
�Actually there is.� She started stroking my bare chest. �Now we both know you were in Newport, Rhode Island that day. Some say you were the one who called forth the sea monsters and the tidal wave. Others say you transformed into a mythical monster and dueled another, then you spirited some locals to your ship so there�d be survivors to tell the tale.� She paused in her stroking and looked me in the eyes. �I�ve seen the pictures and I see your scars. This is a very strange tale.�
�It was a very strange and rough day.�
�What? Not gonna tell me what really happened?�
�I don�t think you�d believe me if I told you the truth.�
�Well what is the truth?� She settled her head back on my shoulder and resumed stroking my chest, tracing one of my many scars now and then.
�Besides what you can see in those pictures and glean from all my lovely scars, the truth is I can�t turn into some giant monster and summon tidal waves, but I think you already knew that. We�ve covered what my curse really is.� Her gentle, skilled hands were turning me back on.
�Yes we have.� She reached under the sheets and I went hard. She began stroking me anew, then paused. �What�s wrong? You still look so serious.�
I took her in my arms and rolled on top of her, but didn�t enter her. Instead I cradled her in my arms and ran my fingers through her amazing hair. �Do you ever fall in love with any of your clients?�
She raised an eyebrow. �I have favorites like you, but do you really want to hear about all the other men I sleep with?�
�Probably not. Have you ever wanted to settle with any of them?�
She wrapped her legs around me and began massaging my neck and shoulders. �You poor thing. You�re not trying to get me to marry you, are you?�
�No.� The thought had rolled around in my mind, but it didn�t feel right to settle with anyone anymore, not after hunting down Rhode lookalikes for over two hundred years.
She laughed, running her fingers over my graying sideburns. �How old are you?�
�Probably ten times your age,� I said offhandedly. �What if I told you there really was truth to some of the curse rumors, but only now I�m no longer cursed?�
�I�d say you�ve been listening to the stories so much that you�re starting to believe them.� She grabbed both my glutes and squeezed as she pulled my body to hers and started kissing me. My body responded but for once my heart wasn�t in it. Bearing my sexual reputation in mind, I forced myself to get back into it, pretending I hadn�t asked her to settle with me. Making Delilah happy was more important than my own unobtainable wants at the moment.
* * *
Sauna netted us a huge shipment to Newport the day we left. Ports all over the world were sending in supplies to help the recovery. Sauna asked me if I was okay with returning home so soon. I didn�t mind at all. Anything to help repair the damage my stupidity had caused.
We pushed off with the huge payday in the evening, and with the thoughts of Rhode weighing heavily on my mind. Mido and Jessie whipped us up a hearty steak dinner with mashed potatoes and steamed veggies, and some fantastic butter rolls with a honey glaze. I ate slowly while most of the crew devoured theirs. Jessie and Mido ate with us on the stools positioned at the edge of the table, and O�Toole hovered near me, totally quiet and eating his mashed potatoes with a finger. Jacobi exchanged pockets of small talk with Jessie. Both of them were comically awkward, but he clearly respected her now, and she clearly didn�t know what to do with his new behavior.
The crew laughed, talked, and teased each other. It was a perfectly normal dinner with the crew going on as normal, as if all the crap my curse had put them through was nothing. It was a wonderful sight. I quietly listened to their stories and banter, and joined in when it was prudent, including a need to come to my defense that my scars hadn�t scared away the ladies. In fact, she�d been intrigued by them.
In all, I couldn�t have asked for a better last meal with them as their captain.
The crew sat and talked long after the meal was gone. Jessie and Mido washed dishes and served us all some coffee and chocolate chip cookies made from scratch. Once everyone had their fill and the techies headed to the engine room, the cargo pushers headed to their cabins to wind down and get some rest. I gave Rammus a meaningful glance, then headed to the wheelhouse.
The stars shined away overhead, with the waxing moon making the ocean sparkle like there were millions of sprites dancing on the rolling surface. The wind was light and the atmosphere peaceful. I slid a few windows open and left the door wide, then check my compass and our course. We were still on track.
Rammus�s heavy footsteps slowly clunked up the stairs, then he appeared in the doorway and stopped, his gaze serious. I gestured for him to take a seat in the chair. He wordlessly obeyed. I leaned against a window frame and stuck my hands in my coat pockets.
�I think I know why you called me up here, Captain.�
�Are you ready for me to step down?�
�Are you?�
�I�ve lived on the sea since I was fifteen,� I said calmly. I was more than happy to step down and let Rammus take over. I felt at peace with myself and the world. It was the right thing to hand the crew over now. �I became a skipper at age twenty five, bought my first boat at age thirty, and lost my first crew at age forty five, along with got cursed. Since then, I�ve watched the world fall and rise, dozens of people I�ve cared about die, helped keep cargo shipping alive and well enough, and provided so many people with lifelong careers under me. I�ve been around for almost two hundred and seventy eight years. I�m ready to retire.�
�What will you do?�
�I don�t know.�
�I don�t think retirement suits you, Captain.�
�Neither does remaining skipper.�
�That doesn�t leave you with much else.�
I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. �Don�t worry. I�m not abandoning you and the rest of the crew. I�ll figure something out.�
Rammus looked at his lap and swallowed.
�I�ve been around a long time,� I said quietly. �A really long time. If anything, I�ll stick around and just relax and enjoy life. It�s something I�ve forgotten to do all these years.� After Delilah, I felt like I didn�t have it in me to give love any more tries. I�d loved many women over the centuries and that was enough. It wasn�t perfect but it was enough.
He nodded. �When do you want me to take over?�
�Right now, actually.�
�If you�re dead set on it, then consider it done, Ca�uh, sir. Or Dyne.�
�Alan. My name is Alan. Alan Lavere. I�ve changed my name a few times over the centuries to avoid questions about my longevity. You can call me Alan or Dyne. It doesn�t matter.�
�I�ll stick with Dyne. It�s what I�m a little more used to.�
�Fair enough.� I had no preference. I�d forgotten my given name for so long. Watching my home get rebuilt had stirred up the memory banks. I looked around the wheelhouse. �Let�s announce your promotion to the crew so I can get started on the paperwork and get everything put in your name.�
He slid off the chair. �Sure thing, Ca�darn it. This is going to take some getting used to.�
�I apologize in advance for every time I still respond to �Captain.�� I said lightly.
* * *
The crew took the announcement well. It was bittersweet. They were all happy for Rammus, yet sad to see me step down. I watched Sauna�s reaction carefully. He listened with a serious gaze, his eyes full of sadness at first, but then he began to watch Rammus as he had me. Rammus was in the seat of power now. Sauna would gravitate towards that. Sam looked sad as well, since he was the only one who knew about my selfish wants that were no longer there. I took him aside after the announcement and put his worries to rest. However, I did admit to feeling ready to go, yet was prepared to live out however many more years I had left in me to the fullest, if I had to.
The next night the crew threw a retirement party, complete with cake and cheeseburgers. The crew got me good right after my first bite of the best meal on earth. Scully, who was manning the wheelhouse, called everyone to arms for a pirate sighting. I cursed up a storm as I led the crew�s mad dash onto deck, only to find a bunch of boxes laid out on the bow and no pirates in sight. Scully set off all the fireworks and Mido handed me my cheeseburger. I savored every bite as I enjoyed all the pretty explosions.
Once the last explosive was spent, Jessie and Mido brought up the cake that was decorated to both celebrate my retirement and Rammus�s promotion. He and I cut each other slices from opposite corners and exchanged the slices. Then, right as I put two and two together as Ed and Ted stood behind us, they reached for our paper plates and mashed the slices in our faces. Once our initial shock subsided, it became a two captains versus one crew food fight. Handfuls of cake filled the air like confetti, and Sam took pictures of everyone once we all ran out of ammo.
I thoroughly enjoyed my retirement party.
* * *
Newport more or less came and went. We dropped off the huge shipment with the help of the military, had nothing to pick up and no place to stay, except my half-built house, so we pushed off the same day, chartered for Port Chesapeake. My house-in-progress had gained its familiar box shape, the outlines of windows, and a central flight of stairs and such. It was heartening to see. It left me feeling happy, able to let go of all that�d happened. It was time to move on.
I�d thought of settling there but I knew I couldn�t do it once I saw the place. The sea was my home. Had been ever since I�d left the house. But even with knowing I couldn�t settle there, I felt like my stay on the Pertinacious was steadily reaching its conclusion. Wasn�t sure how to explain it; just knew both house and ship weren�t my retirement homes. Knew it in my gut. As far as what I should do, I wasn�t sure. I�d developed a habit of spending time after dinner staring out over the stern, watching the sea, as if staring long enough would give me my answer.
* * *
Once Jessie and Mido finished cleaning up the galley, they headed out on deck for some fresh air and a stroll, since the cabins were full of ears. Sure Rammus or Scully would see them from the wheelhouse, and sometimes Ed and Ted joined their walks for the fun of it. The two were always enjoyable company, but tonight it was just the two of them. Shortly into their first lap, they spotted Dyne staring out over the stern, which he�d been doing a lot as of late. They usually left him be but tonight there was something about the way he braced his hands on the railing that gave Jessie pause. She led Mido over, then let go of his arm and stood beside Dyne, bracing her hands on the railing as well.
He glanced at her and smiled. �Back where we first met, but with our positions a bit reversed. Do you remember that day?�
�Somewhat,� she said. �I still cringe every time I remember oaring poor Scully in the head.�
He smirked. �I�d forgotten about that.�
�So why do you keep coming out here every night all of the sudden?�
�For thinking,� he said. �I�ve spent so many years being so focused on lifting my curse. Now that that�s done� I dunno. I�m so indebted to you. I�m not sure how to put it into words.�
�Then don�t try to. Just be happy.�
He nodded. �I can do that.� He looked back out over the darkened ocean.
�Well, I�ll leave you to just being happy.� Jessie turned to leave but a swish on the surface gave her pause. A stream of water rose up above the stern and spread into the shape of a woman with long, wavy hair. At first Jessie thought it was Amphitrite, but then she recognized who it was.
�Rhode,� Dyne breathed, his mouth ajar.
Rhode stood before them on the water, larger than life and emanating an otherworldly glow. �Sweet Dyne, I�m so pleased to see your curse lifted at last.�
�I never thought I�d get to see you again.�
�I heard your soul calling to the sea, so I answered.� Rhode glanced at Jessie, then spoke to Dyne. �Your soul is weary.� She held out a glowing hand. �Come. It�s time for you to rest a while, ye whose heart has been claimed by the sea.�
Dyne�s face softened into serene happiness. He took a glowing finger and kissed it lovingly, then turned to Jessie. �Thank you. For everything.�
A lump formed in Jessie�s throat and her eyes stung. She held her arms out and he pulled her into a gentle hug.
�Take good care of yourself. And keep up the good work guarding the crew and feeding them.�
�I will,� she said in a tight whisper.
He let go and turned to Mido. They clasped hands and wrapped each other in a one-armed hug. �Take good care of yourself and each other. And thank you for sticking by me all these years.�
�It was a pleasure, Captain�er, Dyne.�
�Don�t worry about it.� He stepped back. �Just keep up the great work. Make me proud.� He put a hand on the railing and watched them expectantly. Rhode stood near the railing, a hand on Dyne�s back. Both of them looked serene, so at peace.
Jessie�s throat tightened further as she realized what they were waiting for. She tried to say �let�s go, Mido� but the words wouldn�t come out. She clasped his hand and led him away, walking slowly and checking over her shoulder once. Dyne and Rhode patiently waited for them to depart.
She made herself go back to looking ahead, filled with a need to run back to Dyne and latch her arms around him. She didn�t want to let happen what she had a feeling was about to take place. It just couldn�t. Not so suddenly. Not to the man who�d given her the best gift in the world.
Once they reached the lockdown container, Jessie felt a sudden shift in the atmosphere. She paused, putting a hand on Mido�s chest.
�What is it?�
Jessie whipped around. The stern was empty. Tears blurred her vision as she stared at where Dyne and Rhode had just been. She clung to Mido�s arm as her brain tried to register that Dyne was gone. And once it finally did, her knees gave out and she began crying. Mido sank to the deck with her, holding her tight and crying as well.
* * *
Jessie, Mido, and Rammus, who�d watched the whole thing from the wheelhouse, delivered the news of Dyne�s passing to everyone while gathered in the galley. Over the next few days, the entire crew mourned his passing before collecting themselves enough to hold a sailor�s funeral. They thought of holding it off until they returned to Newport or some other meaningful coast, but they all agreed it really didn�t matter where, since all the oceans were connected.
The first day after Dyne�s passing, O�Toole hid in the cargo hold, crying, then one day jumped off the bow. Jacobi dived after him, and the two were soon hoisted back aboard. Sam calmed the Irishman down enough to get him to stop trying to jump back overboard, but not enough to stop crying. Discussion on what to do with O�Toole cropped up, since his role was rather enigmatic. In the end, Sam decided he wanted to keep O�Toole around and continue to take care of him. He was like a son in a way, to him, one that never grew up. Plus it was because of Dyne that O�Toole ever set foot aboard the Pertinacious in the first place.
They had an honorary cheeseburger dinner in his name and swapped some of their favorite stories about him, and even talked about how Dyne had positively impacted each of their lives. The stories lifted everyone�s spirits, even Jessie�s. She was still sore about seeing Dyne and Rhode one minute, and then an empty stern the next. But she understood why he�d wanted to die in private. Souls had a tendency to cross when no one was looking.
Once talk had gone on long enough, they gathered on the starboard side of the stern. Sam handed out the percussion equipment, Jessie stood by the steel chest, sitting open and ready to accept their offerings. O�Toole hovered near her, quiet and subdued. Rammus stood on the other side of the chest, book of poems in hand and open to a choice page. Sam stood at the end of the line of drummers, a pair of bamboo sticks in hand.
Rammus took a deep breath. �This night is dedicated to Alan Lavere, better known as Dyne Lavere, and to all as Captain. Born July twelfth, 2135. Died many a time after. Finally found rest and peace on June sixth, 2413. He will be sorely missed.� The crew beat out a short rhythm and fell silent. Rammus took a carved object out of his jacket, then cleared his throat. The carving looked like a koi fish. �I�d liked to read �We live in deeds, not years; in thoughts, not breaths� by Phillip James Bailey.�
Jacobi tapped out four beats, and the drumming began. It rose and fell with each line, like last time, ebbing and flowing like waves on a beach.
�We live in deeds, not years; in thoughts, not breaths;
In feelings, not in figures on a dial.
We should count time by heart-throbs. He most lives
Who thinks most, feels the noblest, acts the best.�
Sam stepped away from the railing and deposited his offering in the chest: a bottle of whiskey. He handed O�Toole a leather-bound journal that�d been worn smooth with frequent handling. Sam whispered, �All good men have good mysteries about their lives. Drink loosened your tongue a few times, and I found your journals while cleaning out your drawers, Dyne. May whatever tales are in those pages rest in peace with your soul.� He walked back over and rejoined the drumming.
Rammus added his koi fish carving. �To one of the strongest men I ever knew.�
Sauna, Ed, and Ted threw in photos and two pairs of shorts with the parts that were supposed to cover the cheeks cut out. Ed said, �We�ll miss you, curse and all.�
�But especially grabbing your ass,� Ted added. �Your reactions were always priceless.�
Sauna said, �Thank you for being like a father to me, Captain.� The trio returned to the railing.
�And he whose heart beats quickest lives the longest:
Lives in one hour more than in years do some
Whose fat blood sleeps as it slips along their veins.�
Cancer added a bag of blood and a wedding band. �For saving you from a needless death, and for the rich life at sea you gave me, and for all I was able to give to my family.�
Jacobi added a folded up piece of paper and an empty gun holster. �A heartfelt apology for all the crap I made you put up with. You always treated me well and put me in my place when I needed it.�
Scully added ten arrows. �For all the enemy ships you had me sink with the Harpy. You taught me to step up to the plate and take on responsibilities I never thought I could handle.�
�Life�s but a means unto an end; that end,
Beginning, mean, and end to all things�God.
The dead have all the glory of the world.�
Mido came over and added carefully-wrapped food, one item a cheeseburger and the the other a whole pie of broccoli and mushroom quiche. �It was a pleasure cooking for you. May you eat cheeseburgers to your heart�s content wherever you are now.� He returned to the railing.
The crew still drumming away, Jessie added the spare lockdown container keys and her studded sparring gloves. �For helping me become strong enough to help others, and for giving me the best gift in the whole world.� She glanced at a smiling Mido. �May you find peace and joy wherever you are now.� She closed and locked the chest. Sam detached a section of railing and set it aside, then joined Jessie and Rammus in sliding the chest to the gap. The three of them paused at the edge, waiting for the drumming to conclude. The boys finished with a flourish, and then the pushed the chest over the side.
Water in the shape of a giant hand and sleeved arm shot out of the water and caught the chest. The hand lifted it higher, over their heads, and more water rose and filled out the shape of a man wearing a trench coat. Dyne. He tucked the chest under a giant watery arm and looked at all of them in turn. He smiled and gave an informal salute, then poured back into the sea, taking the chest with him.
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Chapter 1
The Glass Bottle

That�s it. I can�t stand it any longer. Roxie snuck up the basement stairs and crouched so she could peer through the gap between the door and wood flooring. The plan had been to wait until at least eleven, but she ran out of pen caps after chewing up a fifth one. She narrowed her eyes against the air flowing through the gap and searched for her grandmother, whom she hoped had gone to bed a little early. Roxie didn�t want to be told yet again, her grandmother�s eyes rolling skyward, �Rox, you�re not an alien.� She knew she wasn�t an alien, but from age six to somewhere around eight or nine, she had been thoroughly convinced she was one. Now seventeen, the �alien� idea had cropped back up as a half-serious, half-joking explanation for her latest odd behavior: a compulsion to travel a specific southeasterly route through her home city of Buffalo, New York.
The nightly news delivered its latest story and the living room was dimly lit, two signs to turn around, go back downstairs, and wait until later. But maybe the TV would mask the sound of an opening and closing door. Roxie shifted to one side of the gap and searched for a pair of slippers framed by the coffee table in front of the couch.
No slippers. No Grandma, but that didn�t mean she wasn�t in the bathroom, or had simply tucked her feet onto the couch.
Roxie raised herself to a kneeling position on the first carpeted step and touched the doorknob one finger at a time, trying hard to not let her anxious grip jiggle it. Old as her grandmother was, she had all her wits about her, eyes that noticed anything�so long as her glasses were on�and hearing that had only begun to fade now that she�d entered her seventies. A door cracking open, seemingly of its own accord, would garner as much attention as ringing a church bell.
For the last few weeks, Roxie had felt like she was standing at the beginning of a path she�d never taken, but had always wanted to know where it led. A gentle pull originating in her stomach urged her on her southeasterly route, as if a literal gut instinct was trying to guide her to someplace or someone important. Over the last few days the tug had gotten more insistent, so she tried walking around the neighborhood in hopes of discovering where this curious pull wanted her to go. She found herself taking the same turns, wandering a little farther, and a little farther each day, until she decided she�d travelled far enough from home. Stopping herself took some willpower. Turning back generated a cold panic in her chest. The only reason she never lost control was because she found her panic irrational. Yet each time she made it back home, she felt more restless, more out of place, and she didn�t understand why.
She needed to find the answer tonight.
Breath held, Roxie turned the doorknob and eased the door open. The couch lay empty. She exhaled and pushed the door farther open, then froze before she could let go of the knob. Staring back at her was Grandma, all the way from the kitchen table.
�What are you up to, Rox? Your eyes are glowing.� Grandma sounded like she wasn�t in the mood for nonsense.
The sudden surprise of getting caught was enough to cause Roxie�s eyes to glow; they glowed whenever she strongly felt sad, angry or frightened, an uncontrollable external indicator of how she felt on the inside. To her knowledge she was the only person on Earth with glowing eyes, which was why she�d never totally dismissed the possibility of being an alien. The problem with that theory was her parents, who were most certainly from Earth themselves, although they both died the day she was born. There were pictures of them all over the house, and she had spent hours with Grandma leafing through photo albums that showed her parents dating, getting married, Roxie�s mother�s belly getting bigger every month, and even copies of the ultrasounds.
Roxie glanced at the back door, which seemed to beckon to her with its dull brass knob.
�Just go back to your room and read one of your old alien books. It�s too late at night for this nonsense.�
Roxie meant to head back to her room, but instead rounded the couch and headed for the back door. �I�m sorry, I know this is a bad time for this, but I have to go. I feel like the answer is really close this time.� She reached for the door.
�And it can�t wait �til morning?�
Roxie thought for a moment. �Sorry. No.� Without realizing it, she�d already opened the inner door and had a hand on the screen door.
Grandma set her pencil down. She frowned and stared at Roxie over the rim of her glasses, her frown lined by wrinkles. �You thought the answer was close last night and the night before. Go back to your room.�
�I can�t!� Roxie blurted, then cringed. Defying her grandmother was something she lacked the gall to do. She respected her grandmother�s judgment, and right now understood that wandering around cities at night was stupid. But tonight Roxie felt like she had no option but to go out.
Grandma rose from her chair, put her fist on her hips, and scrutinized Roxie, who noticed her grip had grown slick on the door handle. She wiped her hand on her capris and braced herself for the incoming berating.
Grandma took a deep breath and closed her eyes. �You�re lucky your eyes glow, or else I�d never believe you.�
Roxie felt the warmth behind her retinas fade, meaning her eyes had stopped glowing.
�Be careful.�
Relief blossomed in Roxie�s chest, but was replaced by an urgency to get moving. �I will.� She slipped out the back door, which screeched in protest as it swung shut, and Roxie headed into the forest, her eyes aglow once again. No wind rustled the leaves, and the crickets and tree frogs hushed themselves as she traversed their part of the forest. Roxie shot her glowing-eyed gaze in the direction of any minute rustling and twig scraping nearby but, to her relief, no raccoons, foxes or opossums decided to give her a heart attack.
Roxie reached the other side of the woods and entered a run-down section of Buffalo, a part she knew well enough from all her recent trips into the city. She wasn�t a big fan of cities, even though she�d been through those particular streets a zillion times without incident.
The pull guided her past the soup kitchen and its flock of homeless people, a collection of ragged dogs waiting for their next meal.
Minutes later, Roxie found an intersection connected to an alley without working lights. She couldn�t recall walking past a lightless street on previous wanderings. Common sense told her to go find another way, but the pull in her mind implored her in that dark direction. Okay, now my brain decides to lead me a different way! The pull had normally guided her to take a turn a couple of blocks ago, but not tonight.
Roxie made it to the middle of the intersection, half in darkness and half in light, when she saw the silhouette of a tall, muscular person that seemed to be looking straight at her. Was that a knife in his hand? The sight of blood all over a sidewalk flashed in her mind. She backed away, then started running.
Roxie just made it onto the sidewalk when someone grabbed her arm and forced her to turn around. She felt the delicate touch of something sharp press against her throat. Before she could contemplate her own mortality, or even how her attacker had managed to sprint across the intersection so fast, she almost went deaf. A thunderous bang from overhead echoed through the entire block, and a wave of wind swept out in all directions from where they stood. Streetlights flickered, then everything returned to normal. What the heck was that?
She�d reached to cover her ears but dropped her hands. �Please!� she begged. �Don�t kill me!� She felt lightheaded and started to slump in a faint, but her captor�s strong grip caught her arm. She heard a shuffling sound from behind, and feared an accomplice joining in on the catch.
Without letting go, her captor pulled her behind him and brandished his weapon in the direction of the shuffling. Roxie peered around his shoulder, level with her nose, and saw an aged man fidgeting under a tattered blanket. The hobo regarded both of them with a fearful expression. He raised his blanket to his chin and scrunched lower against the brick building. Roxie regarded her captor with equal fear, who then turned his head to check the intersection behind them. She noticed his eyes. They were glowing red.
His eyes glow too! She stared at them, unable to believe what she was seeing.
The big man released Roxie�s arm. �I�m not going to kill you,� he said in a voice that for some reason made Roxie feel safer. He secured his dagger in its sheath. �Is your arm all r�?� After taking a step back, he stood very still with his arms at his sides, and mouth barely open. He openly studied Roxie�s face.
Roxie gazed at the man�s face and watched his eyes lose their glow, just like she�d seen her own do countless times in the mirror. The first time she had seen her eyes glow was at age five, during a frightening thunderstorm. Her shocked grandmother had carted her to the bathroom to show Roxie her eyes. Young Roxie had blamed the glowing on the storm, despite what Grandma had said. Later on she learned the glow was linked to her emotions.
�Yeah, my eyes glow, too,� Roxie said. �Yours weren�t a trick of the street light or something, were they?� She sorely hoped not.
�No, mine work just like yours. Is your arm alright?�
Just like yours. This time Roxie�s mouth fell ajar. �No way!� She looked into the man�s deep blue eyes. �All this time� I�ve never seen� Man, I wish you could show me again. You don�t have any control over it either, do you?�
He shook his head. �It�s caused me problems sometimes,� he said with a rueful grin.
�Boy do I know that feeling.� Roxie had resorted to home schooling through eighth grade in order to spare herself, her peers and teachers, and Grandma a lot of awkward grief. She studied the stranger with the aid of a dim streetlight. The man was a half a head taller than she, bore a clean-shaven face and scalp, and had broad shoulders and lots of muscle. He wore a T-shirt, cargo pants and combat boots, all black, and he had a backpack and canteen slung over one shoulder. His belongings, along with the small sheath strapped to one arm, gave her the distinct impression that he wasn�t from her part of the world. But that didn�t matter. They were two of the same� something. �Are we aliens?�
�Pardon?�
�Aliens. You know: people from another planet.� As soon as Roxie said it, she realized how absurd she sounded. She felt her cheeks flush.
The man let out a soft laugh and shook his head. �No. We�re Aigis.�
�But you�re an alien, right?�
�No; just an Aigis.�
�Are you from Earth?�
�No.�
�Then that makes you an alien. What planet are you from? And why do you speak just like I do?�
The man laughed again. �I�ve learned how to quickly adapt to contemporary dialects. What�s your name?� Then, eyes widening as if he�d just remembered something, he took off his pack and laid it on the ground. He unzipped the side and started rummaging around.
�Rox, sir,� she replied. �And yours?�
�Aerigo.�
Interesting name. �What�s �Aigis� mean?�
�Shield of the gods.�
Roxie stood dumbfounded, unsure how to interpret that information. �What�s that mean?�
�A lot of things. I�ve been looking for you for the past two weeks. I need your help.�
�Why?�
�I was instructed to find you and train you.�
�Really? By whom?�
�Someone named Baku. He�s our ally.�
�Bah-coo?�
�Correct.� Aerigo stood and turned to face Roxie, a glass bottle in his hand.
Eyeing the bottle, Roxie began to ask about what she needed to train for, but she cut herself off and instead said, �Wait! Two weeks?� That�s how long the pull in her mind had been bothering her. How much of a coincidence could it be if Aerigo had been looking for her just as long?
�Yes.�
�From which direction?� This was one of those dumb questions, but Roxie just had to know.
Aerigo glanced at the night sky. �Judging by your sun, I came from a generally eastern direction. I crossed an ocean people called �the Atlantic,� or �el Atlantico.��
Roxie then realized the mental pull was gone. Instead there was a sense of completion�not to mention relief. However, she took a couple of steps along the sidewalk, turned around, then braced herself as she walked back.
Nothing. She was free to walk wherever she wanted.
Aerigo looked at Roxie expectantly.
�For the past two weeks I�ve had this strange need to travel east. No clue why. And now that I�ve met you, it�s gone.�
Aerigo�s face brightened with recognition. �You were subconsciously guiding me to your location.�
Roxie gave him an unconvinced stare.
�It�s called magic,� he said. �Although��
�Magic�s real?� Part of Roxie had often wanted magic to be real so she could magic her eyes into glowing and fading on command. Of course this never worked.
Aerigo gave the young woman a faint smile as he put the glass bottle on the ground and reached for his canteen. He unscrewed the cap and cupped his free hand, ready to catch the water as he upended the canteen. The water fell as Roxie expected, but as soon as it almost touched Aerigo�s palm it began to collect as if it had fallen into an invisible bowl.
Roxie�s eyes widened as Aerigo began to mold the liquid into the likeness of a rose. He let go of his canteen and held his other hand over the reshaping globe of water, slowly moving it up and down like a musical conductor measuring out beats. The water rose splayed over his cupped hand, and the petals shimmered like pool water in the middle of the afternoon. Roxie raised a finger, but restrained herself from touching it.
�Go ahead,� Aerigo said gently, letting his free hand relax. �It�s just water.�
Roxie reached for the nearest petal, which was as big as a half dollar, and tapped its fringe. She looked at her fingertip and saw a drop of water on it. She dipped a forefinger into the water rose and took it out again, noticing that the inside of the rose felt like a bubbling Jacuzzi. Again her finger remained unharmed. �Weird.�
Aerigo reached for his canteen as he turned the rose upside down, which began to dismember itself one petal at a time. Each piece congealed into a large drop and returned to the canteen. The big man screwed the cap back on. �Your turn.� He picked up the glass bottle and held it out to her. �Drink this.�
Roxie reached for the bottle, then stopped herself. �What is it?� She stared at the pale liquid. Even though she felt kindred toward Aerigo and his glowing eyes, she couldn�t ignore being trained to avoid accepting gifts from strangers.
Aerigo looked at the bottle. �Being able to do magic is supposed to be normal for you.�
�And that drink will make me normal?� It was more a statement than a question.
�Essentially, yes.�
Roxie bit her lower lip, folded her arms and stared at the bottle. For some reason the thought of drinking it frightened her. It would change the life she was familiar with, as lonely as it had sometimes been. Already things weren�t the same because she�d met Aerigo, but she was still herself. On the other hand, being able to do magic would be the coolest thing in the world.
Roxie accepted the bottle, unscrewed the cap and sniffed its contents. It was odorless. Well that�s a help. She summoned her courage, closed her eyes, took a sip and swallowed. The liquid tasted mostly like water, slightly sweetened with the hint of a sports drink flavor. She licked her lips, enjoying the sweetness, then began downing the rest of the bottle with the zeal of a person who hadn�t a drop of liquid in days.
She managed to swallow half the contents before a loud crash from somewhere nearby startled them both. �What was that?� she whispered, the bottle still to her lips.
�I�m not sure,� Aerigo whispered back. �Go home and finish the bottle there. Make sure you drink all of it.� He picked up his belongings, then pulled out his dagger and faced Roxie. �I�ll find you in the morning. Just stay home and don�t wander off.� He headed towards the darkest part of the street.
�You don�t even know where I live!� Roxie said as loud as she dared.
Aerigo turned around and sent her a glare punctuated with smoldering red eyes.
Unable to disobey that signal, Roxie hastily capped the bottle and turned to leave, but a sly voice alarmed her and caused her to whirl around.
�Don�t leave just yet.� The man belonging to the voice stepped into the light of the street lamp and stopped in front of Aerigo, smiling at him. �Tell me, Aerigo, who�s your new girlfriend?�
Now would be a great time to start running home, as Roxie had been instructed. However, the tone of that man�s sly voice made her more curious than afraid. She looked to Aerigo for an answer. His muscular arms were corded with tension, eyes burning a molten red. Roxie kept quiet.
This second person looked like he had been swallowed by a shark and spit back out again�twice. A starchy material, covered in dirt and ripped in many places, was all that was left of his jeans and flannel shirt, and his reek stung Roxie�s nose from fifteen feet away. His short black hair was spiked forward, his dark eyes appeared sunken from fatigue, yet his gaze was charged with�what? Triumph? Whatever it was, Roxie didn�t like how this lean-muscled newcomer stared.
�None of your business, Daio,� Aerigo said, and raised his dagger slightly.
�Ah.� Daio was sneering now. �So she�s the one Baku has sent his mighty warrior to protect. Nexus will be most pleased to learn this.�
�What does Nexus want with the girl?�
�I don�t know,� Daio said irritably. �What does Baku want with the girl? She doesn�t seem particularly special. However, since you�re making a big deal, there�s got to be more to her than what I sensed.�
One moment Daio was standing feet away from Aerigo, and the next thing Roxie saw was Daio right in front of her, wearing his malicious grin. He grabbed the sleeve of her t-shirt and yanked on it, ripping the shirt to the other shoulder and down the side. Roxie threw a fist, but Daio swatted it away as if he were expecting it, and the parry stung as if a block of iron had struck her arm.
�Your eyes do glow!� Daio said happily. �You�re one of our kind.� He bent his knees and kicked one leg backward, catching Aerigo in the stomach.
�Rox, go home now!� Aerigo yelled in a tight voice as he clutched his stomach. Sucking in a breath, he lunged for Daio with his dagger, but only succeeded in driving him away from Roxie and into the street. Aerigo positioned himself in front of Roxie and faced the street.
Roxie started backing into an alley on shaky legs, and with her arms clamping her tattered shirt to her chest. She wanted to run, but feared putting her back to Daio, who had one arm stretched toward the middle of the street, as if he were reaching for something.
�Catch up with you later, kid.� Daio lost his grin, and looked at his hand. �Well that�s no fair.�
Aerigo took the tip of his dagger between his thumb and forefinger and, with a grunt, launched his weapon. Daio ducked out of its trajectory. The blade clanged against a brick building and hit the ground.
�I don�t know what kind of threat you think the girl could possibly pose,� Daio taunted, fists raised and smiling once again. �She has so little time to prepare.�
�She�s none of your concern.� Aerigo raised both fists as well.
�What a stupid thing to say,� Daio said, sounding bored. �But in all seriousness, she does have you for a teacher��
Why is some creepy guy interested in me, and what am I supposed to be taught? Does this guy think I�m some sort of secret weapon? It seemed frighteningly plausible. Before Roxie could ponder the situation further, Daio was a couple of feet away from her again, but this time with one of Aerigo�s arms clamped around his neck. Daio grasped for his neck with both hands as Aerigo forced him into the street. Roxie stood there watching with the same morbid fascination of seeing a fight break out in a school hallway.
Both men struggled to push or trip the other off balance. Finally, Aerigo swiped one of Daio�s legs out with one of his own. As they teetered, Daio jerked his torso toward the ground, causing them both to corkscrew midair. Aerigo hit the ground on his back with a ground-vibrating thud. Daio started elbowing Aerigo in his ribs and Roxie winced. Aerigo freed an arm and punched Daio in the head so hard he slid off him and onto the pavement. The impact sounded like the dull crack of a ball hitting a bat. Aerigo popped to one knee, cocked a fist, then stopped. Daio lay unmoving, his arms spread like a scarecrow. Aerigo glanced at Roxie, then got to his feet, draped Daio over one shoulder and headed over to Roxie. Neither man bore any cuts or bruises.
�Did he hurt you?� Aerigo asked.
Considering the fact that the only part of her that had sustained any injuries was her shirt, Roxie said, �No. Is he dead?�
�No.�
�Why not?�
Aerigo looked at her a moment, then said, �It�s a long, complicated answer. Stay there. I�ll be right back.� He solemnly walked past Roxie down the alley, and into darkness.
The death question seemed half fair, half harsh. Daio was a threat, yet he hadn�t tried to harm her on the first chance he had; he just ripped a perfectly good shirt. After that, he�d seemed ready to leave, but for some odd reason didn�t. What had he been planning to do to her if Aerigo hadn�t protected her? All possible answers made Roxie feel sick to her stomach.
Footsteps steadily approached. Roxie turned around. Aerigo paused before her, frowning, then retrieved his pack from the sidewalk. He returned to Roxie�s side, setting the pack on the ground as he unzipped it, and produced a white rolled-up shirt from the main pocket. He sniffed it quickly, then handed it to Roxie.
�Here.�
Roxie mumbled her thanks as she accepted the shirt, then sniffed it as well. �Pine trees.�
�I�ve been sleeping outside the last few days.�
Aerigo stood and rounded the corner of the building and out of sight. Roxie scanned the intersection, along with the dark alley behind her. Seeing no one, she shrugged out of her ruined shirt, and into the pine-fresh one. Sheesh, I�ve known him a whole five minutes and I�m already wearing his clothes. This better not be the start of a trend. Aerigo�s shirt was huge on her; it stopped just below her fingertips when she held her arms to her sides. Roxie was tall for a girl�five-nine�but the shirt was so long and baggy on her it reminded her of when she was small enough to use her grandma�s shirts as pajamas.
Roxie balled up her ripped shirt, figuring she�d throw it away in the nearest garbage, then picked up the half-full glass bottle. She peeked around the corner to find Aerigo leaning against the pawnshop�s glass window. He looked up at her, his expression pensive.
�Now what?� Roxie asked.
�Take you home to get some rest.� Aerigo drew closer and collected his pack. �But let me get my dagger first.�
Oh, this is going to be fun. Roxie was not looking forward to explaining to Grandma everything that just happened.
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