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“The Oceans are wide and are as varied as the people who drift upon them. You will experience everything and meet everyone. Such is the nature of the ocean, that chaos incarnate. Seawater is, in essence, the very blood of adventurers.”

- unknown

 

Chapter 1: The Duel and The Introductions

“You ready this time, kid?” a hulking, grey-scaled shark man asks, wrapping his hands with athletic tape. A ragtag crowd cheers as they ready for “the daily whuppin’ ”, now a well-loved pastime of many upon the M.S. Nocturna.

A bruised young lady, covered with a different sort of bandages and opposite to him on the deck, is already to her feet. The slipping squeak of black sea-boots upon metal rings as she takes stance. “You won’t catch me off this time!” she says with a smirk, extending her hands to grapple through her long pea-coat.

There’s a silence as the shark man takes a deep breath, pulling the eldritch salt of the Eversea into his lungs. “Alright. On your guard, kid!”

In a blink, the two rush at one another and the crowd goes wild. The blond youth, about eighteen, slides right past the shark man’s giant frame. Before he can turn, the agile lass latches up his back fin, and puts him in a headlock.

“How about this!” She exclaims, squeezing the shark man’s dense neck with every fiber of her strength.

The shark man winces in surprise and then smiles. “Really, Colette?” He asks, raising a scaled brow and peering behind his shoulder with black eyes.

She doesn’t stop squeezing. “Really, what?”

Her opponent stretches out his arms, yawns and then, amidst the cheering and laugher of the crowd, falls flat on his back with Colette underneath.

“Wh-What the hell? Cheater!” She shouts as she fails to push the massive shark man off her.

He releases another mock yawn. “I dunno, kid. I just got real tired all of a sudden. Not sure if it’d be healthy to get up,” he says, winning agreements all around from the crowd.

Colette punches into her opponent a few seconds more, and then he gets up, freeing her from his boulder-like weight. She takes a moment to breathe, which is more than enough time for her enemy. He sweeps his leg from under her, tripping her and sending her back to the cold, salty deck.

“Looks like I win again!” The towering shark man guffaws as he crosses his arms. “You know, I really do admire your willingness to get trashed every day, but I think you should start with some easier opponents first,” he says with a shrug.

Colette brings herself back to her feet with half the vigor from last time. “Forget it, Dunks. I started hard because that’s the quickest way to improve.”

Dunklestein the Daring A.K.A. “Dunks” scoffs with a wide, sharp-toothed grin. “Sure, kid. Just keep in mind you could never choke me out the way you would a landy.”

“Yeah? And why’s that?”

Dunklestein points to his gills, and Colette draws back amidst the laughter of the crowd.

“Wait, seriously? Doesn’t that only wo-”

“Work in water?” Dunklestein interrupts, “Naw, that’s just a landy rumor. Seasorts are fish and man, so we can breathe in the air or in the drink.”

Colette nods, averting her gaze. She takes in every word, but she refuses to look like she’s valuing correction. “Alright, Dunks, cool.”

“Yeah, cool. Now you ready for another or are ya’ done?”

She takes a breath, and stretches her limbs. “Another!”

“Actually, I think that’s quite enough from you two,” a voice says, its owner descending the steps from the upper decks.

Everyone hushes up and most of the crowd disperses to either get to work or hide in their quarters. Audible are prompt, measured steps from black sea-boots, these ones a few sizes larger than Colette’s. Before Colette and Dunklestein stand The Captain, Commander of the M.S. Nocturna, and unofficial best captain ever.

“Now what all is this here? Explain why you’re engaging in this degenerate rapscalianry to distract the other sailors.” The tall, entirely bandaged figure asks as he fixes his round spectacles and navy captain’s hat.

Dunks smiles sheepishly as Colette sighs. “W-well, Captain. The boys and I just thought it’d be proper t’-”

“The gym’s way too small,” Colette says, cutting off Dunklestein.

Dunks cringes and The Captain looms over Colette. “Could it be that it’s too small, or is it that you simply want to impress everyone with your tomfolly?”

“No, it’s definitely too small, Cap. I need room to move or else Dunks’ll just run up and corner me.”

“Which is totally fair in a real fight, mind you,” Dunklestein says, definitely being helpful with that bit of information.

“Thanks, Funks,” Colette says at that relevant bit of information. “Now, as I was saying, it’s not like anyone’s actually busy except the chef and Gran, so like why shouldn’t we entertain them a bit? You should watch sometime Cap-I’ve gotten pretty fierce!”

“Yeah, Cap. She could almost deal with split ends,” Dunklestein says.

Colette jabs a fist into Dunklestein, who shrugs it off.

The Captain stares on a moment and then nods. “I see… You say you want more space to fight, and that it wouldn’t harm anyone at this time of day?” He asks, his voice a cross between a salted, calculating veteran and a warm, thoughtful grandfather.

“Yeah, exactly,” Colette says.

“Well too bad, Jobber Colette. You two hustling about in public eye encourages in-fighting, and I need our men thinking about their work. It’s not just the chef and his apprentice that are busy, you know.”

Colette sighs, shaking her head and shrugging. “You really are hopeless, Cap.”

The Captain leans forward. “Do you really want to fight that bad? I heard you say that you felt the harder the opponent, the greater the improvement. Perhaps instead of Dunklestein the Daring, you’d like to-”

Colette throws up her hands in horror. “N—whoa! Captain! Please!”

“Swab the upper decks, Miss Ketiere,” The Captain commands plainly.

Colette nods. “Right away, Cap.” Colette fires off a sour salute and trots off to the janitor’s equipment. 

The two watch her leave, and Dunklestein winces in pain and cups the spot Colette punched him. “Gah-Cap, I know you told me I should be acting tough and all, but in the past couple days she’s been hittin’ like a damn whale. She’s so scrawny, but the way she ridges her punches… sometimes I get glimpses of you.”

The Captain nods. “She’s getting quite the competitive set of skills, don’t you think? I believe there’s hope for her winning her little wager with that overlord of hers… Really, I’m wondering if it’s time,” he says, watching Colette take up a bucket of soapy water with a cross look about her and starting up the stairs.

“Time for what, Captain?”

“I think it’s about time we had her mettle tested in a more threatening fashion. We’re almost to our destination, you know.”

Dunklestein’s dark eyes witness a small spark. “Oh? Yeah, I think she’s ready.”

“Then it’s settled. You’ll be keeping us company on the landing party,” The Captain says with a nod.

Dunklestein nods back with a smirk, but then jolts. “Wh-wait, I’m going too?”

“You heard me. Now get your gear ready,” The Captain says, peering out to the mists ahead.

 

Chapter 2: The Captain and His Crew of Misfits Locate the Correct Island

 

An hour later the M.S. Nocturna glides across the reddened waters of a distant, exotic ocean far from her home port. At the helm, an entirely-bandaged figure in naval garb stands resolute, calm and authoritative as he overlooks a large island through his circular, misted glasses.

“We almost there, sir?” A half man-half fish sailor asks with a gurgle.

The Captain nods, glancing behind to address the seasort with his gaze. “That is correct, Swab-mate Gregory. Our destination is indeed the island ahead,” he says.

Gregory nods his scaly head. “Well, I mean are you sure, this time? This is the third island you said that about, sir.”

The Captain is quiet a moment. The seaspray frolics across the deck. “Tell me, just who is the captain of this vessel, Gregory Gallsway?”

The seasort sighs and returns to wiping down the deck. “You, sir.”

“That is correct, and how many times did our assistant navigator turn to his dark side when charting the course?”

Gregory sighs again, glancing at the statuesque captain. “Every time, sir.”

“And how many times did I… Suddenly forget about double checking the course?”

“…Also three times, sir.”

The Captain nods. “As such, now that we have thrown Mr. Masthaven in the brig for his traitorous decisions, and I have not had a regrettable lapse in the past week on the subject of navigation, we can as such assume that this island is the correct one, and that it also contains our mark.”

Gregory nods with his brows raised in tolerance to The Captain. “Sure thing, sir.”

 

A half-hour passes and the Nocturna is at the rim of the island, just five minutes away. Most of the sailors have lined up across the railing to look over their destination: Ketman’s Keep Island. It is a vast, verdant swamp island, its trees an impenetrable fortress from every direction but the single town on the island. Alien, feral sounds come from the swamp within, but when overlooking the sizable town there is nothing but laughter and joviality emanating from it.

“What’s ya’ think they celebratin’?” One seasort asks to his human friend.

“Could be anything,” he answers while scratching his dark chin, “maybe a holiday.”

A few Crew members exchange fanciful theories while The Captain, as mysterious and impenetrable as the swamp, approaches with his officer’s cap straight and in perfect condition.

“Gentlemen,” he nods to the large crowd men, fish men, and probably also fish. “Mademoiselles,” he nods again to two young ladies, one dressed as a cook, Grancis Vereyrty, and the other, an enthused Colette Ketiere, having just finished dawning expedition gear. He starts trotting to the side of the group. “As you all know, our charge for this mark is to find the ancient, supposedly magical book of the great witch Vuuya. It is said to grant wishes, and while we all have heard that one before-”

There’s a knowing guffaw shared between some of the sailors.

“-It is still our job to chase such wild dreams, and the O.E.L. will pay good money for it. Very good money; your paychecks for the next three months good money. And so though it is late in the day, I find no need not to initiate the expedition immediately and send our away team.”

Nods and agreements are given from a multitude.

“I have decided that this team will consist of myself as I am The Captain, Dunklestein the Daring should beasts or the locals prove to be a problem, Colette Ketiere for she desires experience in adventure and arms, and finally… Jim-”

An uproar overflows on the deck as concern and disapproval abounds.

“Gentlemen, please,” The Captain says quietly. The yelling continues and people bombard him with questions. The Captain cracks his knuckles, a sound that every sailor on the ship has been trained to be alert to, and the yelling quiets to a disgruntled muttering. “Very good. I have chosen Jim because he is among the best adventurers we have, and honestly I would rather him off the ship in the advent of his turning, especially on an empty moon, which is tonight-understand?”

 While most of the crew is silent, some do nod their heads and generally agree.

“Very good, feel free to remain in port and go on shore leave as you see fit-Just remember if you hear the rifle, get the ship ready,” The Captain says, patting the strange, dark rifle strung around his back.

At that, an apologetic, confused Jim is let out of the brig, brought up to speed with the situation and joins the other three as they enter port and start down the boardwalk.

“Thanks for having me along, Captain. I thought this would be the last time you’d forgive me,” Jim, a slender, handsome man with shaggy, raven black hair says.

The Captain nods as Dunklestein scoffs. “Whatever dude. Just don’t pull that shit again,” Dunklestein, a sizable great white shark seasort says with a smirk across his wide, tooth-lined jaws.

“Now now, Dunklestein the Daring. There is no need for foul language in this outing party. A clean mouth is as a clean conscience, after all,” The Captain says, quickly receiving a sigh from Dunks.

“It’s like you’ve never heard the term ‘swearing like a sailor’, Captain.”

“I am not a sailor, Dunklestien. I am a captain.”

Colette and Jim exchange come sly smirks, certain The Captain will never change, and that Dunklestein will never realize it.

“Come on, Captain. You sail, that makes you a sailor. Stop acting so superior,” Dunklestein says with a smile, the usual expression he owns when arguing.

“I am too busy being The Captain to care about coming off as a prig. Now please, let us commence with our mark,” he says, straightening his cap as the four walk to a great square of dancing people.

The center plaza is alive with masked merchants, men, women, celebrating and having a fantastic time. The rows of dancers are alight with candles, colorful flags, paper confetti, and joyous music.

“Damn, something smells nice!” Dunklestein says, watching the Captain twitch again at the sound of profanity from one of his sailors. Sure enough, the scent of barbecue and the snapping of frying vegetables overcomes the four as other sailors of the Nocturna come to admire the banquet of senses.

“Indeed,” The Captain says while he taps the shoulder of a masked party-goer. “Pardon me, person enjoying the party,” he says.

The partier turns around to them, pulling a sizable, meated bone from his mouth. “Ey? Oh, hello, friend!” he says.

“Hello, sir: we’re looking for one that knows about the local antiques and legends of this island. Would you know of anyone?”

The party goer hums to himself a moment, scratches his mask as if it were his chin, and then jolts up in realization. “Of course! You should just ask Vuuya! She’s the witch that looks over the town. What do ya’ need to ask her?”

The Captain and his three sailors exchange solemn looks. “Well,” The Captain starts, “We need a book of hers-her witching book to be precise.”

The party goer stumbles over his words as he looks around a bit; a few other masked folks start taking notice to the conversation. “Well, I mean. Vuuya’s here, but not some silly book. You guys probably have the… the uh, wrong island.”

“I’m certain the book is here, my fellow-and I’m certain we will have it,” The Captain says, leaning into the masked man’s space.

“But… Yes, I suppose Vuuya can give you that book of hers; she can do anything, after all. Please, but I can’t take you to her tonight. The swamp is dark and quite dangerous! You should wait till tomorrow. Please let us show you some of our hospitality!”

Collette nudges The Captain. “I don’t like this,” she says in a tone quiet enough for only him to hear.

“Ahh, but I do, my little biscuit,” The Captain murmurs. “We’d love to spend the night here, is there an inn?”

The partier looks around and points out a petite, also-masked woman sitting by the side of the square. “She owns an inn, I think. We really just do what we want here. So you guys have fun and let me know tomorrow once you’re ready to leave. I gotta go find my kids; make sure they’re not causing trouble.” With that, he’s off to an empty bench, leaving The Captain to talk to the others.

“This is incredibly peculiar. But I think it’s best we stay on the island to see if there’s anything else we can learn from the innkeeper. That being said, I would understand if you would feel safer on the ship-- especially with so many suspicious masked figures running about. So if you want me to take away your ‘sailor card’ you only need to ask.” There is a pause amidst the celebration around them. “Well? Dunklestien? Do you want me to take away your sailor card?”

Dunklestien huffs again. “N-no sir.” He looks away in some sort of embarrassment.

“I thought not. Colette?” Captain asks.

  She scoffs. “No, sir.”

“Very good. Jim?”

Jim twitches. “No s-s-sir.”

The three turn to Jim with alert gazes as The Captain speaks.

“Jim, is he coming?”

“No… I’m okay… I’ll be fine,” he says, pressing his hand against his right arm in pain.

The three others stare at him with suspicion, but again The Captain breaks the silence. “Well, nothing we can do about that, then. Let’s get to the inn.” The moment The Captain turns away, Jim looses a deep, bone-chilling laugh.

“You… You fools!” He begins screaming and hollering to get the attention of everyone.

“Captain! He’s turning!” Colette yells as the music and dancing stops.

Jim’s eyes are overcome with what seems to be a violent black fire, but Jim seems elated, rather than distressed.

“Jim! Snap out of it, man! This is incredibly unsailorly behavior!” The Captain says to the writhing Jim who fills his chest with salty breath and screams.

“Jim is no longer with us, Captain. However I did hear that you’re trying to steal this island’s greatest treasure! What do you say of that? Imperialist dog-Thief!” Jim, or something inside Jim yells at the top of his lungs.

A chorus of hushed whispers erupts from the frightened party-goers for an awkward moment as everyone on the island learns what the mysterious sailors are here for.

“Son, quiet down! You’re being just horrible!” The Captain shouts as Dunklestein and Colette exchange looks.

“Son? Captain, Jim’s your boy?” Dunklestein asks, crossing his broad, greyish arms covered in awesome seafaring tattoos.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older. Now, calm down, Jim, or you’re in for a distinct beating,” The Captain says, cracking his knuckles the way he does to remind the thing possessing Jim of the distance between their strengths.

Jim laughs. “I’ve done my damage, see you later, salt-ass,” at that, Jim wavers and falls to the cobblestone ground, unconscious. The Captain takes up Jim and turns to the cloaked innkeeper across the square. “Come along,” he says over the confused, distressed voices of the townspeople. They get up to the shrouded innkeeper, and The Captain, piggybacking Jim, addresses her. “Greetings, madam, how much for a night at the-”

“I’m a dude,” the innkeeper says with a mountainously-strong voice.

“A-ahh, yes. Pardon me then, sir. How much for a night?”

“For you visitors, free-I’m not an innkeeper either, but I’ll take you in for the night. This way,” he says as he leads them along through some less populated streets. “So, I hear you’re lookin’ for a book?” he asks as he works through a key and lock to enter his home.

The Captain nods. “That’s right. The witching book of Vuuya, the long dead sorceress that was said to cast spells from it.” They enter a dark, warm room.

“Gah, that smell!” Colette says, waving her hand to fan the scent away.

The man lights a lantern, revealing a full butcher’s shop, filled with the mutilated corpses of animals and cutting devices of all sorts. “Yeah, well you’re gonna’ have trouble with that. If you were to take my advice you’d just turn around and sail off to wherever you came from.”

The Captain hums. “And why is that, sir?”

“The people hold Vuuya accountable for all the fortune we’ve had in this desolate place. To take the book would be to take our prosperity… Is that really what you want?” The apparent butcher asks as he shows them into a fair-sized, open room with a single bed and no other furnishings.

“We are not after your misery, but we will need the book we’re coming for. I trust you will keep our location a secret?” The Captain says, shifting a few sins, the common currency of the Omniverse, over to the man.

The butcher’s silent a moment, and then nods as he pockets the coins. “’Course,” he says, “goodnight.” He closes the door and the group hears him go down the steps.

The Captain rests Jim on the floor and presents the bed to Colette. “We have a long day tomorrow, so we may as well turn in now. Colette, dear cookie, you may enjoy the bed as the fairest of us,” he says like a doting father.

Colette laughs. “Thanks, Cap, but I’m not going to become a real captain by being pampered. You outrank me, so you should take the bed,” she says, choosing a nice, hard spot on the wooden floor along with Dunklestein, who just plops belly down to sleep.

The Captain sighs, “Very well. I have such matters turning you into a lady of the sea, but I suppose your goal to become a leader among men is stronger than your desire to reject your barbarian upbringing.”

The girl laxes onto the floor, unarmed around her trusted crewmates. “Whatever you say, Cap.” She yawns and turns to the wall. The Captain gets on the single bed, something he is incapable of enjoying, but decides he might as well not cause a fuss about. He lays down in the dark room, only the slight window light illuminating their surroundings.

...

An uncertain time later, a figure climbs in through the window. Aided by shadows it crawls up to the foot of the bed, but feels what seems to be ropes around its inhabitant, as if the person lying there has already been tied up. The mysterious figure feels for a pulse, but feels nothing. It pauses in thought, and then crawls back through the window, presuming someone beat it to the job. It leaves, not seeing, feeling, nor hearing any of the three people lying about at the corners of the room.

 

Chapter 3: The Captain and his Posse are met with Considerable Difficulties

The Captain yawns as he wakes in the light of morning and the screeching of swamp birds. “Ahh, what a lovely nap that was. Alright, my crew members, rise and-” The Captain stops when he attempts to move his unusually sedentary body. It seems as though there is something holding him down. “What’s this?”

“C-captain! I can’t move!” Colette calls over the snoring of Dunklestein, also tied up.

The Captain sighs. “Jim?”

A silence.

“Yes?” a voice from across the room starts. The Captain looks over and sees a quite-free Jim with dark, fiery eyes.

“For what reason did you tie us up?”

“So I could have everyone in town help me kill you, of course!” The possessed Jim replies with a wide grin as he steps over to the window and leans out. “HEY, EVERYBODY!" he shouts triumphantly, "THE BOOK THEIVES ARE STILL ALIVE AND THEY’RE IN HERE! GET ‘EM!” At that, Jim quickly collapses and regains himself to his good ol’, non-evil personality.

“Huh? What’s goin’ on?” Dunklestein asks, riling up from the screaming from below.

Colette gets a knife from her thigh side and starts working through her binds. “Jim did it again. The village is coming to kill us!” She says over an uproar among the crowds below.

“What?! Dammit, Jim!” Dunks snaps as he strains against the ropes, quickly fraying them with his hideous strength.

Jim wallows on the floor in half consciousness until Dunklestein kicks him. “Blu-oh? What?!”

“Your tattoo dude tied us up, you dumbass!” Dunks yells as his ropes break.

Everyone hears a rush of footsteps from below as Jim mutters for a response. “I… Uh, you know how it can be! It’s a serious condition. I mean, I’m sorry, but it really isn’t my faul-”

The door bursts open the moment The Captain takes to his feet.

“There they are!” The not-so trustworthy butcher says, pointing to the four, “They’re the ones that want to steal Vuuya from us-our paradise!”

“As much as I hate disagreeing, I fear I must, ladies and gentlemen,” The Captain interjects. “We’re not here to steal anything of yours. We only want an old, useless relic from a witch, one that could not possibly still be alive. However, if you insist on fighting; I will have no choice but to authoritize each and every one of you.” He cracks his knuckles, and while his sailors all experience the Pavlovian nervousness trained into them, the villagers know not who they deal with.

The butcher is the first to rush the tied up Captain. He makes a quick slash with his cleaver-- but The Captain, his arms tied down, uses his leg to deliver an immaculately painful kick to the butcher’s shin.

“GRAH! SHHHHIT!” The butcher, his pain threshold only that of a common man, exclaims as he falls to the ground in agony.

“Watch your language. You should be old enough to be a respectable example to the younger generations,” The Captain says as a man and woman both come forward. The Captain makes a deft, fluid swing of the feet, striking the young man in his nethers and the knife-wielding woman in her face. Again the two of them are reduced to cringing piles of human misery as The Captain turns to his crew.

“Dunklestein. Take Jim and Colette out of here from the window. I’ll meet up with you in the nearest shaded alley.”

Colette, free from her binds, brandishes her knife. “No, Captain! Let me fight!”

“There will be time for your fighting,” The Captain says as he kicks someone again in the shin with a skillfully strung combo, “now follow orders.”

“B-but si-” Colette is interrupted as she is picked up by the hulking Dunklestein and, along with Jim, carried out the large window. “I’m going to kick your ass extra hard in training for this one, sir!” she shouts.

The Captain sighs as he trips another opponent and heels them in the crotch. “Playing quite the child, my cookie. Answer me once I’m done with this: How do you expect to become a leader if you cannot be led?”

The Captain hears a loud scoff from Colette, and she answers sharply, “Because leading and being led are polar opposites! I’m only planning to become good at one! You keep holding me back! This isn’t what I signed up f--” her voice disappears through the window as Dunks leaps from the roof with the two of them. Down below she finishes her answer, “This isn’t what I signed up for! You need to let me loose! I’m not a kid!” She struggles out of Dunklestein’s grip and brushes off her clothing as Jim simply tugs himself down politely from Dunklestein’s grasp. “I hate it when he’s like that,” Colette says, ducking into an alley and tapping her fist against a wall.

Dunks chuckles, placing his webbed hand on his hips. “Kinda surprised you haven’t gotten used to it yet. You’ve been crewing with the Nocturna for a month now, you should have noticed that he cares more about his crew members than anything-- especially one that's a girl. I’m pretty sure he’s in his fifties; if he had a daughter she’d be about your age you know... I’m not that surprised at all that he’s pillowin’ ya’ around.”

Jim, catching his breath, nods at Colette. “He babies everyone on the ship. After he’s ‘authoritized’ them,” he says with a smirk.

Dunks and Colette both cringe at the thought of their first fight with The Captain; the second they went out of line, they were put back in their place to grumble all they wanted, but always follow orders no matter what.

Colette sighs. “Yeah… yeah, I guess you’re right. I’ll get my chance and I’ll take it,” she adds, watching The Captain leap down from a tall window from the room now filled with moaning and cries of agony. Colette waves him over, and The Captain enters the alley, his arms still comically tied around him, though his boots are covered in blood.

He nods in recognition to everyone. “They were not particularly impressive, but they did seem to rally quickly. I feel this is not the first time someone has attempted to get the book.”

Dunklestein shakes his head and shrugs. “What next then, Captain? Surely the other crew members are in trouble too-the villagers might try to board the ship.”

The Captain nods as Colette cuts through his ropes, freeing him to scratch his bandaged chin. “Yes, and for that, you should be the one to go tell them.”

“B-but sir!”

“Do I hear a hint of subversion in your voice, Dunklestein the Daring?” The Captain leans in.

“N-no sir.” Dunks leans away and turns to go to the ship.

“Very good, rally up everyone on shore and have them leave port. The three of us will handle the book,” The Captain says with a nod, a straightening of the cap and a readjusting of the spectacles.

Dunklestein rushes off just as a curious villager approaches the inn wondering what all the commotion is about. From the nearby alley he’s grasped by a pair of bandaged, deft hands.

“Good day,” The Captain says.

The villager stutters and jolts, feeling the shifting, sand-like consistency of the Captain’s hands wrapping around his neck. “I-I don’t have any money! Children, run; tell your moth-”

“I will excuse your presumptuous nature, islander boy. My colleagues and I are searching for Vuuya, and you will lead us the way,” The Captain states, his usual tone of eccentric, almost friendly silliness darkened to a serious, grave voice.

The islander relaxes as The Captain’s grip loosens, and looks to the empty street for a moment as if watching something the others cannot see. “Oh, you’re those guys from last night? Well, I really was going to take you guys to her, just so you know. This way,” the masked man says, gesturing deeper into the alley.

Without an answer, the three remaining sailors follow the masked man through the alley and out the other end, leading to a deep gladed wood, only a rickety walkway of driftwood and fallen trees serving as their path above the beast-infested waters. The swamp is shallow enough to spot myriad sorts of strange, concealed wetland beasts, skimming the pine-tasting murk with silent, predatorial strokes.

Ten minutes of rushed movement leads the group to a sight that will be remembered in awe by all of them. Rising up from the brown waters is a great ziggurat constructed of wood, sticks, and plenteous foliage. There is a stairway of packed wicker that leads inside the wood-craft complex, and that is what they must ascend.

Just as they start up the stairs with careful steps, the townsperson takes the moment to pull his mask aside and look behind himself directly into The Captain's eyes-he’s quite handsome. “You’re… You’re not really going to take her away, are you? You just want a book, right?” He asks, his worn feet crossing the wicker bridge with certainty.

The Captain makes no movement aside from continuing up the steps. “That depends if she will give us what we want,” he says, the group reaching the entrance to the ziggurat. An eerie, colorful glow alights the hall, leading them into the wooden keep.

The four step on past a multitude of pitch black rooms, all the way to the end of the hall where a young man, looking about twenty-five, stands guard. In the scant light of the hall, the crew makes him out to be muscular, short, and equipped with a sword. He meets them just a meter from the large door at the end of the hall. “You wish to speak to Vuuya?” he asks, chewing over a small splinter of wood to clean his teeth.

The Captain nods. “That’s what we’re here for.”

“Fine; one at a time, no weapons,” the guard instructs, eying the older man that led them in.

The three in the group exchange a few glances, and The Captain hands his rifle over to Colette. “I’ll be the first, then.”  The Captain follows the guard, leaving the other three to wait outside.

The guard leads The Captain through the door into a dark room. It is closed and barred behind him as the guard dismisses himself, leaving The Captain alone in the pitch blackness. Slowly, like a moon rising in the night, a great tome opens with the grace of a flower to illuminate the room.

 

Chapter 4: The Captain is Seduced by Thoughts of Home, and Colette Misses Terribly

A luscious, mature voice emanates from the pages of the book, stroking The Captain with soft, intelligent tones. “Well, another adventurer heard of the legend and wanted to see if it was all true?” the book speaks, illusions of flowers and nature overtaking the room.

The Captain, originally in an alert stance, takes a gentler composure. “That’s correct. Just what, or who, are you?”

A cheery laugh comes from the book, lighting up with each expulsion of magic breath. “I am Vuuya. A sorceress from an old time… And you, sir, you too seem like an older creature that has taken up a new life in modern times. By the looks of you I’d say you are at least… oh, three hundred?”

The Captain scoffs. “I hate to correct a… lady, but I’m not even sixty,” he says, standing about comfortably.

The voice in the book coos with intrigue. “Oh? But your body’s composition… and that uniform, I’ve seen that symbol before.  The Nation of Lascardia hasn’t existed for a hundred years, if not more. Why do you think otherwise?”

The Captain places his hands in his pockets. “Again, you are misinformed. Lascardia is still as strong as it ever was. A matter of fact I was in Lascard Port just a few months ago.”

The book hums in thought. “How very intriguing. Well, I’ll be certain to write it down. Now, adventurer, what have you come for?”

The Captain lowers his head in thought, and then snaps back up. “I’ll be frank with you, miss. My crew and I have been charged with the recovery of a relic, it’s called ‘Vuuya’s Witching Book’. I presume, claiming to be Vuuya, and taking the form of a book, that it must be you.”

Vuuya laughs. “Well, yes, it would be me, or the book that contains me, that you’re looking for. I would certainly be happy to turn myself over to your capable arms, but I feel you are rather missing a considerable opportunity.”

“And what that might be, miss?”

“I can grant wishes. All the people in the town worship me for a reason, you know. Go on, name something,” she invites, the room brightening as flowers bloom at The Captain’s feet.

The Captain takes a short moment to scuff through one of the roses with his boot-his foot goes right through the illusion. “I am curious, just what are you capable of?”

“Anything your heart desires, young man.”

The Captain stares at the ground and takes a deep breath. “… Could you… No, it’s impossible.” He looks away, readjusting his glasses.

The voice of the book coos seductively. “Not at all, good sir. Go on, name it.”

The Captain takes a breath. “You wouldn’t be able to... Well, it has been a good while since I’ve tried wishes. Very well, could you …”

 

Minutes later, The Captain bursts from the room with his arms bent around the shoulders of invisible figures, one at each side. “Yes! It has been a long time since I’ve had a bowl of porridge! To the kitchen immedia-Oh, Miss Ketiere, Mr. Masthaven. What an unexpected surprise! How did you find this island? Could it be the two of you are now sailing together privately? How scandalous.” The Captain says with a tone neither of his sailors have heard him with before – fakeness, as if he’s experiencing a lie.

Colette looks to The Captain’s sides and squints. “Captain, you okay, sir?” She asks, the rifle hanging limply from her slender hands.

He laughs. “Okay? I’m feeling brilliant! I’m home!”

Colette and Jim exchange shocked, dumbfounded glances. “In all due respect sir, what the hell is wrong with you?”

“Haha! Nothing, my dear! I have everything I need,” he looks to his left shoulder, “isn’t that right?” he asks to the invisible figure.

Jim just stares on as Colette waves her hands about her head in confusion. “What?! Captain, did you get the book?”

He tilts his head a bit to the side. “What book?”

“The book we came all this damn way for, sir! Vuuya’s witching book!”

“Ahh, well that shouldn’t be a problem anymore,” The Captain says as the guard and townsperson stand to the side with knowing smirks. 

“Sir! We came here for the book! What happened in there?!”

The Captain bends his head forward in thought. “Oh… oh! Pardon me. Yes, Vuuya, I met her and she offered to grant my wish,” The Captain says, joyously shaking two invisible figures under his arms.

Colette stares at The Captain with a cross between confusion and disgust as Jim’s features slowly sharpen. “Sir,” she says, “There’s no one under your arms, sir! You’ve gone senile!”

The Captain checks both his arms again. “They seem quite real to me, Colette…Oh?” he turns to his left and raises his ear. “…No, worry not, my beloved. It’s obvious she’s just a bit off her nerves, probably from the salt sickness. Tell me Colette: are you, perhaps, salty?”

“S-What?! The hell I am salty! Turn around and get the book!”

“I see no need for that, my little croissant-the task is done; I am home. Please, just come with me and let’s share at the dinner table, this way!” The Captain gestures with a hand to follow him out of the ziggurat.

Colette strides right up and smacks him across the face, shocking the two villagers watching. “What’s your malfunction? I join this crazy ass ship with the pretense that you’d teach me to fight as well as you, to become an upstanding figure of command! And here you are playing house with imagina-”

“Colette,” Jim says softly to get her attention.

“-ary friends as if we didn’t have a job to do that everyone’s paychecks relied on. I don’t know why I-”

“Colette,” Jim says again.

“-I even care about any of that. It’s not like you pay me! I feel bad enough dragging Grancis all around this horrible ocean for my sake, but you’re proving to be a huge pain. And sir with all respect if you want t-”

“COLETTE!” Jim yells. Finally she swings around.

“What?!”

“I know how to fix this.”

“W-what?!”

Jim sighs, shakes his head. “He’s bewitched.”

“Nonsense! I’ve never been more lucid in all my life!” The Captain claims with a nervous laugh.

“If that’s so, then why does your home so closely resemble the layout of Vuuya’s home? Reach your hand out to the left,” Jim says to The Captain, who stops.

Very slowly, The Captain reaches to his side, and feels the wicker walls of Vuuya’s abode. “My… This is peculiar,” he says, feeling over the forest-bound materials. The guard gets uneasy, and takes to his feet.

“Yeah, that’s real, Captain. You need to open your eyes. Whatever place you think you are, do you remember a hallway that looks like this there?”

The Captain pauses. “… No, I don’t.”

“So then obviously your senses can be tricked, but Vuuya must still make an illusion out of something that’s real. Don’t delude yourself. The two below your arms are fakes!” Jim says with a certainty that makes the other two villagers uncomfortable.

The guard leans to his side and whispers “He’s lying. Our son is waiting for us to return just like every other day,” to some invisible person.

The Captain is still as he thinks in silence. “… But… but they look so real…”

Jim shakes his head, “No, they’re not. Tell me, Captain; when, in all of our adventures, has any ‘wish granting miracle’ given you what you asked for?”

The Captain sighs, and takes his arms off his invisible loved ones just as Jim coughs and puts his hand over his arm in pain. “You speak the truth, Jim… I’m sorry, I-”

“But… but that’s no reason not to believe they’re not real now!” Jim says with a wide grin and a crazed glare.

Colette snaps to Jim. “What are you say-oh, not now!”

Jim smiles, causing even more confused looks from the islanders. “That’s right, sweet buns. Thought I’d swing back around and make sure everything sucked. This one looked too fun,” Jim, or whatever is inside Jim, says casually.

“Buzz off, dork! Leave Jim alone!”

Jim laughs. “Get real.”

“You get real!”

Jim shrugs. “Okay. Oh, Captaiiin!” he calls to the confused Captain.

“Pardon me, Jim?” He answers.

“You know, the only way for Vuuya’s spell to work is to get rid of everything from before-Including people,” Jim says with a reptilian grin.

Colette jolts in surprise as The Captain turns and cracks his knuckles. “Is that so?”

“That’s right! Everything will be back to normal and you can live on your island with your… whoever, forever! You just need to, you know, kill Colette!”

“Ahh, and you too, right, Jim?” The Captain says as he turns around and moves closer to them.

“Yup! Kill both of us! Don’t worry, we’re not the real versions, just… uh, mystical soul copies. We must be removed before the spell can be complete.”

The Captain hums to himself, and nods, “Sounds reasonable enough. Alright you two, en gaurde!”

Colette leaps back, scarcely dodging a joking strike from The Captain. With a gasp and a groan she turns tail to the guard. “I’m meeting Vuuya too!”

The Guard nods. “No weapon-” is all he can put out before Colette smashes the boy in the face with the butt of the rifle, knocking him out cold.

The other islander begins shaking. “Please, stop! Think about what you’re doing!”

Jim laughs. “Yeah, girl-hell you doin’ with that gun? The party’s just gettin’ started!”

“I’m taking care of this myself. Captain, get Jim and get back to the ship!”

The Captain sighs, and lays his head against the wall. “Now I don’t know who to believe. How very confusing.”

As the islander and possessed Jim shout at The Captain to turn around and get Colette, she forces through the door and into the room with Vuuya.

Again, the room is pitch black, but only seconds after entry the book opens its pages like a blossom in morning. “Ahh, how forceful. What manner of creature might you be?” The book asks as Colette raises The Captain’s rifle.

“You’re coming with me, book,” she says, eyes squinting in aim. 

Vuuya giggles. “Oh, another one of you? The person before you wanted the same thing. How about I simply grant any wish you desire and we’ll-”

“I’m not so easily tricked, book. I know that you just assault people with delusions. The Captain thought he was home, wherever that is, but it’s obvious to everyone else that he’s just a stumbling maniac.”

“Truly? You don’t want your wishes granted? I can make any dream reality.”

Colette pulls back the firing pin. “Yes, but it would be fake. I’d rather live in a painful reality than a comfortable dream!”

The book coos thoughtfully. “Oh? Why? It seems like just such a waste to me. You could have anything you want! Let me see…” The book is quiet a moment “Ahh! You dream of becoming strong! I could give you powers beyond your wildest dreams, no strings attached!”

“Yeah, except I’ll be stuck here protecting you through my delusions. There’s real people I need to protect when I get home… and a real bastard I need to kill. So thanks, but I’m not taking you up on it,” Colette says as she tugs to pick up the book, but realizes it’s chained in place.

The book giggles again as the islander that lead them there sneaks up to the book. “Did you really think I needed to ask permission?” The book asks.

Suddenly Colette feels the deft, spiritual grasp of an enormous presence upon her. Tearing into her head and emptying out her senses, Colette raises The Captain’s rifle at the book, now looking suspiciously like her mother, and pulls the trigger as she drags breath into her lungs.

“Did you think you were going to get away with this?”

 

Chapter 5: The Captain’s back, and a Riveting Chase Takes Place

There’s a loud blast, and The Captain is knocked out of the illusion. He’s presently looming over Jim, who’s breathing in terror.

“Why, Mr. Masthaven, is everything okay?”

“C-come on, Captain! Don’t kill me! It wasn’t me!”

The Captain nods his head to the side, and then snaps his fingers in realization. “Ahh, so I truly was under an illusion. Pardon me, I didn’t mean any ill will… but you probably did deserve whatever it was I was going to do.”

Jim stares at The Captain as though he’s a lunatic just as the islander that lead them there tears out from the double doors with the witching book, Colette close behind him. “I missed!” she shouts, passing by and in hot pursuit of the islander.

The Captain hums, attempting to regain his thoughts on the situation. “You… missed? What ever could that-” He stops, hearing the crackling fire caused by the rifle’s shot behind him. “Oh, she missed with my rifle… Jim,” The Captain says, picking up the unconscious guard.

“Y-yes, Captain?”

“We must abdicate the area.”

“Y-yes sir!” At that, Jim turns and leaves right on The Captain’s trail. The two descend the wicker steps as the entire ziggurat bursts into a hellfire of swampy doom. The local wildlife is disturbed, some of the beasts below the boardwalk thrashing about vigorously in the water. The Captain spots Colette chasing the islander with the book down a secluded boardwalk, leading to elsewhere on the island.

“This way, Mister Masthaven,” The Captain says, pointing forward with authority as he sprints to catch up.

The Captain, an accomplished runner, catches Colette in but a moment’s notice and turns to her mid-stride. “Miss Ketiere.”

“Cap! He’s got the book!”

“And you have my rifle. I must say I’m disappointed in you, Miss Ketiere. You have been training to hit shots for the entire year you’ve been crewing. I expecte-”

“I’ve been on the crew for a month, Captain.”

The two run a moment without a word.

“Oh,” The Captain says, “yes, that’s right. Only a month. Well, you still missed!”

“Yeah, it’s hard to aim when you get punched in the face by a sneak-ass dude running off with the book!”

“Only an additional aiming vector, Miss Ketiere. Here.” The Captain hands her his only spare shot. “Don’t miss this time. You hear me?”

“You want me to… destroy the book? Our target?”

“If it comes to that. I feel this would be too dangerous to bring on board… Anyway, we have more pressing matters to attend to.”

Colette squints in confusion. “Like what?”

The Captain points to the side of the boardwalk, into the water. There’s a wave of shadows following them beneath the decks-jagged, large figures that are just behind them. “I’m guessing they serve Vuuya as well. You’ll need to stay back and protect poor Jim. Remember to save the shot for the book.”

Colette spits in shock. “J-Jim can handle himself!”

“Against a pack of seasorts? I think not.”

“B-”

“That’s an order, Miss Ketiere. You need to keep them off me and I’ll meet up with you,” The Captain says, leaning deeper into his stride and outrunning Colette.

She takes a deep breath, seeing him dash off after the islander with Vuuya, and she slows down just as a force of slick, scaled hands reach out from the water and latch onto the decks.

“C-Colette! Why…” Jim takes a breath. “Don’t run off like that! You know I… Oh boy.” Jim and Colette are surrounded by three seasorts, as one swims off to follow The Captain. A snake, a gator, and a snapping turtle-all ripped and armed with swords.

“You won’t lay a hand on her. Thisss ssswamp will be your grave,” the snake seasort says, baring his long fangs.

Colette reaches into her coat and takes out a revolver. “Being a snake and overl-emphasizing the “S”? Really? Jim, do these nerds a lesson. Do the thing!”

Jim scowls in worry. “Oh no, please no!”

“It’s better than dying!” Colette says, shooting the turtle but her bullet bouncing off his thick scales.

Jim takes a deep breath, and speaks. “I commit myself!” Suddenly Jim lurches over as his tattoo bursts into black flame, quickly covering his entire body. Jim’s screams turn into the maniacal laughter of the other side of Jim. “About damn time!” Jim says, his body completely igniting in black fire and making way for the real Jim. The gator seasort rushes up behind them to impale them both, but all Jim needs to do is turn his head one hundred and eighty degrees and catch the blade in-between his teeth.

“Say your prayers, bitches!” Jim says as he smacks the seasorts around with incredible speed and strength. As the turtle is flipped and spun around as a projectile to the other two, Colette decides it’s about time she caught up with The Captain. Jim’s not having any problems here.

Colette dashes through the swamp, finally reaching a clearing with a stone building and metal door swung open. It’s quiet. She knows The Captain, the islander, and Vuuya are all in there. She reloads her one spent shot, and enters the house.

She creeps through silently, checking each of the rooms, empty-this seems to be a safe house. With some careful listening, she can hear talking upstairs.

“She’s in too now,” rings the voice of a man, probably the islander that escaped with Vuuya.

“It’s no matter, my pet. I’ll do the same to her.” Vuuya says in a room above.

Suddenly, Colette’s perception of reality shifts. Her emotions grow dire, and she knows, somehow, that she’s inside the lair of the dark overlord, the very same that kidnapped her best friend, Grancis.

She stutters as she pushes her hand against her forehead. “C-come out, you bastard! W-what did you do to Gran?” She mutters.

The Captain… no, The Overlord comes out from another room.

“Oh, Miss Ketier— So you’ve come at last!” The Dark One says, his evil, shining grin covered in the blood of the innocent.

Colette draws her ri… sword, and points it forward. “Fiend! I’ve trained long for this day-now you’ll be m-… no… Captain?” Her stance wavers as she looks around… this dark tower looks so much like that stone house she had entered… how long ago was it now? Her eyes spark with realization-she knows what to do.

“Who is this Captain you speak of?” The Overlord says as he gives Colette a friendly hug, just a like a jolly, also confused Captain would.

Colette squints in perception, and she slowly makes her way up the stairs to the second floor. She busts into the room with none other than her mother and Grancis waiting.

“Oh! Colette!” Grancis says. “Thank you so much for saving me!”

Colette sighs, and holds her “sword” as if it were a rifle. Suddenly Colette’s mother runs to tackle her, but Colette’s too fast. “I won’t miss this time, Gran.” Colette shoots through Grancis, an enormous, burning hole shot into the girl’s breast.

“Wh-why? Don’t you believe in giving people what they want?” Grancis asks, the mirage burning away to reveal the book as Colette’s mother… no, the islander, grovels in horror close by.

“No,” Colette says. “I believe in giving people what they need.”

With that, the flames from the anti-magic shell disintegrates Vuuya, and the islander falls over, eyes wide with disbelief as his illusion burns away as well. Colette slings The Captain’s rifle around her shoulder, and meets up with him downstairs.

“Oh, Colette. I had the most wonderful dre-” He stops, seeing Colette’s raised brow and bland frown. “Ahh… So you did it, then? You destroyed the objective?”

She nods. “Yup. You were right. If we took that to the Nocturna, Boris would have a field day.”

The two share a quick scoff-Boris the chef is quite easily impressed upon, and is the butt of many of Colette’s jokes.

The Captain nods as they turn to leave along the board walk. “Funny, but you know the crew will still think you screwed up.”

“Yeah, but there wasn’t anything I could do.”

The Captain shrugs. “That’s fine, honestly, but the rest of the crew won’t let you live it down for a good while. They’re certain that you, a woman, couldn’t hit something a foot in front of you.”

She sighs. “Yes.”

“That said, I would ask that you reflect on your decision. Once we’ve passed through the town on the way back to the ship, tell me: do you think we improved the lives of these people, or made them worse?” The Captain says, seeing Jim rush forward with his evil, fiery claws bared.

“Now it’s time for the real show! Captain! I’m coming to get y-” Jim is promptly silenced the moment The Captain kicks him straight in the nuts, causing even evil Jim to crumple over in pain. The flames quickly reside, and The Captain picks up a groaning, pain-stricken Jim. All things accounted for, they walk on for a few minutes back to port.

Colette is quiet as they pass through the swamp and reach the town. The Captain sets the two unconscious men down on a bench while the town floods in chaos. Weeping is replacing the sound of celebration as people stumble through the streets, calling to find their children, spouses, parents, friends, pets, and more. A limp man crawls through the street asking himself in muttering tones what he did wrong to no longer be able to walk. A woman cries over a well, feeling her face in disbelief of how ugly she has become. All around them, Vuuya’s illusions have been broken, and the truth is too painful for any of the islanders. Colette spots a man throw himself from a roof head first into the stone road, as two men fight over a scrap of bread.

Finally they reach the ship, guarded by Dunklestein and a few of the other larger sailors. Dunklestein and the others look at the three, expecting a response, and The Captain shakes his head. As he hands the unconscious Jim to one of the sailors and sends the boy to the brig for safe-keeping.

Dunklestein looks to Colette, still with the rifle, then to the swamp, smoke rising out of it from the fire, and then back to the Captain. “Well, this ain’t the first time. Come on, Cap. I’ll get Boris to make ya’ some tea.”

“Thank you, Dunklestein the Daring,” The Captain says, patting Dunks on his back fin, and ascending with the others.

Collective sighs and mumblings fill the deck as the M.S. Nocturna leaves port and sails off north. The rifle still slung around her, Colette, after a quick greeting and hug from Grancis, goes to the stern of the ship and stares at Vuuya’s island, smoke still trailing off into the distance as the houses and trees shroud into the collective mist of the sea. The Captain, a steaming cup of tea in his hand, steps over.

“Well, Miss Ketiere? Are their lives better now that we’ve done away with their delusions?” He asks, pouring a sip through his bandages with one hand, and reaching for the rifle around Colette with the other.

Colette stares at the ocean a bit and after a few seconds, sighs. She hands over the rifle. “Yes, they are.”

“And why is that, Miss Ketiere? Is real suffering better than simulated joy? Though their situations were witched up, their feelings were not.”

“They had caged themselves-we provided the key to their release. It’s not our fault tha-”

“I’m not asking if we did the right thing. I’m asking if we made their lives better.”

Colette stares as the island is pulled into the mists, and sighs. “No, no we didn’t. I saw a man kill himself after we did away with it all.”

 The Captain ruffles Colette’s short, fairy-like hair. “There you have it. Sometimes, as a leader, you need to push people into what’s best for them, rather than allow them to live comfortable delusions. A sailor that is happy but useless is less than a sailor that is miserable but working; do you understand?”

Colette nods, her eyes focused on the waves.

“Yes, some of the islanders will never forgive you for ending their dream, but the rest will one day thank you for waking them. They would have all lived meaningless existences in bliss, and it is better to be useful than to be happy.”

She furrows her slim, blonde brow. “Yeah?”

The Captain nods. “Most assuredly.”

She smirks. “Then why did you give into the illusion?”

The Captain clears his throat for a moment, as if caught off guard, and sighs. “You see, my little biscuit, I wanted to believe. Everyone who goes to sea does so for a reason. I have been sailing for a long time, and sometimes... the things I’m looking for bear to be too much. While the delusion was sweet for a time, I doubted it the moment I saw their faces again. There was no way I believed it, but sometimes I just want to feel… feel like my dreams really can come true. I’m happy you took the shot, because I fear I could not have. It was foolish of me to even entertain the thought that the book could have given me what I wanted, and for that I apologize for being an imperfect role-model. I know too well what it is like to want a certain person near me, and to destroy that dream, I fear is not something I could have done. You’re turning quickly into a captain of relentless efficiency, my dear muffin-your youth is allowing you to develop without hesitations.”

Colette’s smile turns crass. “Thanks, and Captain.”

“Yeah?”

“Stop calling me pastries.”

The Captain takes a long sip of his tea. “I’ll call you what I damn well please, ship hand. Good day,” The Captain turns away to his quarters before Colette can rebuttal with The Captain’s own “a clean mouth” quote.

Colette scoffs under her breath and watches him leave. She then looks back to the water, wondering how many years the Captain’s been looking for those certain persons. With a deep breath and a calm smile, she whispers: “I hope you find them, Captain.”

 

-To be Continued-

(Chapter 1 and 2 for next book in the series below!)

 

Thanks so much for reading the first book in the new series of mine. I tried to put something different together and I think I got my wish in spades. I’m really looking forward to coming up with all sorts of crazy nautical fun, so stick around and I’ll be giving you more month by month. That said, if you enjoyed the work and would like to help me out, please leave an honest review if you have the time, even if it’s just a quick star rating, it’d mean a ton. Thanks in advance if you choose to do so! Alternatively, if you’d like to become one of my reviewers, I can send you some of my books for free so long as you’d agree to write an honest review on them. It’d also be pretty nice. Just contact me at kellr.inkston@gmail.com. 

 

Also, I have an offer for you, please consider it:

If you’d like to stay up to date with me, muse on signing up to my spam-free mailing list. As a reader, the benefits to you may be quite considerable. They include:

-Finding out about my new work before anyone else

-Special offers, updates and whatnot about my writing

-A secret window into the personal life of Kell Inkston

-A free and secret digital box of fiction for your enjoyment. Read things never-published by yours truly. To sign up, just tap here.

 

All of that out of the way, please enjoy the first two chapters from Nocturna League #2: The Mist Hour!

Smooth Sailing,

-Captain Kell Inkston







  
 

Chapter 1: The Mist Rises
The sun has set, and while many of Lady Nocturna’s crew are resting soundly, midshipman Dunklestein, jobber Colette, and the captain… The Captain, finish a game of wits and luck.

With a scaled, greyish-blue hand, Dunklestein lays his cards. “Pair of fives, pair of twos. I’ll see you barnacles beat that,” he says with a wide, sharp grin.

Colette gently scans over to Dunk’s hand, and then over to the Captain. She clears her throat and lays down her own. “Three of a kind,” she says with a smirk, displaying her trio of kings.

“No!” Dunk leans over and spitefully looks at her cards. “I can’t believe it! Not again!”

“Don’t you wish you were good at poker?” Colette asks as she reaches for the chips.

The Captain, lurched over and unmoving, scoffs. “Not quite yet, my little crepe. I have the winning hand this night,” The Captain says as he lays down his cards. “Look upon defeat, shipmen! A joker, a one, a two, a three, and the instruction card. The priceless flush!”

The other two groan in defeat and shell over the entirety of the pile, eighty percent of the game’s chips, over to The Captain. As Dunklestein speaks up, a spited Colette begins looking under the table.

“You’re way too good at this game, Cap,” Dunks says with a growl, “You always win with that flush-I’ve been playing cards since I was just a little kip, but I’ve never seen anyone but you win with that hand.”

“Well, my dear Dunklestein, that is simply because I am the best in the world at cards, and stopped losing once I-”

Still peeking under the table, Colette lets loose a gleed laugh. She peeks up with a long, sly smirk. “Once you started cheating!” She says with a victorious tone of powerful accusation.

The Captain readjusts his large, round glasses and leans back a bit. “Why, dearest Colette, whatever could you mean?”

She squints a hazel eye at The Captain. “Finally, I figured it out. You made up that hand and have been inserting those two into your hand at the end of the game!”

The bandages around The Captain’s mouth arch up a bit; he’s smiling. “Oh? Could you have some sort of proof?”

With a snap of the leg she scrapes two cards from below The Captain’s chair, and strikes up two cards, a seven and a five. “These yours?” she asks, winning a shocked, stricken expression from Dunks.

“C-captain! I trusted you!” Dunks the half-shark says, covering his eyes in the painful realization that The Captain’s a cheat.

The Captain leans back a bit more. “Yes-they are, and I switched them out when it was most convenient to me.”

“How does it feel, then,” Colette asks, “knowing that you didn’t deserve to win?!”

The Captain’s smile widens a tad. “Rather, my muffin, would you mind telling me since when was poker a game in which cheating was not part of the rules, and instead of accusing me of doing wrong, why are you not instead asking why you both did not cheat as well?”

Colette’s expression is dumbfounded. “Because it’s wrong!”

“What it is, is a higher level of playing. If you were more resourceful you would realize that poker, much like life, is many games in one. The one that all can see and understand, and the one that is played under the table.”

Colette squints and points her nose up. “Except by playing the game you’ve agreed not to cheat!”

The Captain turns his head down. “Really? What made you think that? Sounds like a dangerous rule to me if you’re hoping to win. You must be willing to put aside anything for your goal.”

“So you’re saying that a good Captain’s a cheater?”

The Captain flips a chip about his fingers lazily. “If that’s what it takes. Certainly, morals are useful for a safe society, but people of command must bear the burden of being able to make the decisions others cannot.”

“Captain?” Colette says.

“Yes?” Captain says.

“That is a total load of b-”

The room turns and tilts violently, throwing the three from the chair, and leaving Colette and Dunks in an unfortunate pile with the chairs and cards. Hanging on one of the room’s turbulence handles is The Captain, holding the heavy table from crashing into the two as well. The ship’s alarm sounds and sailors roused from their sleep dash out to check the damages. The mist is the thickest The Captain’s seen in years, and there’s a distinctly arcane feeling in the air.

The Captain sighs as the ship rights itself. “How very unpleasant. I wonder what that could have been,” he says as he steps out onto deck. Colette and Dunks join him shortly after.

“Sir!” An anglerfish seasort says, firing off a jaunty salute to The Captain.

“Engineer Luisoix. Damage report.”

“There’s fighting in the helm! We were redirected into a rock!” He says, his bobbing head light shining brightly.

The Captain turns around to the helm. “Dunklestein, Colette-let’s go.”

The three step up a flight of stairs to the helm room and the Captain reaches for the knob. At the touch, a shockingly-fast, grey figure bursts through the reinforced glass, and rushes down the stairs. The Captain is hot on the figure with Dunks right behind them. Colette takes a moment to feel for the new revolver at her side. The figure leaps into the blankets of rolling mist, and leaps out from the opposite direction, catching The Captain off guard and delivering a devastating kick to his back. The Captain turns to grasp the figure, but in the same instant the figure leaps off him, and again to the opposite side. At a speed Dunks can barely see, let alone react to, The Captain and the mist-walking figure exchange vicious, lightning strikes between one another, but The Captain’s hits are too slow, and the figure’s are too weak. They trade consistently as other sailors join the brawl, but each one that comes forward receives a quick, mist-driven boot to the face from the figure.

As the two fire off scathing, powerful punches and kicks, the blond jobber takes aim. She draws a deep breath, rests one hand over her wrist, and pulls back the hammer. Watching The Captain struggle against the mist-walker, she can hear his voice: “Remember, little bun, when you draw the gun, it is not taking out a weapon, so much as it is a statement to your crew that the one you point it at shall be hit. It is an authoritative declaration of your position as captain, and a reassurance of the crew’s security. It is a simple rule: if you miss, you are not really the captain of the situation at hand, and thus not the true captain of your crew. Do not leave it up to fate.” His words ringing in her head, she pulls the trigger, and marks the Captain in his shoulder, missing her mark by only a half second. A strange, black-powder like substance leaks from The Captain’s wound, small, bead-like orbs of fantastical soot.

The Captain, giving no reservation to the pain, continues fighting, and Colette gets over her failure. The Captain isn’t reacting to her screw up, so neither will she. She takes aim, the crew watching, and even the elusive chef creaking open the kitchen door to take a look. With another click, she fires again and hits the misty assailant in the forearm. The figure smashed into the floor, realizes that its been shot, and then swipes the nearest person that looks like they would be easy to pick up. Amidst the chaos, young jobber and best friend of Colette, Grancis Vereyrty, is the one grabbed. Her frying pan falls to the side as the figure takes her up and leaps off the ship into the dark and the mist.

“Colette!” she screams in the shrouding fog, her voice fading quickly to silence.

“Gran! You dumbass!” Colette screams off the port bow, staring blindly into the mist. With a deep breath, she places the gun back in her holster, exhales, and goes up to The Captain, standing straight as he usually does. “We gotta get her back!”

Dunks gets to his feet, rubbing his head. “Damn, that dude was fast!”

The Captain nods. “Indeed, though we cannot very well pursue with the Nocturna, her hull having been breached, we’ll have to send a small party across as the others work on repairs.”

Colette sighs. “But, Captain! The Nocturna’s fine with a few holes, its not like its sinkable!”

“Only because we have maintained her so well. You don’t really believe that tall tale that the ship’s alive, do you?” The Captain raises a brow under his bandages as a couple of crew mates sweep up the black powder and return it to him.

Another sigh. “You honestly believe I’d think otherwise? Come on, do you really think just three folks could take that thing? We need the cannons!”

“We certainly do not need the cannons, dear bagel with cream. If you have any doubts, you can join me on the away trip. You missed one shot, but you hit with the other, marked improvement considering the speed of your target.”

Colette looks to the mists of the port bow as they fade into a clear, starry night. She shrugs. “Thanks, but I didn’t slow it down much.”

The Captain draws back. “I gave you a compliment. I suggest you receive it properly, miss Ketiere.”

Colette Ketiere takes a deep breath, and nods in submission. “Wow, thanks Captain. I’ve gotten better but shot you.”

“You shouldn’t let that discourage you. Now enough of your warbling and let’s get our third and be on our way. Jim-”

Jim, his malefic tattoo sticking out and shifting on his arm, struts happily over. “Alright! Reporting for dut-”

“Sir! You cannot be serious!” Colette quickly cuts Jim off.

The Captain hums. “About bringing him along? Of course I am.”

“But last time he almost killed us, twice!”

The Captain is silent a moment. “Did he really come with us on that expedition for that witching book?” 

“Yes!”

Another pause from The Captain as he presses the rest of the black something back into his shoulder. “Ahh yes, I suppose he did. I truly was not expecting him to tie us up like that. Mr. Masthaven.”

Jim Masthaven winces. “C-come on, sir! That wasn’t me! It was the other me!”

“Which can emerge at any time. I think you actually would be better off waiting on the ship.”

“Sir!”

“Unconscious in the brig.” With a snap of The Captain’s fingers a group of sailors run up and beat the ever-sailing crap out of Jim. The Captain watches the out-cold Jim get carried off with a smirk as Colette looks on in shock.

“C-Captain what the hell!”

“I would remind you not to use such foul language, after all that deck hand’s had it coming.”

“Captain, Jim’s your son!”

There’s another silence. “No that’s ridiculous… I think,” The Captain says, taking a flask out from his coat pocket and downing a gulp. Colette just stares at him dumbfoundedly as he goes on: “Now then, the other person… I think Boris would be the most sensible choice.”

Colette spreads her hands out in confusion and emotion as if expecting a lightning strike to take her. “What?! The cook? Boris the cook? The creepy dude that Gran has to suffer with and test all his weird dishes?!”

The Captain, hands behind his back in uniform professionalism, nods. “Absolutely. He’s the one for this operation,” he says. The Captain turns to the creaked open kitchen door. “Mr. Boris, your apprentice chef has been captured. You will accompany us on the expedition to retrieve her.”

As Boris, a giant lobster seasort with an apron and a chef’s hat, bursts from his lair, Colette waves her hands in spite and confusion. “Why?! Please don’t take him with us! He’s… he’s-”

“I AM OF THE SAVING!” Boris exclaims, both human-sized claws clapping with righteous indignation.

The Captain nods. “Boris, while territorial and eccentric, is a valued member of our crew. Besides, he has her scent memorized, he’ll be perfect at tracking her down.”

“He thought she was food the first time they met. He was asking you if you had a cut chart of her.”

The Captain shrugs. “A simple mistake. Besides, that’s usually what I mean when I tell him to ‘take care’ of someone.”

Colette, again with a dumbfounded look on her face, is quickly hugged by Boris, who also hugs The Captain. “I AM OF THE READY! MUCH SAVING OF THE ASSISTANT, YES?”

The Captain nods. “That’s right, Boris. Enough praddle-tallying. Let’s be on our way.”

The Captain, chef Boris, previously known as “Tyrant-Butcher of the Waves” Boris, and a huffy Miss Ketiere step into the four-man shore-boat. Boris is the size of three people, so The Captain and Colette have to hang on the rim of the boat as they start up the motor and head off for the only body of land in view, in the same direction that the figure spirited away Grancis.







  
 

Chapter 2: Whitewave Cove
An hour later the three are close enough to the island to make out all the lights:

Before them is a shining town of many colorful lights nestled in a wide, miles-long cove. The lighthouse the brightest structure by only a lumen’s worth. Two towering mansions, both at opposing sides of the cove, flare out their own lights, one of a light, aquatic blue, and the other of a powerful, burgundy red. 

Colette squints at the glowing port. “Captain, you know this place?”

The Captain hums as he looks over the lights, his glasses mixing the yellow, red and blue colors into a colorful sheen. “I haven’t. I’ve been to many ports, but not this one.”

Colette scoffs. “But knowing you, you probably forgot.”

The Captain accidentally pushes Colette off the boat. “Oh my, Boris, it seems Miss Ketiere fell off into the freezing midnight waters. We’ll have to turn around and retrieve her,” The Captain says in a dead serious tone. A few seconds later, a shivering, cussing Colette is pulled back on board. She decides she’ll stop bringing up The Captain’s capacity at thought for now.

“Boris, please warm her up,” The Captain says bluntly.

“N-no that’s quite unca-”

“THE WARMING WILL BE ME, YES?” Boris gurgles as he squeezes her with his bulking red arms. Of course, Boris being a manner of crustacean, his embrace is less “warm and soft” and more “spiky and hard”. As they sail for the island, Colette seriously questions if all this suffering will make her a more formidable person, and whether or not the world truly belongs to overlords, monsters, men, and those who have forgone their sanity in the pursuit of strength.

They dock at the commercial sector and tie up their ship. A short, official-looking man with a wig steps up with a pen and ledger in hand. “Good morning. It is twenty sins to tie the ship for a d-” Once he looked down at the people climbing up to the dock, however, he sees it is in fact a giant lobster, a soaking wet woman with a military pistol, and an official-looking, bandaged captain of a ship of horrors.

“Truly? I would appreciate it if you were to let us dock here for free until we’ve finished our business. It was one of your island’s inhabitants that kidnapped one of our crew-persons, after all,” The Captain says, towering over the official as he adjusts his glasses. The Captain, his face angled at the red mansion, gains a deep crimson sheen in the black contrast of the night.

“Uh… um, yes, please go right on ahead! I would like a name to put down, though!” The official says, watching Boris stretch his layered crustacean back.

“The Captain,” The Captain says, nodding politely to the man and heading down the dock.

“N-no, sir. Your name.”

“The Captain.”

 “S-… Oh, damn it all!” The official storms back to his post after writing something very rude in place of The Captain’s name.

The three walk to a nearby canteen, open the door, and the musical, lively bar instantly goes silent.

“Good day, ladies and gentlemen. We’re searching for the ruler of this port. Would anyone be willing to help?” The Captain asks with perfect posture.

A mix of laughter and sighs are heard among the patrons, and one particularly brawny sailor speaks up. “You a captain?”

“The Captain, actually.”

The man gets up from his seat and approaches the three. He stops just an inch from The Captain’s face. “You didn’t hear about the travel embargo? You’re probably one of those hired Kalamest hands.”

The Captain hums in thought. “Kalamest? I cannot say I’m familiar.”

“Why else would you come to this gods forsaken sea rock?” The man says, cracking his knuckles as others join him in the stand.

“One of my hands has been kidnapped on the deck of our ship. This is the only island for a hundred in a hundred kilometers-the kidnapper must have taken her here.”

The men exchange a few glances, and the front one looks back to The Captain. “This kidnapper. Did it seem like he could, fly? Teleport, even?”

“Why yes, he seemed to appear and disappear in the surrounding mist at will.”

Some of the patrons get back to their seats, and the front man gives a knowing look of sympathy. “Ahh, a victim of the Kalamests, then.”

The bar slouches into a gloomy aura, the musicians taking their time, and the patrons intently listening in.

“What do you mean? Who, or what are the Kalamests?”

The man shakes his head. “Tell you what, you buy and I’ll fill you in on the story.”

The Captain nods. “Sounds fair,” he says as he goes to the man’s table, all seats but his empty, and sit down. Colette follows along, but Boris is rarely a simple person to take along.

“ARE WE OF THE SITTING?”

“The sitting is of us,” The Captain says calmly. Boris slams his giant body into a chair, shattering instantly and sending long splinters into the openings of his shell.

The Captain nods again and waves over the waitress. “Excellent, Boris and our friend here will have something that won’t kill them, but would still be considered alcoholic. Our female on the other hand will take something fruity and far less intoxicating; such is the manner of women, of course,” he says, nodding over to Colette, who is immediately offended that the waitress doesn’t seem to care.

“As if I couldn’t handle it,” she says under her breath.

The Captain looks to her. “Oh, could it be you’re willing to take control of the situation rather than have me dictate things for you?”

She shakes her head lightly with a look of confusion. “And just what would that look like, Captain?”

“Tell me, I haven’t ordered my drink yet. Are you willing to trade drinks with me? Are you so confident that you hold your own fate?” The Captain asks, pressing his glasses to the bridge of his nose.

Colette slams her fist on the table. “Of course! I can deal with anything!”

“Ahh, color me impressed, Miss Ketiere. Very well, I’ll have a pint of vinegar,” The Captain says. Colette’s jaw drops as the waitress slowly puts down the order, cringing at the thought of the unheard of order.

Colette stares into nothingness. “W-what? Don’t you drink like… liquor?”

“Only when I don’t have a job to do. Vinegar keeps my nerves high. I hope you enjoy,” he says as the waitress turns away. Colette has nothing to say, and instead looks on blankly as the sailor begins his story.

“Alright you three. For generations there have been two families that hold the land rights to about ninety percent of our port: the Ganasteres and the Kalamests. They’ve been more or less at war against each other the whole time-usually in the shadows, but this is a whole new level. Ya’ see, the Kalamests have an heirloom, a powerful witch relic: The Gauntlet of Mist.” As the man speaks, The Captain lowers his head in thought. It all sounds so familiar. “At midnight every night it can be used for one hour, shrouding the user in mist and making them one with it. For decades the gauntlet’s been largely unused, until two weeks ago. It all started when the primary heir of the Ganasteres mysteriously disappeared into the mists of the night. There was a wide search for him until one morning four days later. He was nev-”

“Here are you drinks!… and, vinegar,” the waitress says with an uneven tone, handing out the drinks and delivering a tall pint of vinegar to Colette. She is thanked, the three men enjoy their first gulps, and Colette just takes deep breaths as she composes herself.

“Right, dead. The dude was never found again, except for a bloody scrap of his clothing found days later. Every day after that, another piece of clothing belonging to one of the disappeared people would appear somewhere in town, drenched in blood. ‘Course, the Kalamests denied having perpetrated the crimes, but that’s obviously a load of shit. The first victim was a Ganastere, and the kidnapper hasn’t exactly been subtle about using those mist powers to kidnap folks… They’re boarded up in their mansion now-we’ve actually been waiting for ‘em to come out to bring them to justice, though some folks have tried to break in. It’s a right fortress that Kalamest estate-barred outside, trapped inside. You look like some hard sailors tho-”

“Oh gods!” Colette says after taking her first gulp of vinegar. The Captain swishes the pink drink around in his hand chipperly as he takes casual, savoring sips.

“You were saying?” The Captain nods his head.

The man takes a breath of the salt-scented bar, and nods. “Right. I was thinkin’ if you’re looking to get your friend back, you might try the Ganastere estate. I hear they’ve been planning to help the town break into the Kalamest house-and they need as much muscle as we can get, especially if the assault takes longer than a day.”

Colette wipes a look of disgust from her face. “Why just a day?”

The man leans in with a spark in his eye. “Cuz’ if they know we’re trying to oust them at midnight, the hour the gauntlet operates, we’ll be in deep shit. The gauntlet user is fast as a blink, and hits like a truck. Saw a guy pick a fight with the Kalamest using it to save his wife; he’s still in the hospital-you got me?”

Colette raises a brow, wondering just how The Captain could take a full barrage of hits, plus a bullet through his shoulder, and still be alright the minute after. “I got ya’.”

The man nods. “Hope that helped you mates well enough.”

The Captain reaches over and shakes the man’s hand. “It was perfectly helpful, my good man. We’ll take up the Gainstare home ne-”

“Ganastere, Cap,” Colette says lightly, taking deep breaths and nursing off the vinegar slowly.

The Captain nods. “Right, my dear bialy. So at that I feel it best we keep you on a steady pace to captain-hood and send you to the Krillesque estate to perform some reconnaissance; but first you must finish my drink.”

Colette winces. “Uh, but Captain. Boris hasn’t finished his drink yet! Do you expect me to rush my cr-”

“DRINK IS OF ME?” Boris asks, looking surprised.

The Captain nods. “That it is, Boris.”

The Captain barely finishing his sentence, Boris slams his head face down into the glass, shattering completely and sucking up all the delicious moisture and broken glass. The helpful man and Colette just stare for a moment as Boris gargles in euphoria. “THE DRINKING IS TO LIKE OF ME!”

“I’m glad you feel that way, Boris.” The Captain pats Boris on the head, and then turns to Colette. “Now, Miss Ketiere, if you please,” he says as he gestures to the pint-glass of vinegar, three/fourths still remaining.

Colette snuffs out contemptuous air, takes one more deep breath, and then raises it to her lips. Each gulp sounds straddled with pain and disgust, as if it were poison, and the breath she releases once she finishes has all the elements of a person who nearly drowned, only to reach the salvation of air at the very last second of consciousness. She presses her hand firmly against her face in misery, but her lips are curved up in a smile - she did succeed, even though it cost her a bit of her mind. Colette looks up seconds later, and sees a rare, almost fatherly smile on The Captain’s face.

“Well done, Miss Ketiere,” he says in a voice more tender than his usual. “Now stop wasting our time and get your ass to the Krillemolest estate,” he says in a sudden shift of sternness. 

Colette nods, gets up from the table and starts out of the bar with a slight gait, like she’s about to throw up.

Boris looks to The Captain, his black, dreamless, crustacean eyes locking on with impunity. “ARE WE OF THE GOING NOW?”

The Captain nods, ushers up Boris and gives his goodbye to the helpful man. On the way out The Captain chuckles under his breath, and says “Drinking vinegar. She really doesn’t know me at all...”

At that the uniformed Captain and the towering red fortress of Boris make their way down the rain-soaked cobble of the cove to the Ganastere estate-glowing red against the gloomy forest surrounding the town.

Buy episode 2 for only $0.99! Tap and behold the majesty!
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