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“No one really knows what’s
down there, the water, that is. Pretty spooky, ya’ know? Like, a
skeleton could be under you and you wouldn’t even know.” -
Spirakandrin Naval Officer Mastaina Hallon












Chapter 1: A Peculiar
Happenstance and Talking Things

This chapter upon the M.S. Nocturna
begins calmly enough. It is a quiet evening, the sun bending over
the misted horizon. Grancis and Boris are quietly maki-

“BE OF THE SMASHING, COOK
MEAT! BE OF THE DESTROYING!” Boris yells as a twelve-legged
mammal-like insect scrambles about the floor wildly, screeching
arcane curses as it rushes for a hiding place.

“Got it!” the apprentice
says. Grancis, now a trained killer when it comes to using cooking
utensils, tosses a spice jar to stun the two-mouthed horror just
long enough for her to bring her pan to the floor with absolute,
cast-iron judgment. The creature squirms under the pan, speaking of
an incomprehensible, unbearable death for Grancis as she slams the
pan down once more, finishing the creature and lining the underside
of the pan with greyish gore. With not even a squeamish gasp, she
raises up the corpse, places it in the pan, and brings it to Boris.
“Here you are, sir,” she says with a smile, as if she hadn’t just
obliterated a small, horrific animal.

“YOU ARE WELL OF THE DOING,
COOK FOOD! THE MANY-LEGGED BEAST FOOD MAY BE OF THE QUICK RUNNING,
BUT YOU HAVE BECOME OF THE QUICKER WITH THE PANNING AND THE
SMASHING. I AM OF THE PROUD,” an emotional Boris says, embracing
Grancis and forcing all the air from her lungs.

“Th-thanks, sir,” she says
with the same smile. She’s quite used to this by now.

Boris turns about and after smashing
the creature to a more-complete pulp, scrapes it into the pot and
stirs with a massive claw. “DON’T BE TELLING THE CAPTAIN THAT THIS
WAS OF THE HAPPENING. HE IS OF THE STERN WHEN HIS FTHHOGANOTHS
AREN’T OF THE MOST FRESH- HE IS OF THE ENJOYING WHEN HE POPS THEM
HIMSELF,” the massive red Boris says, waving his claw about in
warning.

Grancis smiles awkwardly at the thought
of The Captain manifesting teeth from his body of sand and crushing
something as small and cute as a Fthhoganoth. “O-oh, I see. Okay.”
She takes up a fishing rod, a harpoon, and a bucket containing some
unknown squirming bait, and she exits to the outside deck to get
another little beasty. The twilight of the day looms over the sky
and the deep blues and grays are preluding the great starless black
that waits just around the corner. Not many people are around, as
usual- the outer deck becomes an unpopular place once the sun has
left. She hooks a squiggling, cursing monstrosity, looking more
like an internal organ with teeth than anything, and she casts her
line out over the deck. A few seconds pass, and she sees the water
below the Nocturna change shade- something gigantic is below them.
She smiles sheepishly down at the water as a thousand stare up at
her.

Colette, toweling off after a workout,
passes by and spots Grancis. “Well hey,” she says, rubbing her face
into the towel as she dries her short, fairy-like blond
hair.

Grancis’ smile instantly becomes more
genuine. “Oh, Colette! Hello,” she says, looking back to the
shadowy monstrosity below in the water.

Colette takes one look over the deck
and winces. “W-wow.”

Grancis nods. “Mhmm. I’ve seen a few of
these while fishing for Boris. They start talking after a while.
Once I heard one speak a full sentence,” she says with a pure
interest.

Colette ranges back, tightening her
grip on the railing. “I see. So uh… Why are you out
here?”

“Like I said. I’m fishing
for some ingredie-”

“Help,” a voice comes from below, the beast’s many eyes staring at
the two young ladies. “Pull
up.”

“Ho-holy shit!” Colette
leans back, doing her best to stay as far away from the thing over
the deck as possible, while still holding onto the railing should a
tentacle come reaching out. The creature’s voice was not
human-sounding. It was blunt, with improper emphasis on certain
syllables- as if an animal was just mimicking what it heard from
its master.

“Please,” it says again, slowly reaching out an ink-black tentacle
towards the two. “Pull
up.”

Colette holds her breath in horror as
Grancis laxly takes up the harpoon and impales the dark tentacle,
just a meter from her feet. The beast squeals in pain and retreats
back to the depths, oil-like blood reflecting off the dreary deck
lights. Grancis tosses the harpoon aside and recasts her line.
Colette just stares in shock as her best friend hooks a catch and
pulls up a strange, furry insect… fish thing.

“So, how was your training
today?” Grancis asks, tossing the little horror aside.

Colette takes one last look at the
water and nods. “It was… good. Been having a little trouble
sleeping though- some weird dreams.”

Grancis raises a brow and lays a
motherly gaze on her friend. “Eh? Well you really shouldn’t drink
so much coffee.”

Colette averts her gaze with a scoff.
“Thanks, Gran, but I need it to get through the day,” she says as
she creeps away from the railing.

Grancis shrugs. “Okie dokie. Just drink
lots of water, alright?”

Colette nods, spins her towel up into a
more-manageable shape and sets off toward the mess hall/bar. “Sure
thing. See ya.”

“Bye,” Grancis says, leaning
onto the railing and watching squirming, toothed eels travel
through the water in a pack, just a centimeter below the surface. A
long, tolerant smile crosses her face. As unnerving as all these
underwater beasts might be, she does appreciate the visits, even if
they just care about her because they want to eat her. Grancis
takes a quick take over her shoulder and spots Colette entering the
mess hall. Grancis sighs and decides to get back to her line. Only
seconds later, a man pushes his way out of the living quarter
doors- Grancis has seen him before, but never like this. His face
is now dark, sunken, and his eyes are wide with horror. He takes
lumbering, trembling steps as he goes onto the main deck, as if
walking up to a noose. The sailor stops at the railing, right where
Colette was standing just a minute ago.

“The bells,” he says. His
voice strikes Grancis as the voice a man would sound after
realizing how terrible this world truly is.

“What’s the matter there,
sailor?” She asks with her go-to disarming smile; she’s found
people tend to enjoy seeing you if you act like you enjoy seeing
them.

His eyes are still focused down into
the depths, now a pure, consuming inky blackness- even a meter
below the deck lights cannot pierce through the water- anything
could be waiting down there. “The sunken bells, they call for me…”
His gaze is not lifted from the water- he watches with complete
intent, the one point of his focus.

“O-oh… What bells?” She
asks.

“The bells… the deep
cathedral. I must be taken… I will
be taken. The drowned lungs sing out for
me.”

Grancis has a bad habit of smiling more
whenever she’s disturbed- she’s grinning ear to ear now. “Taken? I
don’t think that’s-”

“The time has come. I commit
my soul to you, god of the Drowned.” The sailor starts tilting over
the railing, eyes still focused on the consuming dark
below.

Grancis tosses her rod aside and grabs
onto the man’s legs. “Captain!” she calls out. The man, years over
her and a lifter no less, shakes her off and shoves her onto the
deck with ease. “I will be taken.” He says, grasping the railing
again. Just as he lifts to send himself over, he feels the deft,
shifting grasp of bandaged hands wrapping around his
body.

“Good evening, Mister
Turranine, Miss Vereyrty. What might be the matter? Certainly
there’s no form of degeneracy taking place, is there?” The Captain
says like a creeping shroud of authority. Neither of the humans
even heard him approach- it’s somehow both terrifying and
comforting, knowing your commander can hear you from just about
anywhere on the ship and can be upon you in the next
moment.

“Captain, this guy tried to
jump ship!” Grancis starts brushing herself off, looking up with
determination.

“Oh? Is this true, Mister
Turranine?” The Captain unhands Jess Turranine, and the man swings
around to meet The Captain face to face.

“No, sir. Just a little
drunk is all. She was under the impression I was going to commit
suicide or some rubbish like that,” Jess says, appearing as normal
as he can.

The Captain looks over to Grancis, and
she shakes her head. “N-no! Captain! He was about to jump in! I
swear!”

“You’re sure about
this?”

Grancis nods. “Absolutely, he said
some-”

“Rubbish I say! Only a
drunken sailor’s… Oh my, here it comes again.” Jess interrupts
Grancis as he leans over the railing and empties his stomach into
the drink; Grancis is surprised- maybe he really is
drunk.

The Captain nods upon seeing Jess’
“outburst”. “Very well.” He turns to Grancis. “I applaud your
initiative, Miss Vereyrty, but it seems as though he truly is just
inebriated.”

Grancis nods, gaze pointed straight at
her feet. “Yes, sir.”

Jess scoffs and turns to leave to the
mess hall, gently pushing Grancis aside with his shoulder. “You
best learn to stay outta other’s businesses, lass,” he
says.

Grancis nods again and after a moment,
takes up her rod.

The Captain inspects her demeanor and
then gives her a pat on the shoulder. “You did the right thing,
Miss Vereyrty. Be sure to let me or Doctor Estradia know if you see
him act amiss again.” The Captain points his finger aside casually
as he steps from the railing and to the mess hall. Grancis smiles,
says “thanks” and realizes that she needs to sneak this catch to
Boris in time.

Dinner is enjoyed by all but two that
night. Grancis, paying close attention, notes that, unlike the
others with cooked dishes, The Captain bites into the small, fuzzy
live thing with his teeth of black sand- it popped and, like a
balloon, her apatite flushed out like the air. Also Boris tries for
the first time in years to take up the piano and play Arpeden No.
8, the Captain’s favorite piece- the piano broke, quite
regrettable.







Chapter 2: A Cold
Realization, and General Spookery

After supper it’s business as usual.
Crew members are delegated to their cabins after the night bell is
wrung. Colette and Grancis are in the common cabin, filled with all
manner of men, fish men, and fish. Grancis lays herself into her
cozy hammock, in a pair with Colette who is at the front so that
she can accept all challengers who would strike in the night.
Grancis cuddles in with her stuffed octopus, Colette descending
into her bunk right after, and after a moment of staring up at the
ceiling, roll call begins. Their names are called by Dunklestein,
and they give their answers. He goes down the list of
names.

“So, how was the fishing?”
Colette asks.

Grancis hums. “Short, I just had enough
time to get Cap’s for the night. Some guy was drunk.”

“Jack Backhem?” Dunklestein
calls.

“Here,” Jack, a man with a
sea lamprey for an arm, responds.

“Drunk?” Colette says. “Did
he do anything?”

“Tried to kill himself… I
think,” Grancis answers.

“Nert Bertaloux?” The next
on the list is called.

“Oi, here.”

“Kill himself? Was he
depressed?” Colette asks.

Grancis shrugs. “I don’t know. He kept
going on about some b-”

“Jess Turranine?”
Dunklestein calls. The cabin is silent. “Jess Turranine? You here?”
Dunklestein calls out again. Another pause. “Anybody seen
him?”

“I saw him at
dinner.”

“Yeah, me too,” a couple of
voices respond in the dark.

Dunklestein sighs. “Hey,
Captain.”

The wind blows, and everyone can hear
someone speak from the other end of the cabin door. “What is it,
Dunklestein the Daring?” The suave, thoughtful, voice of The
Captain chimes in.

“Did you see Jess
recently?”

“I didn’t. I assume he’s not
in the cabin?” The Captain asks.

Dunklestein takes one last look over to
Jess’ bunk. “No.”

“Most concerning. I’ll take
a look around. I’ll ensure he’s promptly punished once I find him.
He should know what happens to sailors outside the living quarters
after curfew.”

There’s a conjoined sighing and
cringing, everyone in the cabin remembering the one and only time
they had broken a rule on the Nocturna. Everyone save Grancis-
she’s a good girl, really.

“W-well good luck, Cap,”
Dunklestein says with a hint of forced professionalism.

“Thank you. Good night,
everyone,” The Captain says, turning from the door.

“Night, Cap’!”

“Sweet dreams,
Captain.”

“Hope you find ‘em,
Cappy!”

“Stay cozy, Cappin’.” A
group of at least a dozen voices respond with more tenderness than
a hardened sea dog like Dunklestein finds appropriate. He sighs and
takes up his own bunk.

Grancis turns to Colette. “Jess, that’s
the guy that tried to jump in.”

Colette furrows her brow. “You don’t
think that… Naw, he’s probably just sleeping at the bar.
Goodnight.”

“Night, Colette, hope you
have good dreams.”

“Thanks, hopefully the night
bell will be the last I hear tonight,” Colette says, snuggling into
her blanket complete with knife kit in case of an
ambush.

Both Grancis’ gaze and smile widens at
the utterance. “W-wait, what? Bells?”

“Nothing, just something
from the dreams. Ni-”

“W- a-are you being called?”
Grancis mutters.

Colette looks over her shoulder. “Am I
what?”

Grancis clears her throat. “Eh,
nothing, sorry.”

Colette stares at Grancis a moment and
then shakes her head. “Get some sleep, Gran.”

“Y-yes ma’am.”

“Don’t call me ma’am, Gran.
You’re older than me.”

“Yes m-…Colette. Goodnight,” Grancis says, a
sense of impending tragedy overcoming her. Colette turns into her
pillow, and in but a minute, she’s out and snoring loudly. Grancis,
however, cannot bring herself to sleep. There’s that rare chill in
her spine, when she knows something’s wrong, and that it endangers
those she cares about. She needs to tell someone about Colette’s
dream- the bells, just like Jess. Perhaps Colette’s on the same
path. She needs to know. In the chorus of snoring, she mulls over
her options. She could wake up Dunks and ask him, but he probably
wouldn’t even know. She’d also wake up everyone. Would it be worth
embarrassing Colette and herself? There must be a better
way.

Slowly, grievously, she turns and looks
to the door, the porthole showing just a glint of the cold deck
lights outside. She could talk to The Captain- but would he allow
the exception? Surely if it were a life or death situation … She
thinks on it and sighs. No, she couldn’t risk it. Perhaps Doctor
Estradia- she’s never met him before, but she hears he’s awake all
night in the infirmary. As the resident psychologist, he would know
if there’s some connection, surely. She’s made her decision- even
the chance that Colette’s in danger is enough reason to take
action. Grancis slips into the wall-side of the bunk, compressing
herself to squeeze through the slight notch of space. She then
creeps below along the floor and across the room.

The bunk of Dunklestein, the
world-class light sleeper himself, is right next to the door to the
outside. Quite witty of The Captain to put him there as an alarm
system in case the sailors try to ditch their bunks to sneak into
the bar, or perhaps take a chance to steal one of the fabled lower
decks keys. Grancis is not trained in espionage arts, so the best
she can manage is to creep up to the door, and very, very slowly
turn the handle.

*cl-cl-cl-click*

Dunklestein snorts in his sleep.
“Y-yeah girl… shake that fin,” he mutters as he rolls over on his
pillow. Grancis smiles and her brow raises awkwardly as she creeps
out the door. It’s cold tonight and the deck lights have been
lowered as the cruising speed has gone down. Grancis makes a
cautious shoulder check to ensure no one is around and then she
starts for the infirmary. Her footsteps are perfectly silenced,
arching into each movement as she gradually makes her way around to
the front deck and up the steps. Grancis sees a light in the
infirmary- probably the only light that’s still on tonight. She
sneaks up to the door and in a moment of supreme coldness, realizes
it’s locked. She’ll have to knock… quietly. She checks her
surroundings once again - still no Captain in sight. She forces a
smile, lying to herself that he’s probably happy with that single
go around to find stragglers and is now snoring in his quarters… or
whatever he does when he sleeps. With mechanical poise, she raises
her knuckle to the infirmary door and knocks. A few seconds pass,
and her face is bumped by the opening door.

An electric eel seasort with a small
pair of spectacles and a lab coat peeks his head out from the door.
“Who is…” He sees her rubbing her face at his knees. His eyes
glint. “Oh! One of the human girls!” He opens it wider. “Please
come in, my dear primate, what can I help you with
today?”

Grancis takes to her feet and smiles
disarmingly as she enters. “I’m terribly sorry. I’m Grancis
Vereyrty and I need your help.” The clinic is warm, well-lit,
overwhelmingly themed in white, but something strikes Grancis as
the sort of place she wouldn’t like to spend much time
in.

The eel adjusts his glasses. “My name
is Sampsaing Estradia, resident surgeon, psychologist, and
scientist. Now you said you needed my help?” He gestures to a
couple of chairs, one with metal restraints.

Grancis gently sits into the chair,
folding her limbs to miss the restraints. “Thank you. Colette’s
been having some strange dreams.”

Sampsaing raises a brow as he takes up
a decanter filled with coffee and pours two cups. “Strange dreams,
you say?” He starts over for her with the two cups of coffee to sit
down.

She nods, eying the violent surgical
tools and unnerving syringes lined up across the wall for easy
access. “That’s right. Something about… bells?”

Sampsaing, halfway to Grancis, drops
one of the mugs and fumbles with the other.

Grancis, hands on her lap, squeezes in
anticipation.

“Bells? Oh my. And she’s a
human, too,” Sampsaing says, gaze jutting out of the single port
window, as if to ensure that no one is watching. He hands Grancis
the mug, now only half-full due to the turbulence, and he turns
around to clean up the mess. “What else has she said?”

Grancis dips her finger into the
coffee, partly to check the temperature and also on the change she
might feel a dissolving pellet of something devious. “No, that’s
all she said… I think.”

Sampsaing takes the moment to pull down
his glasses to his rubbery, slimy nose, and look her in the eyes.
“You think?”

Grancis averts her eyes, and takes a
sip of the coffee with a nod.

Sampsaing finishes cleaning in just a
few seconds and gets another cup. He sits in the chair opposite to
Grancis and takes a deep breath. “Okay… Can I call you
Grancis?”

She nods again. The coffee’s really
good.

“It could just be that she
had a dream with bells in them. There’s all sorts of shit people
dream about, but this close to Jess missing roll call… it’s
probably not. What it would be if my concerns are validated, would
be something called The Cathedral Dream.”

Grancis squints an eye.
“Okay.”

“Basically…” He sighs.
“Okay, how long have you lived on the Eversea?”

She looks aside and purses her lips.
“About a month and a week or so.”

“And you’re Boris’ kid,
right? Apprentice chef?”

Grancis squints an eye at the thought
of what a child of Boris might look like. “Eh, yeah, that’s
me.”

“So I’m sure you’ve fished a
little.” He takes a long sip.

“Yeah.”

Sampsaing raises a slimy brow. “What
have you seen in the water?”

“Well, lots of creepy
stuff.”

“Eldritch is the word we
like to use. The deeper down you go, the more horrible they become.
Their favorite food?” He takes a sip. “Human souls.”

“Oh… Yeah I kinda guessed
they’d want something like that.” She takes a sip. The coffee
suddenly tastes mediocre at best.

“The Cathedral Dream is when
a certain eldritch sea monster attempts to influence someone
through their dreams, luring them to take the plunge into the water
to ‘join the cult’ per se. I have no idea what happens to the
people who actually hop in the water. On a clear bright day a human
has about one minute to get out of the drink before something pulls
‘em down- at night, when the creatures come close to the surface,
it’s more like ten seconds, if even that. Eversea travel is not
very helpful for humans that enjoy living.”

She sighs. “That sounds like an
understatement.”

“Indeed. I’m glad you
brought this up. The condition has no directly physical side
effects until it’s too late and they’re scrambling to hop in the
ocean, so it was lucky you brought this up when you did. I promise
I won’t tell The Captain you were here.”

She nods her head. “Thank you. So how
do we fix it?”

Sampsaing hisses lightly- a sign of
discomfort. “Well, I’ll be honest. The only way we can do it is if
we get another human to split dreams with them. Have you heard of
it?”

Grancis draws back slightly. “Shared
dreaming?”

“Precisely. I can cause the
two of you to operate subconsciously at the same wavelength, tuning
you into her dream. It’s quite a complicated process, but all
you’ll need to do is sleep next to her… that’s what presents our
first problem.”

“What’s that?”

“We need her to be next to
you. Makes configuring the two of you much easier. You need to go
get her, preferably unconscious.”

Grancis squints. “Well, I’m not very
strong. Couldn’t y-”

“How much more suspicious
would you think it, a grown man like me drugging a young lady and
dragging her into my private office?”

Grancis pauses a moment and then nods.
“Right… so how do I do it?”

Sampsaing points at her as if to say
“good point” and he gets up with his coffee. He steps over to a
locked cabinet filled with vials and bottles of who-knows-what and
dabs a cloth with a clear liquid. “You’ll have to take her by
force, there’s no way she’d willingly go out into the outer decks
after curfew.” He steps over, holding the cloth carefully in his
hand. “Don’t breathe this,” he says as he hands it to her, “even a
whiff’ll take you off your feet for a few seconds. Hold this to her
face, and she’ll be out in the moment.”

She looks pensive. “And I couldn’t just
tell her to come with me?”

“She has to be unaware that
you’re there in the dream for it to work. Her subconscious needs to
perceive that it’s a natural dreaming environment,” he says,
stepping over to the door.

Grancis stares at the dabbed cloth with
purpose. “Okay. I’ll get her.” She takes a stand and turns for the
door.

Sampsaing nods and opens the door for
her. “Good luck.” Grancis starts for the door, but Sampsaing
imposes himself in the frame. “Of course, I trust you’ll do your
best not to get caught. As it stands you’re the only one on the
ship that hasn’t been punished by The Captain for breaking a rule I
hear. I’ll tell you now it’s something you never want. There’s a
reason people only push it a single time, and you’ll be out for the
rest of the day. We only have one shot at this, alright?” He says
with a pointed, serious gaze.

Grancis exhales at the thought of it-
the screams, the people dragged into the interrogation room and
emerging hours later, silent, horrified, and entirely loyal. She
remembers Colette had nightmares days after her punishment. As it’s
also breaking a rule to tell someone what the punishment is, she
still doesn’t know; she very much doesn’t want to find out.
“Absolutely. He won’t know.” She steps out, creeps down the stairs,
around the side and into the quarters. In a blink of inspiration,
she uses the cloth on Dunks to ensure that he won’t rise for the
short time she’s collecting Colette, and she turns to the back of
the room. Colette’s in her bunk, snoring loudly as expected.
Grancis closes the door behind her, ducks and crawls forward under
the rows of bunks. She gets to Colette, prepares the cloth and
pushes it into her face. Colette’s hazel eyes jolt open in the dark
and a second later she’s out. Now comes the hard part. Grancis
stows the cloth in her pocket and takes a deep breath. She pulls up
Colette, laxes her to the floor and starts dragging her across the
quarters. Her breathing precise and her moves spry, she hovers
Colette across the room, unheard by all, but then she feels
it.

Just as she gets Colette to the door,
Grancis can feel she’s being watched, but she doesn’t know who, or
from where. It’s as if an unseen, incorporeal force took a breath,
as if she’s being viewed by something beyond the waking realm. She
would almost prefer it was The Captain. A chill down her spine, she
promptly gets Colette up to the infirmary and opens the door. Dr.
Estrada’s waiting with his cup of coffee- he’s still as he sees her
enter. “Well! Looks like you’re sneakier than I thought. That, or
the Captain must’ve cracked into his bottle poison early. Now put
her on this table,” he says as he helps the dreaming Colette up
onto an operating table. Sampsaing pulls up the infirmary’s rest
bed next to the operating table. “Now you.”

Grancis promptly takes to the bed and
lies down.

Sampsaing nods with approval and turns
to get a few more things. “Alright, we need to cause a distinctly
abusive outcome in the dream, so that her subconscious will be less
likely to bring them up again.” He spreads a line of salt across
and around them “The subconscious attempts to prevent nightmares,
and if we make the Cathedral Dream one for Colette, her
subconscious will be much more resistant to it in the future- we
can only do this once, so you need to make it as painful as
possible.”

“I need to make it painful?”
Grancis squints up at the ceiling, the bright lights giving the
room a distinctly medical, dentist-like quality.

“That’s right. You need to
kill Colette as slowly as you possibly can. If you do it too fast
her subconscious will pull her right out from the trauma. Make it
last- make it emotional- make it personal. Have her trembling and
afraid to even rise from the bed when she wakes up. If Colette has
the dream any time again, her subconscious will almost certainly
spark and wake her up. This doubles for you two, if she attempts
to, she can traumatize you out of her own dream. Also, remember
that she’s having this dream because something’s inciting it into
her. It might also be in the dream, whatever that may
be.”

Grancis takes a deep breath and looks
to Colette’s calmly sleeping face. “G-… got it.”

Sampsaing injects Colette with an
unpleasant looking orange liquid, then steps over to Grancis. “In
the subconscious realm, you can do as you please if you concentrate
on what you need. What’s most important is feeling as if you’re
experiencing what you want to be or have before it actually
manifests. Alrighty?”

“Alright.”

“Good, you have roughly five
hours until sunrise. This would give you about fifty in the dream
world, but dreams don’t usually last that long- so be quick. You
need to engage Colette before the primary events of the dream take
place.”

Grancis furrows her brow and nods upon
the bed. “Okay, let’s do it.”

“Rodger. Good luck, kid,”
Sampsaing says as he injects the same liquid into her along with
another to knock her out. Just as she feels the lurid liquid come
from the syringes to her arm, she feels a rush of determination
emerge from her head. Everything, her vision, nerves, the sounds
she can hear, shrouds and swirls into the void of her own mind for
only a moment, and then she can feel the otherworldly tug of her
entering a dream in complete lucidity.

Above, Sampsaing stops hiding the grin
across his face as he picks up a pen and note pad and begins
monitoring the two. “Academy of Medicine, here I come,” he says to
himself with a smirk. Just as he gets comfortable, he hears a knock
on his door. His gills slime themselves the moment he looks up and
spots through the porthole, the face of The Captain, staring
in.







Chapter 3: The Cathedral
Dream and the Hideous Intruder

Grancis does not so much open her eyes
as she simply becomes aware of her surroundings. The dream is dark,
but in the way one wrapped in a warm blanket on a cold night would
feel, spanning out into the distance, the silhouetted movements of
great, indescribable creatures can be seen. She’s on the side of a
blacker-than-pitch, flowing ravine and in it she can see a blond
girl prancing down a path of lanterns. It’s Colette, though looking
like she did as a kid. Grancis sighs and takes one final moment to
push aside her desires to nurture Colette- she must strike down
with absolute impunity. Her thoughts turn to what she should appear
as and how she should torment her. What would hurt her most?
Grancis can feel herself change just as she mulls through the
possibilities in her mind.

Colette dreams of a pathway of
lanterns, leading up to a shining light on the top of a hill.
Without a thought as to why, she decides to climb the hill- after
all, nothing that bright could be evil. Certainly not, rather,
there’s the most hypnotic, most beautiful chiming sound one could
imagine. Colette was never a fan of most instruments, but these
bells are something she could get used to. She bravely trots up the
path, the silent, sacred lanterns guiding her way as they shine a
deep, aquatic blue color. She finally reaches the top and sees the
source of the light. It is the doorway into a great marble hall-
carved deep and full with symbols of the water. Colette runs her
hand through the grooves of a great tentacled beast in a moment of
fascination, and then a cloaked figure approaches from the inside
of the glowing hall.

“Ahh, come in,” the cloaked
figure says, gesturing inside. Colette squints to see the face of
the greeter, but it is shrouded by what seems to be a physical
darkness, defying any source of light. She enters with the figure
and it continues. “We’ve been waiting for you for quite some time,
you know.” The two go down the pure white corridors, the melodies
of the sunken bells reverberating throughout every inch of the
structure.

“What is this place?”
Colette asks as they turn down a right hallway.

“Your destiny,” the figure
says, leading her through a door into a low-light room, as if a
show were about to begin. Right behind them, a hideous creature
dashes out from a hall to them, myriad tentacles grasping and
slithering to reach them. Colette’s eyes widen in horror just as
the figure snaps its fingers, closing the doors behind
them.

“Wh-what was that?!” Colette
asks, the doors locking and disappearing into the scenery of the
dark countryside.

“Just an interloper that
wishes you to avoid your destiny. We should be safe in here.” The
figure leads Colette up a hill. Though it’s dark, she can tell it’s
a hill by seeing light wrap around the shape. The hike is
shockingly easy for the incline and a moment later they reach the
summit. “Tell me, Colette.” The figure is silent a moment. “What do
you want more than anything else?”

Colette frowns. “Power- so much power
that evil cannot exist.” She turns to the horizon and sees another
strange, large silhouette, like a house.

The figure nods as the invisible doors
are being smashed in below by the assailant that the figure blocked
off. “What are you willing to give up for this power?” The figure
asks, looking back to the doors with a cautious gaze.

Colette does not even need to blink.
“Everything. I’d give up absolutely everything.”

“Your life?”

“I’d need that to be
strong.”

“Ahh,” the figure nods.
“Your friends?”

Colette looks aside a moment. “The only
person I can trust is myself, I think… No, Gran, too. Together
we’ll bring peace to our home.”

The figure turns its head to the side
in the other direction. “Well, leave that behind.”

Colette squints an eye. “What do you
mean?”

“I offer you absolute power,
but you must allow all to die for your sake.”

She shakes her head. “N-no. Giving that
up is giving up my humanity.”

The figure grins- great white teeth
shine from under the hood. “That is as The Captain did- you must as
well. Let me help you.” The figure raises its hand and lights up
the area.

Illuminated by the theatrical lights,
Colette’s old home is as it always was. Colette’s eyes widen at the
sight. “Just like… Just like before.” She says. Colette immediately
hears humming behind her. It’s a young Colette, her fishing rod
laid against her shoulder like a rifle, and a young Grancis,
carrying a bucket of caught fish. Colette marvels at the two, and a
wave of realization washes over her. “No…” Colette turns around to
the house just as a wide, tall shadow looms over the horizon.
“Stop!” Colette shouts at her younger self, but she’s ignored by
the aberrations. The young Colette and Grancis stop at the apex of
the hill, watching a horrific figure loom over the home just as
Colette’s mother comes out to greet them. In a single, magic word
uttered by the dark figure, there is a great flash, the house
bursts into flame- her mother killed in the same
instant.

Colette drops to her knees. “The
overlord… He’s here.”

The figure, listening to the door
behind them slowly give way, nods. “And the only way you can defeat
him is if you kill everyone you love! You cannot surpass those who
do not love by loving others- that is what keeps you down! You must
build a stair of corpses to take the crown of the sky.” The figure
says in a half-hearted tone.

Colette stares at the flames of her old
house, and she slowly begins to nod in agreement. “You’re… you’re
right.”

The figure jolts.
“Wh-what?!”

“I have to destroy
everything that’s dear to me. I have to take away what I hold dear-
that will make me stronger than him.” Colette’s gaze is wide,
clear, and horrified by the realization, but she speaks as though
she believes nothing else.

“Wa… wait! Please! That’s
not ri-” The figure is suddenly interrupted as the doors it used to
block the assailant are smashed through- revealing the horrific
eldritch beast before them.

Colette does not move as the figure
descends into a panic. “P-please, Colette! Whatever you do, just
don’t listen to what it has to say!” The figure says this just as
it feels something strange, like an otherworldly, extra-dimensional
hand applying pressure, like a needle being pushed into her. In the
last, confused moment, the figure feels cool water poured over it.
Grancis opens her eyes, a glass of water drizzled onto her
forehead. She sits up with alert speed, and before her, sees an
unconscious Sampsaing, and directly in front of her, The Captain,
an empty glass in his hand.

“Miss Vereyrty, I have some
questions for you,” he says, his voice like scraping
gravel.







Chapter 4: The
Interrogation and the Solution

Grancis is taken to the infamous,
mysterious room labeled “interrogations” by the steel grip of The
Captain. It’s a plain, windowless room with tables holding all
manner of devices intended for effective “human manipulation”.
She’s commanded onto a table and is readily strapped down before he
begins.

He sighs. “Miss Vereyrty, I expected
better from you. Kidnapping your fellow shipmate and cooperating on
a degenerate experiment with Dr. Estradia? Truly
shameful.”

“Captain, I-”

“I have not finished. Not
only have you defied curfew, drugged and kidnapped one of our crew,
and agreed to cooperate in backslidden scientific evils, you didn’t
tell me!”

Grancis furrows her dark brow. “Wait…
what?”

“I mean, kidnapping someone?
That’s sounds like so much fun. How could you leave me
out?”

“We have more important
things to do, Captain! Let me go!”

The Captain raises his index finger in
enlightenment. “Ahh! You’re absolutely correct, Miss Vereyrty. The
interrogation must begin!” The Captain says as he cracks his
knuckles.

Grancis feels a deep, cold, sinking
feeling- she’s not ready to see what lies beyond the door of a
punishment by The Captain. “Please, reconsider! I did it for her! I
was afraid you’d do this if I came to you after curfew!”

He pushes a hand to his
bandaged-over mouth and scoffs. “Oh, please. What sort of
irresponsible commander do you take me for?” He turns about to the
various racks and tables containing what could only be devices of
horrible torture. “You can tell me anything. Grancis- and
you will tell me
everything.” The tone of his voice, usually collected and
well-measured, becomes looser- crazier. He begins shuffling about
the devices, all behind Grancis and out of her view.

“I’ll tell you anything! You
don’t need to hurt me for that! I’ll talk!” She’s trembling, but
not struggling against the braces holding her down.

The Captain releases a deep, malefic
laugh. “Oh, lovely. Then I will give you this opportunity to state
your case.”

Grancis takes a full breath. “Okay.
Colette’s been having weird dreams. The guy that disappeared was
mentioning the same thing: bells. I think they’re connected. I
think she’s going to disappear soon too, unless we do something! I
snuck to Sampsaing to see if he could help. He said I should get
her and split her dream. So I… I drugged her and took her up to the
infirmary. I tried to scare her out of her dreams, but she… she
took it all truthfully! I don’t know what to do! I think I made
things worse!” She can clearly hear the movement and clicking of
metal devices, and the sound of sputtering liquid. Whatever he’s
preparing behind her must be something to give her pain beyond her
wildest reckonings of what pain could be. “That’s the truth! I’m
worried about Colette! I did it to save her! If you don’t like
that, then go ahead and torture me. I won’t fight you. I know
better. But please, don’t make it long, just make it painful and
short. Give me two hours’ worth of pain in the next two minutes,
because the sooner we get done, the sooner I can get back to
Colette! I’m not going to give up, Captain!” She begins trembling
as she hears more clinking and a pouring sound- it sounds like at
least a cup’s worth of whatever liquid torment he’s going to inject
into her. She takes this moment to completely clear her mind and
prepare herself for the worst night of her life.

The Captain is quiet a moment. “Is that
all you have to say?”

The cold-sweating Grancis pauses,
tightens her fists and does her best to calm her breathing.
“Yessir.”

“Very well. Your method is
quite clear to me,” he says as he steps over in front of her. The
Captain has a newly-made cup of coffee in his hand and he pours a
sip through his bandages. “It seems obvious that you won’t need to
be punished. You were well-intentioned enough, so I don’t see any
reason to hurt you for doing what you thought was right. Instead
I’ll have you help me solve the problem. Would you like some
coffee? I just brewed it.”

Grancis releases a sigh of relief,
among the multitude of sharp objects, clamps and drugs of all
sorts, she failed to notice the coffee maker - of course there
would be a coffee maker, there’s one in practically every room on
board the Nocturna. “Yes I… Thank you. What do we do?”

The Captain unbraces Grancis and offers
her another cup filled with caffeinated delight. “I have heard of
this sort of condition, and while a person can attempt to enter
another’s dream to change the events, it would be very difficult to
change the context of the dream, the ultimate end; especially when
there’s an eldritch presence hunting about. I’ll deal with Estradia
later- this is quite unlike him to put people in harm’s way for the
sake of science.”

Grancis takes a sip from her cup, her
heart rate steadily slowing down. “Alright, Captain- how will we
fix this?”

The Captain hums melodically for a
moment. “We’ll have to gate it.”

Grancis furrows her brow. “Gate
it?”

“The act of drawing out a
spiritual apparition through the psyche of the afflicted person.
Rather like an exorcism, but potentially messier.”

“How would that
work?”

The Captain takes another sip and
gestures her to follow with him. “We would, for all intents and
purposes, open her head. This eldritch creature does not have a
physical form, and is usually only released when it perceives that
the host is dead. We’ll need to cause Colette’s subconscious to
presume she’s dead, tricking the creature to emerge.”

“So, it’s trapped inside of
her?”

“More like waiting. There’s
a great big unkillable something below us that instills these
thoughts like parasites in its victims. Once the person is either
dead or deluded enough, the body walks into the ocean, and that’s
how the big scary whatever it is gets its monthly hunger of
souls.”

“So there’s no way to kill
it?” Grancis asks, finding the thought hard to take in.

The Captain nods. “Many, many people
have tried- there is not a single report of a person successfully
killing a true, full blooded eldritch god,” he says, looking away
for some reason. He snaps back. “Anyway, we need to draw out this
parasite from the host, throw it in the drink, and go full speed.
There’s no fighting the greater creatures, just running and hiding
from them; the parasites, however, can be dealt with in relative
ease,” The Captain says as he leads her outside, down to the main
deck and around the quarter tower to a certain locked
door.






Grancis tenses at the sight. “The door
to the lower decks?” She asks.

“That’s right.” He unlocks
the door with a silver key as he takes a final gulp from his cup of
joe. The door swings open, leading downward into a strange, arcane,
filtered light. The Captain invites her down and he closes the door
behind them. The light is of an eerie sepia, and Grancis gets the
feeling that all the talk of the Nocturna having a slew of horrible
secrets below deck might actually be true- she begins to feel
afraid, and this time not by the hand of The Captain. The two step
through the hall, passing doors containing unspeakable,
otherworldly noises and shifting, terrible figures outside of the
common human’s comprehension. They reach a door midway down the
hall that’s labeled “Office”. “Please, come in,” The Captain says,
opening the door- it’s a very normal-looking office, with the
exception of the sepia tint.

Something still feels wrong, Grancis is
sure of it- there’s something to this room.

“Thank you,” Grancis says,
stepping into an office that, out of all the sailors upon the
Nocturna, she’s the only one among the lower and mid ranks to bear
witness to. There’s a fan overhead, moving silently and with
certainty. “So… This is your office?”

“One of them- this is where
I do most of my real work.” The Captain ruffles through his metal
desk drawers looking for something, and then he pauses
ceremoniously as he locates it. He chuckles darkly. From the depths
of his drawer, he takes up a small, black needle, reflecting no
light. “Here we are,” he says with an awe-struck tone, “The closest
gate to a human’s soul is through the lips. You’re going to have to
get closer to Colette than you ever have in your life to succeed in
expelling the parasite.”

She squints an eye. “Through… the lips?
What are you talking about?”

The Captain turns to her and notches
his glasses down a bit as if to simulate an implying stare. “I
think you know what I’m implying, Miss Vereyrty.”

Her face flushes red. “C-Captain! You
can’t really expect me to k-… kiss-” She’s interrupted by a broad
laugh from The Captain.

“Of course not! I don’t
allow that sort of thing on this ship- allowing human mating
activity? Simply disgusting. Besides, that was a lie:
the closest gate is actually the eye.”

Grancis flinches. “Wh-… The
eye?”

“Correct- we’ll need to
restrain her and put this into her pupil in order to expunge the
beast inside of her. Then it will be as simple a matter as kicking
the ruffian overboard as best we can- I can handle that part; the
needle will be up to you.”

“S-” Grancis takes a labored
breath. “You want me to stab her in the eye?”

“Naturally. Worry not, the
damage won’t be permanent, but it will certainly hurt just as much…
I think.”

She grits her teeth at the mere thought
of it. “Y-… You think?” she asks. The Captain nods. Grancis turns,
takes another breath and exhales, this time expunging her doubts
alongside her oxygen. She turns back to The Captain. “I’ll do
it.”

He coos in amusement at her
declaration. “Excellent- Being able to stick a needle in the eye of
your best friend is a true mark of a best friend.”

Grancis looks aside and responds with a
half-hearted agreement. She extends her hand, and the black,
glintless needle is bestowed upon her. “Gah!” She flinches a
moment, almost dropping it. “It’s cold!”

“Very cold. This needle is
designed to be an absolutely unprecedented psychological experience
in pain. When plunged into the eye, this needle, composed largely
with the essence of pure Nihilism, will create a mental environment
so absolutely-devoid of hope within the body, that there’s no way
this parasite could feed off of any common sense or reckonings of
sanity at all. We could just act like Colette’s dead, but that
won’t force the parasite out- this will. What’s more, this needle
damages the spirit, not the body, so, surprise: it actually hurt far more.
These two factors together could cause the host to be so
inhospitable for the parasite, that it would be forced to vacate. I
definitely do not envy Colette- she’s going to remember this one.
What’s worse is that nulling the pain for her would defeat the
purpose of the treatment- we’re meaning to cause pain to both her,
and the parasite- I look forward to it,” The Captain explains with
a hint of conversational lightness.

Grancis just stares for a bit, dark
needle clutched in her hand. She has an expression commonly
expected for one staring at an oncoming train. “But… Colette will
be okay, right?”

The Captain nods. “At least in body.
Whatever the outcome, it is certainly better than
death.”

She tightens her grip. “Alright.
L-let’s do it!”

The Captain leads her back through the
hall of horrors, back above deck, and up into the infirmary. A
woozy Colette is gaining her senses, and Grancis immediately leaps
in.

“Wow… The hell?” Colette
asks outwardly, her eyes flinching to achieve some sort of
orientation.

Grancis smiles and cups the needle in
her hand. “Hey, Colette!”

Colette’s expression is confused, and
then stern, and then soulless for just a second, and finally, a
smile. “Heya, Gran- what the hell’s been going on? Why are we
up?”

The Captain adjusts his glasses as he
inspects the room. “Something’s wrong here...” he mutters to
himself, noting Estradia’s disappearance.

Grancis ignores The Captain and
responds to Colette. “Well that’s just it. You’re sick, and The
Captain said the only way…” She takes a breath, “the only way we’ll
be able to make you better is if I stick this needle in your eye,”
Grancis says, displaying the needle plainly.

Colette just stares on with a smile as
The Captain peeks in, trying to place what’s wrong.

“Yeah, good one- so what is
it, really? Was I just exhausted and didn’t know it?” Colette asks,
friendly smile still on her face.

The Captain flinches and Grancis grins
sheepishly. “Well,” she says, “that’s just it. I’m not joking. You
have a thing in your head, a parasite, and this needle’s the only
way to get it out. If you don’t do it you’ll die.” Grancis steps
forward.

“What’s missing here…” The
Captain mumbles, stroking his chin in thought. Suddenly it hits
him. “Grancis, Colette,” He says in a calm tone, but both are
preoccupied.

“Salt told you to shove a
needle… in my eye?” Colette raises a brow and her smile becomes
indignant.

“Well, yeah. You gotta do
it, though, you must,” Grancis attempts to ease Colette onto the
operating table she was sleeping on. Colette grasps Grancis’ wrist-
her grip is hard, efficient. “C-… Colette?”

Colette’s grin widens. “Are you nuts?
There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you put that shit in my
eye.”

“Colette, Grancis!” The
Captain speaks again, louder this time. Both look to him. “Estradia
hasn’t left. He’s here!”

There’s a paralyzed second as both
girls feel that silent, mighty fear that flows forth when danger
and mystery meet face to face: dread. Neither notice it in their
peripheral vision, but one of the medicine cabinets has been
emptied out, and its door is slightly cracked. A wide, serpentine
eye is peering at the three with crimson intent.







Chapter 5: The Needle, the
Eye, and the Fight

Estradia bursts out from the cabinet,
electricity arcing off his slimy eel exterior. “You will all meet
the deep! The Nocturna will be swallowed!” Estradia cries while
rushing for the two ladies. In a blink, The Captain propels into
Estradia and kicks his lanky body across the room and into a
medicine cabinet, shattering the glass from the impact.

“I should have known,” The
Captain says, “another case of eldritch mind-infection,” The
Captain says, struggling with the now hideously-strong
Estradia.

“That’s right! Right under
your nose!” The possessed Estradia yells, his eyes tearing out
black, horrific ink.

“I can’t believe I didn’t
notice.”

“We’ve evolved. We could be
in your entire crew for all you know!”

The Captain scoffs, pushing Estradia
deeper into the broken glass of the cabinet. “Possibly, but it’s
unlikely you could make much use of it- your kind can only do so
much to control a single mind at a time. There must be two of
you.”

Estradia grins. “Yes! Much more, even!
We’ll kill you, and then everyone else on this ship! Souls
abound!”

The Captain scoffs. “You’ll likely have
difficulty stealing something from me that I don’t
have.”

Estradia draws back, his long neck
arching in confusion. “Huh?”

The Captain swings Estradia straight
through the room and out the door onto the cold deck. He leaps out
to meet his opponent, but turns just a moment to shout an order.
“Do it, Grancis, we haven’t the time for chatter!” With that he
exits and locks the door behind him ensuring no one without a key
could interrupt the two ladies.

Colette and Grancis are alone now, and
Colette’s hand is still tightly wound about her friend’s wrist.
“Colette, please.” Grancis aims the needle as she pushes her weight
into Colette, toppling her onto the table.

“No! Salt’s a dumbass!
You’re a dumbass! Get…” Colette strains her superior strength, “off
me!” She successfully flings Grancis aside and reaches into her
vest to retrieve her revolver.

Grancis rolls to her feet quickly, but
once she spots the weapon in Colette’s hand, she freezes. “Would
you… would you actually hurt me? I’m just trying to help you!”
Grancis says, eyes scanning the room for possibilities.

Colette’s rigid frame pauses
in thought and her eyes steadily widen in realization. Just as soon
as they opened, though, they narrow back into focus. “Yeah, I
would. You’re an idiot for trusting that salt-ass sonuvabitch and
even if you’re well-intentioned, you’re wrong. I’m going to bed…
Get out of my way, Grancis!” Grancis slides in front of the door
and over to a nearby medicine cabinet with the same motion.
“Grancis Vereyrty! Move
over!”

Eyes trained on Colette, she shifts
through the various jars of drugs in the cabinet, and picks out one
labeled “Muscle relaxant.” Grancis narrows and focuses her gaze as
she silently equips the jar in her other hand from behind her back.
“I trust him, Colette. We don’t know anything about
this.”

“Know anything about what?!”
Colette brandishes her gun.

“You have like… a thing… in
your head! I was there!” Grancis exclaims as she fights down her
tremors and readies herself.

Colette loosens up a bit. “What th-”
Grancis swipes forward with the vessel slightly ajar, slinging a
few drops of the drug at Colette’s face. “Grancis, what the hell?!
What the ffff-” she drops to her knees, but has enough nerve in a
single second to fire her gun. Her shot hits Grancis’ foot. “Ffff…”
Colette falls over, conscious, but unable to move. “Gran… You piece
of-” Colette says all sorts of things that the narrator would hate
to repeat as Grancis steps forward, pushes Colette’s defending
hands away, she then poises the needle right above her best
friend’s eye.

“Take a deep breath,
Colette.”

“Ppplease, Gran. Don’t do
it- there’s nnnn…nothing in my h-head. You’ll make me ha-ha-half
blind. I ccc…can’t lose an eye. I nnneed everything if I’m gonna
kill ‘em- please, please!” Colette begs on as Grancis takes a deep
breath and lowers the needle towards Colette’s pupil. Colette
vibrates, forcing every ounce of strength she has to defy Grancis,
but nothing stops her. The needle, only a centimeter from Colette,
hovers a moment and then plunges into her eye, centered
almost-perfectly in the center. Colette begins screaming as the
needle digs all the way through her eye on its own accord, taking a
life of its own as it inserts itself. Grancis takes a deep breath,
watching it go in and then looks to her foot - it’s bleeding
heavily. Grancis limps back to the cabinet, crudely bandages her
foot and lays back next to the suffering Colette, eyes wide and
body convulsing in agony.

Finally, she feels she can rest.
Grancis holds Colette’s hand as she lays herself down, and she
closes her eyes, dreaming of a time before Colette wanted revenge,
and a time when she could just help carry her fish from the
stream.







Chapter 6: Grancis is Made
Aware of a Particularly Precarious Situation Concerning Herself and
her Friend, Colette Ketiere

Grancis draws waking air into herself
minutes later. A concerned-looking Colette is looming over her.
“Eh, hey there, Gran,” Colette says, squinting a hazel eye as she
inspects the waking Grancis- there’s a notable hole in her eye in
which the needle was inserted, causing the eye to run over with a
bloodied tint.

Grancis gains the singly most charmed
look she’s made this past month. “Oh~ Colette! Are you okay
now?”

“Yeah… yeah I’m pretty sure
it’s good- not sure if I’ll see out this eye again, but living is
more important. Listen, Gran, I’m sorry,” Colette says with a look
of complete resignation.

Grancis giggles in response. “You shot
me in the foot, nothing to apologize for,” she says with a
facetious grin- it still hurts terribly.

Colette shakes her head. “No… No, that
was crazy… it was,” she takes a breath, “like, something Ol’ Salt
would do.”

Grancis’ smile is more genuine now.
“You know he wouldn’t shoot someone in the foot unless they really
needed it.”

Colette turns her head away. “Then
maybe I’m worse.”

Grancis buries her head into Colette’s
chest. “No, you’re fine. I’m sorry I had to do that with the
needle…” Grancis looks up in alarm. “What, the thing… the thingie!
Where is it?!”

Colette inhales through her teeth.
“Yeah… about that. It sort ran off.”

“Wha-… Ran off?!” Grancis
mutters. Colette nods in response as Grancis continues. “Well, we
gotta find it! Who knows what it’ll do!”

Colette nods again. “You’re right… Oh,
and Gran.”

“Yeah?”

“This is going to be sorta
complicated. The Eldritch looked exactly like me.”

Grancis squints an eye. “Oh, so we just
find the fake and throw it off? That’s not hard at all!”

A look of relief washes over Colette.
“Heh, well if you think it’s simple, it is. Let’s go get us a
monster.”

Grancis nods and she takes to her feet.
“Gimmie just a second,” she says as she limps over to a medicine
cabinet. She takes a few minutes to put to use her knowledge of
medicine to bring down the pain, remove the bullet and properly
disinfect her injury. Upon close inspection she finds that the
bullet only went through the side of her foot, meaning most of the
muscles and bones are perfectly intact. She assumes that, so long
as she can keep down the bleeding and bare the weight of the pain,
she can walk relatively unhindered- she relays this to Colette, who
only nods again. It’s strange though, Grancis remembers her
father’s lessons. This much force from a gun of that caliber should
have shattered her bones, but they’re fine- she chalks it up to
dumb luck.

Colette rubs the side of her face
thoughtfully. “Damn, Gran. You know a thing or two.”

“Thanks, but I don’t know
that much in comparison to a real doctor. My daddy was the best.”
Grancis stands back up, taps her foot down a bit and nods in
assurance. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s get ‘em.” She looks
confidant.

Colette nods and they exit through the
now-unlocked infirmary door to the second-level deck. It’s still as
dark as the void of the sea with the exception of the deck light’s
electronic salvation shining down upon them from above. Colette
shifts her gaze about cautiously as she draws her revolver. Colette
gestures for Grancis to follow along and they begin the search.
They both keep quiet as they look through all of the upper deck
with the exception of the always-locked Captain’s Quarters and
never-opened Enforcement Closet. The duo takes a quick minute to go
to the top deck, look through the helm, The Captain’s Secret Coffee
and Alcohol Corner, and his stash of questionable fishing and
sailing magazines that he thinks no one on the ship knows about.
They then descend to the broad first deck, lined with ropes,
netting, gun emplacements and signs warning against various
degenerate activities, as mandated by The Captain.

“Okay, Gran,” Colette
starts.

“Yeah?” They get back to
back, scanning for any movement.

“If it went to bed in place
of me it might be a problem.”

Grancis furrows her brow in thought and
nods. “Right, if we went in it would cause a ruckus.”

“Yeah- people would wake up-
make things difficult. So let’s look around the other rooms first.
Maybe check the bar for The Captain.”

“Got it,” Grancis says,
squinting an eye. Somehow Grancis isn’t sure about all of this, it
seems to her that waking up everyone would help them find the
creature, but perhaps Colette knows best.

The two go clockwise through the ship’s
rooms, first the kitchen, complete with a gurgling, snoring Boris,
and then to the recreation room, connected by a small window to the
kitchen and bar rooms. They move on to the bar, and Colette turns
to The Captain’s usual seat- at the very end of the room;
nothing.

“Huh, doesn’t The Captain
usually sit here?”

Grancis shrugs. “I wouldn’t know, I’m
too young to dri-” Grancis jolts in realization and nudges
Colette.

“Wh-what’s up,
Gran?”

“Have you been
drinking?”

Colette immediately gains a sheepish
expression and begins skidding with her hands. “Well, you know.
It’s just. I spend a lot of time with him, you know? I just thought
it’d be… Well, he did offer me some drinks. He is The Cap after
all, couldn’t rightly refuse something like-” Colette stops once
Grancis turns away back to the search. “Look, I’m sorry! I just
thought it would make me a saltier sailor! You know, just something
to pass the time with between traini-”

Grancis releases the snootiest, most
princessly “hmph!” Colette has heard from her. “I thought I smelled
something on you! No wonder you’ve been acting so weird. It wasn’t
coffee at all!”

Colette raises her hands. “N-no, look,
Gran! 90% has been coffee. But I wanted to know what that stuff
tasted li-”

“My dad told you that
alcohol was no good for the young- it’s meant to take away pain,
not cause it. Your liver couldn’t possibly-” Both shut up the
second they hear a glass clink from behind the bar. Colette and
Grancis exchange nervous, focused glances and they start sneaking
to it. Both are quite accomplished sneakers, so it’s not hard for
them to get up to the side of the bar without startling whatever’s
on the other side. Now close, they can both hear labored,
pain-racked breathing at the other side. Colette turns to Gran and
they both nod. In a split second, they both hurdle to the top of
the bar and Colette aims her gun down to a tipsy, angry,
bitter-as-hell Colette. The second Colette was ready, and smashes a
mostly-empty bottle of vodka into the aiming Colette’s face,
botching her aim and causing her to fire into the booze shelf. The
second Colette bolts out from the bar and in the same movement,
takes up a bottle of Dugal’s Scotch and hurls it again at the face
of the first Colette- her aim is absolutely perfect, smashing it
again in her face and blinding her long enough before she could get
a shot off.

Grancis takes up a cloth from the bar
and cleans up Colette’s face. “It’s fast.”

Colette nods, crimson trailing down
three different lacerations on her face. “Son of a bitch- good
aim,” she says, cleaning herself and taking a moment to check her
gun. “We can’t let it get away next time. If I’m down, chase it,
alright?” Colette says, presenting Grancis with a sharp, glinting
tactical knife.

Grancis looks at the knife with awe and
takes it into her hand, a look up purpose on her features. “Okay.
Let’s go.” The two creep, Grancis up front, out from the bar and
forward to the maintenance room, finding nothing, and then to the
showers. Just as Grancis eases the door open, the second Colette
strikes. She’s right at the edge of the door inside, she pulls
Grancis in and bolts to the side before the first Colette can fire.
In a blink, Second Colette smashes the door closed with her weight
and locks it just as Grancis regains her balance and slashes
forward with the knife, slicing into Second Colette’s back. Second
Colette hits the lights and the dismal gray shower room is
illuminated.

“Gran! You dumbass!” Second
Colette says, her face curved intensely in disgust. First Colette
smashes on the door to get in, yelling something
imperceptible.

Grancis draws back a moment. “Wha…
Wait, you talk?”

“Of fucking course I talk!
Dumbass! Shit! How dumb are you?!”

Grancis looks over Second Colette
thoughtfully- precisely the same as the first, but with different
injuries, and no hold in the eye. “Nice try, creature. I won’t be
fooled by your trick.”

“You idiot!” Colette extends
her hand and displays a small, black, glintless needle.

Grancis jolts at the sight and takes a
deep breath. “The needle.”

“That’s right! The Colette
you’ve been helping is the fake! But obviously my best fucking
friend couldn’t even see that!” Colette yells as she approaches
Grancis indignantly- Colette stops as Grancis raises the knife,
just the way she saw Colette do it days ago. Colette scoffs.
“Really? Really?
You don’t believe me?”

“No!” Grancis
responds.

Colette takes long, deep breaths.
“Fine. Why?”

“Where’s your
gun?”

Colette freezes- realizing Grancis
noticed. “Look, Gran. The thing stole it from me. I couldn’t deal
with all that pain, but once that thing jumped out of my eye, it
grabbed my gun and then went somewhere, I think.”

“You think?” Grancis aims
the knife right at Second Colette’s neck, only a meter
away.

“Y-yeah! It was just waiting
for me to get up and leave… I got up and was looking for The
Captain. Then it dropped down or something… and woke you up? That’s
how you met it first instead of me,” Colette almost
smiles.

“Sure, but the real Colette
would have cared enough to wake me up, would have known where The
Captain was, would have forgiven me for trying to help her!”
Grancis says, a drop of spite falling from her words.

Colette raises her hands and steps
back. “No, Gran. This is me. I’m Colette. Come on… That thing’s
just buttering you up… I … I’m not a good enough person to…”
Colette looks to the side in shame. “Gods, I’m sorry, Grancis. I’ve
been a shit friend recently. All the fake had to do was act better
and you’d believe her.”

Grancis smirks, a look of violence
glinting in her eye- something Colette’s never seen in her;
horrifying. “Yeah?” Grancis steps forward, and Colette steps
back.

“Y-yeah! Grancis, come on!
There’s no way you actually believe that thing is me!”

“Colette would never treat
me like you did.” Another step forward.

“What?! Hell yeah I would! I
shot you in the foot! I-I’m sorry about that, by the way.” Another
step back.

Grancis continues forward, backing
Second Colette into a corner. “Sure you a-” Grancis thinks on it
for a moment. “Well, okay, yeah, Colette would shoot me in the
foot, but at least she didn’t try to kill me!”

Colette squints as Grancis closes in.
“I didn’t try to kill you, idiot!”

The First Colette, still outside, is
making headway in breaking open the door- she bends it slightly
ajar with a crow bar and yells “Don’t believe it!”
inside.

Grancis pauses again. “Well…” She steps
back. “That’s because you were going to trick The Captain and get
real Colette killed!”

Second Colette draws into the wall,
squishing herself as Grancis pushes back in. “Don’t be an idiot,
Gran. Don’t you think The Captain would be able to tell a real from
a fake?”

“You saying he knows Colette
better than I do?” Grancis asks.

Second Colette smirks and makes a shot
for the knife. She reaches forward, but Grancis slices across,
cutting her hands and sending her back to the wall. Colette takes a
deep breath, and nods. “Apparently he does.”

Grancis stares deep into Colette’s
eyes. “I know a fake when I see it.”

Second Colette’s cold sweat picks up
and her body tenses for immediate, life-saving movement.
“Yeah?”

“I shoved a needle in your
left eye- but it’s obvious that you’re just fine. I’ll fix that,”
Grancis says a second before she thrusts forward at Colette’s
eye.

Second Colette throws herself out of
harm’s way just in time to evade Grancis’ knife, barely scratching
the side of her ear.

“Are you nuts?!”

“No, I’ve never been
clearer!” Grancis yells as she leaps for Colette with her knife at
the ready. Colette dodges swiftly, and as Grancis restarts to her
feet she makes her move. Just as she’s learned, Colette grasps
Grancis’ knife hand with her arm and smacks into the back of it
with her other hand. The knife flies out of Grancis’ grasp and
Colette tosses her aside to get it. She’s successful and takes up
the blade. With a dash, second Colette poises the knife at Grancis,
but pauses.

“Tell me, if I was the
eldritch, would I stop myself?” Colette asks, holding the knife
high over the struggling Grancis.

Grancis tries to justify it in her
mind, but from the door comes the first Colette. The notch she made
is just wide enough to point her gun straight for the second
Colette. “Get your hands off her!” First Colette yells. Second
Colette spares no time to respond, but leaps aside out of the
opening’s pitch and runs along the wall to the door. Second Colette
unlocks the door, kicks it in, and strikes for the first Colette.
The first’s aim is true, and shoots the second in the shoulder just
as she stabs into the first’s right arm. The first drops the gun
and the second slashes forward again to get at the first, but
Grancis tackles the second aside to the railing.

“Gran! You’ve ruined this!”
The second Colette says, leaning back into the railing and kicking
Grancis square in the face. Just as the first Colette retrieves her
gun and takes aim, the second slips around the side of the deck to
the back.

“I can’t…” First Colette
takes a deep breath. “I can’t believe it. It’s way faster than I
expected,” she says, holding her arm to cease the bleeding. Just as
she starts forward to chase the second Colette, Grancis pulls her
back.

“Chill out. You’re way too
hurt to keep going- come on.”

“No,” Colette pulls at
Grancis’ grip. “I can do it, we gotta finish it now.”

“Don’t be an
idiot!”

“You’re an idiot, Grancis.
If it finds The Captain before we do, we’re done for!”

Grancis tugs Colette on. “You’re right,
but I’d rather risk that than lose you here,” Grancis says, pulling
the bloody Colette up to the infirmary. Grancis patches her up and
lays her down. This time, Grancis takes up the gun with a fresh set
of ammunition. She turns to the door, and nods. “I’ll see you soon,
Colette.”

Colette sighs and nods. “You too, Gran-
be safe.”

“I will.” Grancis stops a
moment at the door. “So, I’m worried.”

“About?” Colette asks,
staring up to the ceiling.

“How do I really know you’re
the real Colette?”

Colette scoffs, a smirk across her
face. “Please: your favorite color’s gray- and you actually like
bugs. The other one’s a good actor, but it couldn’t know
that.”

Grancis grins. “Yeah, that settles it.”
With that, Grancis steps out and locks the door behind
her.







Chapter 7: A Considerable
Escalation of the Progressing Conflict Takes Place, This Time from
the Point of View of Someone Who May or May Not be Jobber
Colette

The dark, soul-eating coldness around
the ship has only increased and the Second Colette feels it all the
more with her multitude of wounds. It’s a humorous stroke of luck,
then, that she had saved The Captain’s Bandages from the Mist
Gauntlet ordeal in her coat. Behind the deck, she sees something
alarming. The Captain’s clothes, with a glint sticking out. She
reaches down and inspects it, it’s the master key!

Sure enough, the legendary master key,
silver and asking for ownership; Colette could simply bust into any
room she pleases, complete access to all the Nocturna’s secrets -
she’s not ready, though she thinks she is. Colette wraps her
fingers around the key with great purpose, and decides precisely
what she’ll do- but before she does, she spots a bit of bandage
still on The Captain’s clothing. There’s some writing on it, but
she can’t quite make it out. She holds it up to one of the deck
lights after checking to make sure no one’s watching. Hastily inked
in with a pen, are the words “A TRUE CAPTAIN NEVER APPEARS
UNDRESSED.” Colette raises a brow, and looks over to the waves. The
Captain’s hat is floating just on the edge of the deck light’s
rays. She shrugs, takes up his jacket to warm her and turns to
begin her plan.

At the back of the deck, Colette finds
the door to the lower decks and unlocks it.

Before her is the majesty and mystery
of the lower decks, its dreary lighting taking up only when she
opens the door. The bulbs light in sequence, slowly unfolding the
deep hall to display all its secrets, just waiting to be taken.
Though the situation is dire, Colette is certain there must be some
way to victory below- there must be something she can use. If not,
it will at least be a perfect hiding place. Colette steps in,
closing the door behind her.

The dreary sepia seems to shift about
in the lower decks, as if the color itself is moving. She’s certain
that whatever’s down here is definitely worth hiding. “Captain, you
dog,” she says to herself, passing sets of doors that she cares not
to count. She passes on another group of doors, but just as she
does, a voice emerges.

“Ahh, Colette, is that you?”
A voice comes out, gravelly, refined, withheld.

“C-Captain?!” Colette turns
for the door, its port-hole misted.

“Yes, it’s me- I do say, it
appears as though I’ve locked myself into this horrid room. It only
opens from the outside, you see, unless you have a key. Would you
be so kind as to just turn that latch for me?”

Colette raises a brow at the voice that
sounds so much like The Captain’s, but something’s strange, the
figure through the port hole looks… wrong, somehow- like the
painting of an amateur. “I’m not sure,” She says.

“Oh, but Colette, there’s
simply no reason not to reach out and turn the knob! You’d be
releasing your beloved, intelligent, witty Captain that’s actually
a horrible monster that imprisons the innocent on a regular basis.
Of course, I’d never do that to you, Colette. You’re my finest
apprentice!”

Colette turns away from the door. “Good
night,” she says, sparing not another glance at the disturbingly
“almost” figure in the porthole.

“You’ll regret this,
Colette. C-crack!”
The mysterious person says, attempting to emulate the cracking of
The Captain’s knuckles with its voice. Colette continues down the
hall, seeing that all the doors are closed, save the one at the end
of the hallway. The door opens by itself. She pauses a moment, and
then steps up to the open door to peer inside.

“Hello there,” a voice says
from below. This is not anywhere near The Captain’s voice, it is
almost friendly.

“Hi,” Colette
says.

“Who might you be?” The
disarming, though full voice says.

“Who’s asking?”

“A friend. Though I doubt
you’d see me as such if you were to come in here.”

Colette draws back. “Um.
Okay.”

“I’ve watched your exploits,
you’re making quite a name for yourself.”

“I thought you were asking
who I was.”

The voice squeals in otherworldly
laughter. “Oh, my bad. I actually already knew who you were, I just
felt like an introduction was the polite thing to do.”

“Okay, then who am I?”
Colette asks, wearily staring down into the blackness - she can
just barely see something writing down there… but she can’t quite
comprehend it. As curious as she is, there’s such a massive
foreboding to the idea alone of going in that room to turn on the
lights, she really doesn’t want to know. For once, her curiosity is
overcome by her sense of dread.

“Colette Ketiere. The
Captain’s apprentice.”

She freezes. “But we’ve never
met.”

“Oh, no we haven’t. But I
have been watching you. You’re a fantastic shot, you
know.”

“How were you watching me?”
She tenses, and reflexively reaches for her gun, only to notice
that it’s not there.

The voice scoffs. “Well, I can see, eh,
more like feel everything going on in the ship. So this is actually
the first time I can see you with my eyes.”

“Alright then,” Colette
says, already quite tired with this profoundly-creepy character.
“Who are you?”

There’s a faint gurgling sound coming
from the darkness. “Well, I’m glad you care! I’m Kotherrhre, the
propulsion system!” Kotherrhre says with some form of glee,
sounding more like roaring to Colette.

“Wh-w… Okay. So you like,
propel the ship?” A terrified Colette asks, now seriously
considering going back to the surface and just going to find
someone to wake up.

“That’s right!”

“How do you do
that?”

“With my limbs!”

Colette stares on, trying
her best to imagine what twisted abomination she’s talking to.
“Great… Look, I’d
love to talk bu-”

“Oh, I know. You’re quite
busy with the eldritch parasite and poor little Grancis, just doing
her best.”

Colette’s gaze widens. “You know about
that?!”

“I already told you I can
feel everything going on in or around the ship- when The Captain
charts a course, I feel where he’s going, when he turns to move the
ship, I respond. It’s quite a fun job, though I’m technically a
slave- could be worse I guess.”

“A slave… It could be worse
for you though?” She asks.

It chuckles. “Oh, sweetie, from where
I’m from, it can always be worse.”

“I’m sure. Now maybe could
you… I dunno, help me with this?”

“No can do, sweetums. I’ve
been expressly ordered not to mettle in non-sailing, non-Captainly
affairs. I can tell you right now The Captain is having a fantastic
night in comparison to what you’re going through.”

“Yeah? Where’s
he?”

“Underwater,” Kotherrhre
says plainly.

An eldritch chill runs down her spine.
“But he’s alive?”

“Oh, of course he’s alive!
He’s The Captain!”

“Well good,” Colette turns
to leave, “Thanks for nothing, I guess.”

“Ahh, come on! I’m helpful!
Okay, ready? The parasite copies not only Grancis’ memories of you,
but her subconscious
expectations. That said, it’s a copy better
than the real thing to your friend. Very few people can see through
the guise, so you’ll need to persuade her some other way,
perhaps.”

Colette hums. “Yeah, okay,
tha-”

“And another thing:
hide.”

Colette squints. “What?”

“Hide; Your executioner’s
coming!”

Colette stumbles about as she peers
across the hall to see the entry latch turning. “Hide
where?!”

“In here, with
me!”

“No way!”

Kotherrhre gurgles pitifully. “Oh, well
fine, in here,” it says, opening a door labeled “shipping records”
to her side. Colette jumps in and it closes silently behind her
just as Grancis opens the heavy latch and points her gun downward.
Colette finds herself in a room of shelves, all stuffed with books.
Getting to a hidden spot, she listens for movement. A moment passes
that eases her into a sense of safety and then takes up a book to
inspect it.

“Huh,” she mutters to
herself as she reads the title, “Ledger? For what?” It’s marked by
the year as well, using O.E.L. time. Colette opens the ledger to a
random page and looks in. Within are names upon names that she
doesn’t recognize. She closes the book and picks out one she
recognizes, this year’s. Uncertain, she searches for her own name.
Musingly, she flips through the thick book containing the A-C
souls. She doesn’t find herself, but she does realize that the
names are sorted by the last name. So she replaces the A-C volume
for this year, and takes up the J-N volume. She flips through a bit
more looking for her name, but is interrupted. She hears a sound in
the hallway- the turning of a knob. Initially Colette smirks,
realizing her hunter has not picked up the sound of her going into
the ledger room, but if it’s the eldritch coming for her, it’d be
sharper. Colette hears a scream: it’s Grancis.

Colette bursts from the room and looks
down the hall, Grancis was foolish enough to open that door for the
whatever on the other side. Paper-white hands pull a screaming
Grancis in, all six of her shots doing nothing to whatever is
taking her. Colette rushes forward.

“FINALLY!” the voice, now
quite less Captainly, and much more evil, exclaims in victory.
“NOW, AFTER I’VE GROWN FULL ON YOUR BLOOD, I WILL GROW EVER FULLER
AS I TAKE MY VENGEANCE ON THE CREW AND THAT ACCURSED CAPTAIN! I
HAVE UNTIL HE FINDS ME, AND I WILL MAKE SURE THAT MY FEW MOMENTS
WILL BE SPENT CHEWING, TEARING, AND FEASTING! I DON’T CARE WHAT
HE’LL DO TO ME! NOW TELL ME, ARE YOU SCARED?” The voice’s owner
screams on and on, enjoying every moment of control it has over
Grancis, who’s screaming incomprehensibly. Colette gets to the side
of the door, just out of their sight and thinks it over.

She is wearing The Captain’s jacket… and
she does have a
fully bandaged hand. She takes a deep breath; it’s a huge stretch,
but it’s all she’s got. She eases her bandaged hand past the edge
of the door and takes a deep breath. “Well,” she coos in a
Captainly tone.

The owner of the voice, and the sounds
of struggle instantly cease. Whatever it is, it gasps in
blood-curdling terror. “I… H-hello, Captain!”

“Did you really think I’d
simply send someone down here for you to play with? Release
her!”

The unknown something growls. “Or
what?!”

“Or I’ll be very angry- do
you remember what happened the… last time I was angry?” Colette says,
pulling words out as she goes along.

“… P-please? Can’t I just, I
don’t know… take her arm? Humans don’t need both!”

“No, you may not harm even a
hair on Miss Vereyrty’s head.”

The something sighs. “As you wish…
Captain,” the beast says. Colette hears a shocked Grancis run out
from the room and shut the door behind her, locking it
back.

Grancis takes a breath and
looks over her savior. Her face of horror melts into one of
confusion. “Co-wh… Hold it!” Grancis snaps up her gun and takes
aim. Colette just crosses her arms. “Okay, eldritch!
Now I have you!” Grancis
exclaims.

Colette shrugs. “Okay,
Gran, shoot me.”

“Huh?” The voice from behind
the door mutters.

*click* Grancis draws back in
disbelief. “Empty?!”

“You shot all six bullets,
dumbass- now do
you believe it’s me?” Colette asks with an intense expression mixed
with a self-assured smirk.

The voice behind the door screams in
rage. “You’re not The Captain! I’ll get my reven-” the owner begins
bashing on the door helplessly as the two ladies ignore
it.

Grancis huffs. “No! You were
just doing that to trick me! No,
so you could eat my soul instead!”

“I swear, Gran, what’s it
going to take?”

“I-I… Nothing!” Grancis
says, slowly reloading her pistol amidst her tremors.

“Oh yeah?” Colette’s
expression becomes indignant.

Grancis finishes reloading a single
shot. “Yeah!”

“Fine!” Colette spreads her
arms and stands still- a determined gaze pointed at
Grancis.

“Shoot that traitorous
bitch!” The voice from behind the door commands Grancis- again
promptly ignored by both of them.

Grancis points the gun right at
Colette, and they both pause- they look into each other’s eyes. The
sounds of machinery below, provide the backdrop for their silence,
and Grancis lowers the revolver.

“Please,” she says. “Why do
you have to make this so hard?”

Colette sighs in relief. “I knew it,
not even you’re that stupid. There’d be nothing the eldritch could
gain by allowing you to kill it, huh?”

Grancis looks to the side, “I suppose-
but how could I possibly believe you’re the real one, and not the
fake? The other Colette knows everything about me.”

Colette scoffs in response
as she continues to stand ready for movement. “You kidding me? Your
favorite color’s… like… Grey, right? You also love bugs- I never did get that about
you.” Grancis’ expression is confused as she attempt to parse some
meaning out of how both Colettes know her, but this one’s
recollection is fuzzy. She turns away and starts down the hall.
“Uh, Gran?” Colette asks. “You believe me, right?” She tenses as
Grancis gains distance between the two of them- if she turned and
started shooting in this hallway, Colette would be forced to choose
a door, and if it were a locked one- she’s unsure she’d have time
to move. “Gran? Response please?”

“I need-” Grancis takes a
breath, “I need a moment- look, just go. I’ll decide soon enough,”
Grancis says, gesturing with her gun hand for Colette to go past
her through the hall and leave.

Colette takes a breath and
starts past Grancis. “Alright. Just don’t decide to shoot
me, aight? Also, you have
bad taste in doors- work on that.”

“You have terrible taste in doors!” The owner of the voice behind
the door screams again and enters another vicious fury against its
prison door.

Colette passes by and up the steps, out
from the lower deck to the outside. She steps out, closes the door,
and just as she does, a large phial is slung down from the second
floor. Colette catches the glint just in time and leaps out of the
way. The phial strikes the ground and breaks, igniting into a
chemical fire. Colette looks up to see her assailant, but they’re
already gone. Her gaze narrows- the other Colette is taking matters
into her own hands.

She’ll need help.

Colette inches across the chemical fire
just in case the other Colette was trying to herd her somewhere and
then, turning the corner, wonders who she should wake up.
Dunklestein would be a strong pick, and with his nose he’d likely
know it’s her- but that’d risk awakening the whole crew. If even
one person disagreed it could become a huge fight- no, it’s better
to choose someone that’s not sleeping in the main cabin. Her
expression sours, there’s only one person she can turn to. She
approaches the kitchen and enters without knocking. Before her is
the titanic lobster chef, the one we all love, Boris. He’s gurgling
out bubbles in his sleep, leaving an overwhelming pile of salty
saliva on the metal kitchen floor, Colette winces, and
whispers.

“Yo,
Boris!”

Nothing.

Colette sighs, nods to
herself as if she were expecting this kind of outcome, and starts
stepping through the saliva. She gets up to Boris, and whispers
again. “Boris!”

Nothing.

Colette delivers a sharp kick into
Boris’ shell, producing a sound one could only properly describe as
concerning.

Still nothing.

She shrugs, looks about and then snaps
her fingers. She steps away and clears her throat. “Man, I’d sure
hate to get cooked and eaten alive today.” Instantly she hears a
sharp inhale.

“DID SOMEONE BE OF THE
SAYING OF BEING OF THE COOKED AND THE EATING OF THE ALIVE?! I MUST
BE OF THE COUNTING IN! BORIS NUMBER ONE OF CHEFS!” Suddenly the
kitchen illuminates to life like a gameshow stage, Boris raising
his human-sized claws and snapping in celebration. “WHO SHALL BE OF
THE COOKED AND THE EATING OF THE ALIVE THIS DAY?” He turns around
and spots Colette. “OH! CAPTAIN APPRENTICE MEAT!”

“Heya, Boris.”

“WAS IT YOU THAT WAS WANTING
TO BE OF THE GETTING EATEN? BORIS IS LOVING OF THE EATING OF THE
MEAT!”

She shrugs. “Wasn’t me- must’ve been
some other Colette on the ship.”

Boris’ black stalk-like eyes
knock into themselves as he smashes a table in disbelief. “THERE
ARE THE BEING OF TWO APPRENTICE
MEATS?!”

She puts her hands in the pockets of
The Captain’s coat. “Yeah, saw her running around the second floor
looking for someone to eat her.”

Boris smashes his claws into his face
like an embarrassed schoolgirl. “THIS IS OF BEING THE DREAM COMING
TRUE! THE CAPTAIN IS NOT OF THE NEEDING FOR TWO APPRENTICE MEATS,
AND THE OTHER WANTS TO BE OF THE GETTING EATEN! THE CREW WILL BE OF
THE HAPPY FOR BREAKFAST THIS DAY!”

Even though it’s going as planned,
Colette can’t help but feel a little nervous about Boris being so
excited about devouring an exact physical copy of herself. “Y-yeah!
Let’s go get that Colette and cook her right up!” She says with a
put-on smile.

Boris gurgles out a stream of salty,
food-covered bubbles in a euphoria of cooking excitement. “THIS IS
JUST AS I WAS OF THE DREAMING! A MEAT WOULD HELP ME HUNT ANOTHER
MEAT JUST LIKE THE HELPING MEAT! THIS IS THE DAY OF THE BEST OF MY
LIFE!” Boris says, grabbing his prized cleaver and ensuring that
it’s sparkling clean.

Colette forces a wider grin.
“Yeah! Definitely! Let’s go get… me, Boris!”

At that, Boris smashes out of the
kitchen with Colette close behind. “IT IS TIME OF THE INGREDIENT
FINDING!” Boris shouts, scanning out the deck for the other
Colette. He only needs to twitch his lance-sized whiskers a single
time before he gets a reading. “I AM FEELING OF THE MOVEMENT! A
DELICIOUS HUMAN FLESH WITH ALL THE FLESH THERE BEING. BE OF THE
HOPPING ON, APPRENTICE FLESH! BORIS WILL BE OF THE
FINDING!”

“Eh, sure!” Colette hops
onto Boris’ back and holds on by the whiskers. Colette suddenly
goes from zero to Boris kilometers per hour as Boris leaps up to
the second deck and dashes down the first Colette in only ten
seconds time- She’s now even more glad that Boris is on her side-
she couldn’t rightly imagine what it would feel like to be hunted
down by a half-ton lobster that moves faster than a horse. The
other Colette is immediately in view, toting around more chemicals
from the medical bay that Estradia apparently doubles as a
laboratory. “There, Boris!” The riding Colette points
out.

“I WILL BE OF THE CATCHING!”
Boris flies forward to the first Colette, whose eyes are wide with
disbelief. In the last second she bolts off the railing to the
lower deck, and starts dashing around the corner.

“Get it!” Colette commands
to her valiant red steed.

“IT? I THOUGHT THE MEAT WAS BEING OF THE SHE!”

Colette sighs. “Yes!
She! Get
Colette!”

Boris nods, almost slinging the riding
Colette off of his head and into the ocean. “LET’S BE OF THE GOING,
THEN!” Boris leaps off to the first deck and turns around. The
hunted Colette just turns to look behind her and continues running.
She tosses several chemical bombs in Boris’ face, each one
exploding in a vicious fire. “NO, APPRENTICE MEAT! I AM SUPPOSED TO
BE OF THE SPICING YOU! NOT OF THE OTHER WAY AROUND!” Boris says as
he corners the first Colette at the tip of the Nocturna’s deck.
Boris snaps his claws and brandishes his over-sized cleaver in joy
as he steps forward to apprehend the other Colette. She looks
about, and spots something climbing out of the water just in time
to save her skin.

“Captain!” She
shouts.

Boris and the Colette riding her look
behind them to spot a wet, unclothed Captain, having just recovered
an unconscious Dr. Estradia from the water. “Why, hello there, you
tw… three? Why are there three of you?”

The cornered Colette speaks up first.
“Captain! These two are trying to kill me! The Colette on top of
Boris is a fake! An eldritch parasite!”

The Captain sets Estradia to the side
of the ship and turns back- though the only thing still on him are
his glasses and of course his bandages, he looks terribly official
as he adjusts them. “Ahh! One of those degenerate parasites
engaging in degenerate activity. Might this be true, Colette riding
Boris?”

She shakes her head. “No! It’s
her!”

The Captain steps forward, both hands
behind his back, and then looks over both Colettes.

“Excuse me, Colette riding
Boris.”

She smirks sheepishly.
“Y-yeah?”

“Why is it that you’re
wearing my jacket?”

She takes it off and hands it to him.
“I found it on the ship, I was cold.”

The Captain nods, looks over to the
cornered Colette and then they both share a smirk. Slowly, the
riding Colette’s features turn from uncertainty, to horror- she
gets it now.

“Hmm, yes,” The Captain
says, cracking his knuckles, “the real Colette is obvious. Boris,
you’ve made a terrible mistake.”

Boris nods his head to the side in
wonder. “I WAS MAKING OF THE MISTAKING?”

“That’s right, Boris. The
Colette riding you is the fake. Please retrieve her.”

The riding Colette cringes in terror.
“N-no! Boris! Do-”

“DO I STILL GET TO BE OF THE
COOKING AND EATING OF THIS
APPRENTICE FLESH?”

The Captain nods. “If that
is what pleases you- I’m certain the crew will be simply
thrilled to take a bite
out of her.”

Colette’s jaw drops and she
looks back down to Boris. “Look, Boris! I was the one who came and got
you! There’s no way that the fake would have brought someone else
into it, right?… Right?”

“COLETTE FLESH,” Boris
says.

The Colette riding him takes
a deep breath, as the other Colette grins wickedly.
“Y-yes?”

“WOULD YOU BE OF THE
PREFERRING OF THE FRYING, THE BAKING, OR THE SOUPING?”

“Boris, please! You’re all I have right
now!”

“THERE’S MANY OF THE WAYS TO
BE PREPARING OF THE DELICIOUS HUMAN- NOW BE OF THE CHOOSING LEST I
START OF THE CUTTING!”

She loses her breath as, with a single
blink-fast movement, Boris reaches up and grabs her with his free
claw. “B-Boris! Don’t! I’m not the eldritch!”

“OF COURSE
YOU’RE NOT OF THE ELDRITCHING!” Boris says between a gurgling chuckle.

“Then why are you about to kill
me?!”

“I WAS BEING OF THE
SARCASTIC, ELDRITCHING COLETTE. THE REAL COLETTE TAUGHT ME THAT,
DIDN’T YOU, COLETTE OF THE REAL?”

The first Colette, laxing now on the
railing, nods. “Eh, sure! Yeah.”

The captured Colette’s gaze
widens. Not only does she understand the situation now, she also
knows the solution. “The eldritch parasite’s based on the thoughts
of the single person they spawn out of… so that means the person they spawned from
couldn’t possibly tell them apart from the real one,” she mutters
to herself.

“WHAT ARE YOU OF THE SAYING,
PARASITE COLETTE?” Boris asks.

“Of course, if the person
the parasite came from didn’t know about something, the
parasite wouldn’t either!” Colette, secure in Boris’ single claw, brushes her face
against his cleaver to make eye contact with the other Colette.
“Hey! Colette!”

The other Colette smiles as Grancis
turns the corner from the lower decks. “Yeah?” she asks with a
cock-sure grin.

“What’s The Captain’s
favorite drink?!” The captured Colette exclaims, asking a question,
not even she knows the answer to, but she knows someone here that
does.







Chapter 8: What is The
Captain’s Favorite Drink?

The Captain scoffs. “What a
simple question! Colette,” he says, encouraging her to
speak.

The other Colette, just a second ago
relaxed and victorious, flinches as she thinks. “Uh,” she looks
aside. “C-coffee?”

The Captain nods, “That’s right! See?
As real as she can b-”

“BUT CAPTAIN, THAT IS NOT OF
THE RIGHT,” Boris says.

Both The Captain and the
other Colette flinch. The Captain crosses his arms. “Oh? Could it
be you’d be so presumptuous as to tell me what my favorite beverage is?”

“CAPTAIN, I AM OF THE
KNOWING THAT YOU ARE OF THE LOVING OF MANY OF THE BEVERAGES, BUT I
AM ALSO OF THE KNOWING THAT ALL YOU ARE OF THE TALKING ABOUT IS THE
SCOTCH OF THE DUGAL’S. YOU ARE OF THE CARRYING OF A FLASK ALL OF
THE DAY IN YOUR POCKET OF THE LEFT.” Boris says this as Grancis
comes up from behind, her gun full of bullets as she notches into a
hidden corner. She doesn’t make herself known, as she wants to make
her final judgments without them being alert to her.

The Captain shrugs.
“Oh, Boris, you
foolish crustacean… thing, you!
”

“NO… I AM OF THE SURE- YOU
ARE OF THE GOING OUT OF YOUR WAY TO TELL ME HOW MUCH YOU ARE LOVING
OF THE DUGAL’S SCOTCH. YOU MUST BE OF THE FAKE CAPTAIN AS
WELL!”

The Captain scoffs.
“Boris, pleeease! It just so happens that I changed my favorite drink as of
late. If you were really
the real Boris, you’d know that!”

Boris clears his throat.
“Oh~ I’m the Captain~ My my~ Do I love
Dugal’s scotch! Boris, Make sure I’m served scotch at least one
meal a day, and it must be Dugal’s! That oaky flavor, those subtle
notes, surely this is a drink a captain can enjoy for all his years
sailing!~ Don’t you dare be a degenerate, Boris, and serve me my
Dugal’s!~” Boris said all of this with the
most horrifically-accurate mockery of The Captain’s voice ever
heard by human ears. Everyone’s frozen in shock.

“M-my,” The Captain says,
drawn back. “You’re certainly quite… good at impersonations, aren’t you,
Boris?”

Boris gurgles in thought, and then
answers. “YOU ARE BOTH OF THE FAKING,” he places Colette back upon
his head, and sharpens his crustacean gaze upon the two at the
point of the ship. “THE CAPTAIN WOULD NOT BE OF THE SURPRISING THAT
I AM GOOD OF THE IMPERSONATING.”

The other Colette presses against the
railing of the ship with The Captain. “N-now hey, Boris! You can’t
hate us for being a little forgetful! Don’t be hasty with
this!”

“NO, I AM OF THE CERTAIN,
YOU MUST BE OF THE FAKES, BOTH OF YOU!”

“Absolutely not!” The
Captain cries. “Look over there, do you not see Doctor Estradia
there? Would an eldritch pull its own victim from the waves? I
think not!”

“Oh?” The first Colette coos
with a suspicious look to The Captain. “Are you so sure one
wouldn’t?”

“Eh, yeah,” The Colette on
top of Boris says, “I know for sure
you’re not The Captain.” She’s spotted Grancis in
the corner, so she knows she’s listening; it’s a stretch, but it’s
worth a try.

The Captain focuses his gaze and
re-buttons his jacket. “Oh? Why’s that?”

The Colette riding Boris
grins, “Because a true captain never
appears undressed!” She says.

Grancis, still behind cover, gasps-
she’d also read the note left by the true Captain.

The Captain shrugs. “Now,
fake Colette, be reasonable.
Be honest with yourself, what does that phrase
even mea-”

*BANG*

A gaping hole appears in The
Captain’s head, spewing out grey, eldritch blood.
“Y-you!” He, or
better yet, it, falls to the ground and crawls into the ocean, where it sinks
down harmlessly.

Everyone looks to where the shot rang
out, it was Grancis, standing out obviously from the corner. “I
have five more for the Colette that lied to me,” she says,
approaching, “state your cases!”

The two Colettes look to one another,
and the second Colette, the one that was riding Boris is waved down
by Grancis to hop off and join the first Colette.

“Alright, Gran,” the first
says, “What do you want us to tell you?” she says, gaining a scoff
from the second Colette.

Grancis takes a deep breath. “What do I
mean to you?”

The second Colette sighs.
“Okay, look, Gran. We’ve known each other a long time. You helped me fish, and
then once you got kidnapped by the overlord, I had to come get you-
you’ve been my friend for years, and my companion on our quest for
a few months now. I know you can’t know it’s me, because the
parasite knows your memories better than I do. But seriously, if
you shoot me, fuck you.”

Grancis flinches. “What?!”

“Yeah, seriously. How dumb
could you be? I mean, what do you want me to say? ‘Thanks for
helping me but not really because you shot me in the face and
replaced me with a godsdamn parasite?’ Really, Gran. I thought you
knew me better than this like we had something deeper.”

“I thought the same! But I
bet you don’t even know my middle name!” She shouts to the second
Colette.

The first Colette begins
sweating.

The second Colette sighs. “Uh…
Samir?”

Grancis sighs.
“No! It’s
Samar!”

“I knew that,” the first
Colette chimes in.

“Okay, so tell me this,”
Grancis says, to the second Colette, “Why did you bring me along if
you didn’t care about me?”

The second Colette shakes
her head. “Are you kidding me?! I super care about you! I’m just
under a lot of stress. Don’t you think it’s sort of stupid to
expect me to remember all your stupid little facts when I’m trying
to kill an overlord? I mean, damn, sister!”

Grancis starts tearing up. “I guess… I
don’t know… I guess I just thought you cared more.”

“I do! But like, our
friendship is important, but do you actually think I wouldn’t let you die
for the sake of the village? Do you have any perspective?” The second Colette
snaps.

Grancis holds down a sob. “Okay, I’ve
heard enough… Now you,” she says, pointing the gun at the first
Colette.

The first Colette grins, her
eyes wide, and honest, and friendly. “Gran, I’ve known you since we
were kids. I remembered all the times we’d play together and sat
around in class- you’d always help me with my practical jokes. That
meant a lot to me. When you were kidnapped those months ago I
couldn’t help myself. I had to go and get you back- and I did! Did
that mean anything to you? No, I’m sorry. Grancis
Samar Vereyrty, you’re my
best friend. I’d do anything
for you. You’re the most special person in my
life- I don’t have anyone else. I couldn’t ever imagine betraying
you, because there’s no one in all the Omniverse that I care about
more than y-”

*BANG*

The first Colette, the one with the
needle wound in her eye, finds a bullet through her head, grey
blood spraying out as it takes its true, crawling form.

Grancis takes a deep breath.
“Nice try, but now I know that the real Colette would kill me on
a dime if it meant
getting revenge on the man that hurt her pride!”

The eldritch parasite gurgles out a
curse as it attempts to crawl into the water.

*BANG*

*BANG*

*BANG*

…*BANG*

The writhing parasite coughs up its
last spit of shifting, acrid blood, and the other Colette kicks it
off into the water. Grancis puts away her gun, and comes forward
with a bland gaze. A disappointed Boris steps back as Colette and
Grancis look at one another.

“Is that really how you knew
I was the real one?” Colette asks.

Grancis nods. “Yeah. I thought we… we
were better friends than we are, I guess.”

There’s an awkward silence, because
even though they find themselves victorious, they feel like the
only way they came to their win was by learning more about each
other than they’d have liked. “Sorry, Grancis- I’ve been a bad
friend, but I still think that it wasn’t reasonable of you to
assume I’d know all that, or remember everything
perfectly.”

Grancis sighs, and hugs her friend.
“It’s okay if you’d kill me- I’d let you,” she says, wiping her
tears with Colette’s shoulder. Neither have anything else to say,
but Colette embraces Grancis in return and the two just stand there
a moment in front of Boris, who still has a blazing chemical fire
on his face.

“WELL, I AM GLAD YOU TWO ARE
BEING OF THE FRIENDSHIP, BUT WHAT AM I TO BE DOING OF THE
FOOD?”

Grancis sighs with humor. “I don’t
know, Boris.”

Boris spits out a quart of brackish
water. “THIS IS OF THE OKAY. I’LL SIMPLY BE FINDING OF THE
SOMETHING ELSE TO BE OF THE BREAKFAST MAKING. WOULD YOU TWO LIKE TO
BE OF THE FISHING FOR ME?” Boris says.

“It’s still pitch black
out,” Colette says.

“THAT IS JUST OF THE MEANING
THAT THE FISHES ARE OF THE BIGGER, AND MORE FUN!”

Colette and Grancis exchange gazes for
a moment, and approve jointly. Boris gives them some rods, holy
water, and large knives, and they cast their lines.







Chapter 9: Falling Action,
and The Captain’s Glorious Return

They’re quiet for a bit, and then
Colette turns to look at Grancis. “So, yeah.”

Grancis glances over for only a second.
“Yeah?”

“Do I really seem
that… different, to you?” Colette asks.

“Different how?” Grancis
asks in a plain, almost disinterested voice.

“Like, now, versus when we
started out?”

“I suppose, I just saw you
and I as best friends. Well, I suppose we are still, but I thought
that… No, honestly I should have guessed- your goal of becoming
powerful is more important than anything to you. You’re dead set
on… avenging your mom- right?”

Colette looks away hearing this and she
takes a deep breath. Slowly, she comes to a nod. “You’re right, I
think. It pains me to say it… it sucks, it really does, but I think
I want revenge for you, and my mom, and everyone- I’m willing to
give up a lot for that, everything, even.”

Grancis nods. “Well, I hope you get
what you want Colette. I’ll still be your friend. I’m glad you have
something to believe in,” she says, nudging her friend with her
elbow.

Colette smiles, and nudges Grancis
back. “What do you believe in, Gran?”

“You,” Grancis says, her
eyes focused on the water below.

Colette has nothing to say to that. She
returns to the awkwardness of staring into the ink-black water of
the ocean, and all of a sudden, both lines feel a tug.

“Wh- I got something!”
Colette stands up.

“Me too!” Grancis stands
with her. They both tug at the lines, but they can’t pull it
up.

“This is…
heavy!” Colette exclaims
through her teeth.

“AM I HEARING SOME
DIFFICULTY OF THE REELING?” Boris asks, smashing his head through
the kitchen doors.

“Sir, help!” Grancis says,
slowly losing her grip.

“I AM OF THE HELPING!” Boris
soars over and with a single lift of the arms, secures both rods
and tugs up with such force, the catch flies up and does a flip
onto the deck. Sopping wet, The Captain pulls himself to his feet,
and tears out the two hooks. Grancis and Colette instantly exchange
nervous glances and Grancis reaches for Colette’s
revolver.

“That’s quite an efficient
way to recover drowning sailors, Boris, we should consider
replacing life-savers with just a lot of fishing rods- we’ll never
lose another shipman.” The fully-clothed Captain says

Boris grunts in thought. “EH, CAPTAIN,
I AM THINKING THE MORE MEAT-HAVING SAILORS WOULD NOT BE
APPRECIATING OF THAT DECISION. BUT IF YOU’RE PLANNING UPON BEING OF
THE USING THEM FOR THE COOKING AFTERWARD, THEN YOU’RE TOTALLY
HAVING OF MY SUPPORT.”

“Oh, excellent. Nothing like a good hook
injury salted up by the sea to give one some moxie for the sailing
life. A few wounds would be good for a couple of the softer-skinned
sai-”

*BANG*

The Captain freezes and
feels his face. He’s been shot through- causing a stream of black
powder to pour out from the wound, much
more importantly the shot shattered his glasses. He turns around to look to the two girls and finds the
smoking gun in the hand of Colette. “It wasn’t really you who shot
me, was it, Colette?” He asks, peering over at a smiling
Grancis.

Colette smiles. “We just had to be
sure.”

The Captain sighs. “Very well- just
don’t do it again,” he says, pulling out another pair of glasses
along with his spare bandages. He fixes himself up and then steps
over to Dr. Estradia. “Good show, Doctor, now please get
up.”

“Uh,” Colette mutters, “You
know, he’s pretty out cold. That probably wo-”

The Captain slaps Dr. Estradia, and he
jolts awake. “N-no! The deep! The Cold! The Great Ones Below! We’re
all doomed, I tell you! All life is a game and they tire of
i-”

The Captain delivers another
authoritative slap to the doctor. “Cooperate, Doctor, or I’ll have it in my mind to
interrogate some sense in-.”

The second Dr. Estradia hears the word
“interrogate” exit The Captain, he brightens up and gains instant
sobriety. “S-sorry, Captain! Yes, sir!” Estradia makes a rigid
salute in loyal response.

“Excellent,” The Captain
nods, “I’m glad you seem obedient now, but that does not excuse
your previous behavior.”

Estradia’s black eel eyes widen.
“C-c-Captain! I was possessed!”

The Captain leans forward.
“And whose fault
was it getting possessed?”

Estradia shakes his head in disbelief
with an expression of pure dumbfoundedry. “That’s
rediculo-”

“Off to the brig with you!”
Captain commands.

“Captain- I-”

“You have the keys to the
brig as well, Doctor Estradia. I’ll trust you to let yourself in
and give yourself a considerable time out.”

Estradia clenches his slimy
fists. “Captain, you’re total-”

“Say hello to Mister Jim
Masthaven for me, won’t you?” The Captain asks, weighing the
entirety of his heavy gaze onto Estradia.

The long eel-man sighs and
after a moment, nods. “Yes sir.” Estradia walks off with a
defeated trot, and then The Captain turns to the two
ladies.

“I appreciate your fishing
me up- but that will not lax you from your duties, understand?
Breakfast will still be at the scheduled time, and Colette, your
marksmanship training begins right after. Understood?”

Grancis salutes and Colette instantly
looks indignant. “Yes si-”

“What? So you’re not even
going to explain what the hell happened?”

“Watch your language, little
bagel.”

“Watch your
face, Saltass! I almost
died a dozen times tonight! I’m owed an explanation!”

Grancis freezes and Boris conveniently
returns to the kitchen as Colette and The Captain stare each other
down. The Captain sighs and shrugs. “Very well. Only for you, my
graceful muffin. Come along, then.” He gestures up the two of them,
and takes them to his study. He naturally reaches into his pocket,
and fishes around, then checks his other pockets. “Oh my… It seems
I’ve misplaced my all-important key.”

Colette cringes. “Eh, about
that. The fake Captain asked for his coat back, and the key was in there too.
Sorry, Salt, I guess I-” She stops herself, seeing The Captain
reach through his bandages, into his black amalgamation of sand,
and pull out another key. “Okay, that’s one way to do it,” she says
bluntly.

“Very good… Hmm, so I
suppose since you had the key on your person for some amount of
time, you’ve likely been to the lower decks.”

“Uh,” Colette takes a
breath. “Yeah, to hide from someone
who was trying to kill me.” She says this looking
over to Grancis, who promptly averts her gaze.

The Captain shrugs and then approaches
the door to unlock it. “Well I’ve been expecting to take you down
there sometime soon anyway- did you see anything of
interest?”

Colette smiles. “Nope!”

The Captain scoffs. “I suppose you
didn’t lock the door behind you either?”

Colette looks to Grancis. “I did,”
Grancis says.

“Ahh, so you were down there
as well?” The key turns, and The Captain’s study unfolds before
them- a toasty, hospitable gust of air flowing out from
inside.

Grancis nods. “Yeah, sorry.”

“Did you see anything of
interest?”

Grancis smiles having just received a
strikingly vindictive- expression from Colette. “No! Nothing at
all!”

The Captain scoffs again and directs
the two of them to chairs as he pours a trio of drinks and hands
them out before he takes his own seat in the dark room, the only
thing truly visible is the spare meter from oneself and the scant
light coming from the deck lights that reflect off of The Captain’s
spectacles.

“A little dark in here,
don’t you think?” Grancis asks before she sniffs her
drink.

The Captain throws one leg over the
other and takes a deep sip from his glass of clear liquid before
responding. “Oh? I’m quite a fan of the dark. I can see everything,
but nothing sees me. Now, what do you want to know?”

Grancis and Colette somehow
feel a chill in the warm room. Colette sighs. “Okay, Captain, just
what happened tonight?”

The Captain hums as Grancis
takes a sip and then promptly coughs- she then drinks more.
“Wh-what is this?!” Grancis exclaims, “It’s like nothing I’ve tasted
before. It’s so… so strong!”

Colette looks over to The Captain with
a raised brow- The Captain scoffs. “Tequila.”

“What’s that? One of your
weird magic things?” Grancis asks, drinking fully from her glass.
Colette can barely hold down her laughter.

“You can think of it as
magic of some sort. Would you like some more?” The Captain asks, brandishing
the bottle to show Grancis.

She looks honored, but pensive. “But
how much is a dose?”

Colette snickers. “Gran, you
do know that
Tequila’s an-”

“You’ll know it’s working
when you stop feeling like garbage. Do you feel like garbage, Miss
Vereyrty?” The Captain asks over Colette.

Grancis squints an eye in thought.
“Well, not much, but it was really unique, thank you!”

Colette snorts and offers her glass to
Grancis. “I don’t feel like garbage at all, Gran- have
mine.”

Grancis hums a moment and then shrugs
as she takes the shot. “Alright, thanks! So is it this like a
potion or something?” Grancis asks concernedly.

Colette and The Captain exchange a
truly-moved glance; they both thought Grancis was sort of naive,
but not like this. “Why yes,” The Captain says, “Some souls even go
so far as to call it ‘liquid courage’.”

Grancis kicks back the glass with a
powerful gulp and she exhales with a sound of pure satisfaction.
“Wow! I think it’s working!” It just so happens that Grancis knows
precisely what it is she’s drinking.

Colette and The Captain exchange
another glance, both deciding this is the best thing to happen
today amidst all the craziness. “Now, you two were wondering what
happened tonight. I’ll gladly explain.”

Colette nods and Grancis practically
bangs her head through the air, a stupid grin on her lips and her
face reddening.

“So be it. The local great
seabeasts below knew about our passing through and decided to place
mind agents inside of some of our sailors, those less protected and
more prone to stress.”

Grancis abruptly shoves her empty glass
back at The Captain as she returns Colette’s. “More,
phhlease!”

“Oh, certainly!” The Captain
pours Grancis another shot. “Now, as I was saying, people had their
minds invaded- and as far as I know it was only seven
people.”

“S-seven?!” Colette asks.

“Seven,” he
responds.

“Not three?”

“I had a very busy night,
Colette. Only one parasite decided to simply kill its victim by
jumping in the water, the rest decided to stay dormant for the
right time that they could all hatch out of their host’s psyche,
devouring their brain and taking their place perfectly.”

Colette draws back. “So, you’re saying
that if you didn’t shove that needle in my eye-”

“Your brain would be gone in
the upcoming weeks. Exciting, yes, I know.”

“More pleaaase!” Grancis requests again,
showing The Captain her empty glass.

The Captain sighs and pours her
another. “Very well, Miss Vereyrty. I’m terribly sorry you’re
feeling so bad.”

“Kiddin’ me?!
This is awesome! I love
you so much, Colette!” Grancis says, taking
another swig and rubbing her brown head of hair against Colette’s
shoulder.

“Eh, I love you
too, Gran,” Colette says
with a smirk. She turns back to The Captain “Now, you were
saying.”

The Captain nods. “Of
course: I had to deal with the others, but your problem was unique.
Because the possessed Estradia, who was more developed in the parasite’s stages that
the majority of the others, had Grancis connect dreams, he secured
the power of your parasite. Remember, a parasite composes its
physical personality and memories based on the mind it was inside,
so it would make a version of Grancis so good, that you’d actually
pick the fake over the true Grancis, because the parasite
understands what you’d attribute to the real Grancis.”

“Yeah! Being
real!… It’s great!”
Grancis sputters, finishing her fourth glass of liquor and
sprawling out across her chair as she wraps her arms around
Colette.

“Being real
is great, Miss Vereyrty,
I’m glad you agree,” The Captain says, “So, because Grancis shared
the dream with you, the parasite had access to the memories of not
only one person,
but two. The
natural move? Make use of it! Instead of making a copy of Grancis,
something that it knew we would expect and be prepared for, it made
a copy of Colette, out from
Colette, based on the memories of Grancis… You
look as though you’re confused.”

Colette shakes her head. “So
let me get this straight, the parasite was so good, because it was
based on our conjoined knowledge of each other?”

“That’s correct, so if it
were only the two of you, there would be next to no way you could
have survived. Grancis would have almost certainly killed you if
your relationship hadn’t developed after it spawned. It can only use the
memories from someone while they’re in their head, so it had an old
copy, per se. Basically it was because you were a terrible person
to Grancis that Grancis finally figured it out, oh, and of course, Boris was integral
as well. By asking a question that you didn’t know, but knew
Boris would, you’d
navigate around the parasite’s knowledge and yours, using someone
else’s recollection in your favor. Quite smart, Miss
Ketiere.”

Colette nods. “Well, Boris is useful
too sometimes, I guess.”

“Yeah!… Boris!… He’s
great!” Grancis
says, now leaning almost entirely on Colette.

“So, the bandage with the
note? The fake Captain?”

The Captain nods. “Yes, Estradia,
commanded by his parasite, attacked me to buy the other one time.
If I was there I’d obviously know who was who, it was very lucky
for the parasite that Grancis was unconscious when it emerged- as
she also would have seen it come out. So I got in a rather
unpleasant altercation with Estradia, I purged him successfully,
but its other buddies all decided to spawn out as well. It would
blow their cover, but they all thought it would be best to get me
out of the way. I purged them all, but the real fun began when they
all took my form. Most were humorous caricatures of myself, yelling
about some random alcohol or something that wasn’t Dugal’s scotch-
but Estradia’s was shockingly accurate, still missed my failsafe
Dugal’s plan though.”

Colette squints as Grancis whispers
sweet nothings into her ear. “Wait, aren’t you and Estradia like,
friends? Don’t you know each other? How would he not know that
about you?” Colette asks.

“I only told Boris just in
case this exact situation were to happen- this sort of stuff isn’t
all that uncommon out here, and it’s good to be prepared for
anything.”

Colette shrugs. “Okay, that makes
sense.”

The Captain nods. “Back to
the narrative: I fought with a bunch of other Captains as I dove in
and out recovering folks they just started piling their old hosts
into the water. The ‘ten second’ rule is generally considered
pretty on point during night time on the Eversea, but with all
these creatures below ready and waiting for us, it was more like
the ‘two second’ rule. It was quite strenuous, but I was successful
in retrieving everyone from the jaws of their hunters. Of course,
before I dove first, I needed someway to tell the others apart from
myself in case one would come back up and try to deceive you all
rather than kill you. So I took off a bit of my bandage during the
fight, a duo of them happened to be there and ambushed me, I lost
my key, but I left my note in the last moment. So I made sure to,
if not kill, at least undress
every other Captain. I applaud your insights in
choosing right. Truly, if it were me being a human, I would have
shot that Captain in the face right off, because bullets can’t kill
me, silly girl. Honestly that should have been the first thing you
thought of, Colette.”

“I didn’t have the gun,” she
says, petting a now resting Grancis on the head, “Grancis
did.”

“Well when she wakes up,
make certain she knows to just go ahead and shoot a Captain she
expects to be fake, just don’t hit the glasses- I don’t have many
pairs of those,” he says, readjusting his spectacles.

Colette nods. “Gotcha. Okay, that wraps
up pretty much everything, I guess,” she says.

“Glad to hear it, my
cupcake.”

Colette’s expression freezes, as if she
just thought of something. “Actually, I have one more
question.”

The Captain leans in. “Yes?”

“How did you know what
happened with us? I didn’t tell you any of that.” There’s a silence as
The Captain considers the question. “I mean,” Colette starts again,
“I don’t really think you’re an eldritch, of course, we already
shot you, but seriously, how did you know? We were with you the
whole time you returned to deck.”

The Captain puts his empty glass aside,
and indexes his fingers. “I guessed.”

“Bullshit.” She says
plainly.

“That’s all you’ll get from
me on this day, Miss Ketiere. I’d suggest you accept it as it is
and enjoy a good rest. Oh, and pick up Miss Vereyrty on your way
out- a Captain’s study is no place for a laxing cook’s
apprentice.”

Colette stares down The Captain, and
sighs. “Yeah, goodnight, Salt,” she says as she takes up Grancis
and holds her over the shoulder.

“Nighty night, my apple
strudel.”

Colette steps out from The Captain’s
quarters and takes Grancis down all the way back to the quarters.
Boris is up, singing about eating, and is making a ruckus as he
cooks up breakfast hours earlier than he should. After some
exertion, Colette reaches the quarters and opens the door,
everyone’s here, the machine sounds below are still whirring
calmingly, but she notices a couple of the sailors are dripping
wet. Colette smirks and sets Grancis into her bunk. She tucks her
in and then lays back in her own. It takes half an hour for the
adrenaline to fully die out, and she completely crashes. She
returned to her regular cycle of dreams, most of them revolving
around killing the overlord. Neither Colette, nor Grancis will be
up until midafternoon.

Elsewhere, the Captain returns to the
lower decks and he opens the door to the engine room.

“Good evening,” The Captain
says down into the writhing darkness.

Kotherrhre draws a gust of breath into
it. “Ahh, The prestigious Captain. How may I be of
assistance?”

“Do you have anything to
report?”

“Captain, why do you even
come down here? You already know everything that happened,”
Kotherrhre says with a blunt tone.

“Is it wrong to want to make
up a reason to visit a friend?” The Captain asks.

“ ‘Friend’,
now that’s funny coming from you. Do friends
imprison each other?”

“Maybe if the other friend
cared about the one enough.”

“Sure. So I’m guessing you
just want to hear it from my mouth?”

“Well, yes, but it’s also nice just seeing
you every now and again.”

Kotherrhre sighs. “Alright. Well
Colette found the shipping records, but you know that.”

“Indeed; what do you think
about that?”

Kotherrhre scoffs, sounding
like a splitting corpse. “Ahh,
you want my opinion on things- how lucky I am. She
didn’t figure it out, but she’s definitely curious, I bet she
assumes it’s all the people that have worked on the Nocturna, or
something.”

The Captain nods. “I suppose most
people would guess that if they were unaware as to the Nocturna’s
true purpose.”

“Mhmm, and Captain, I don’t
think she’s the one.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, she’s nuts enough,
you did that part perfectly, but she’s scared of eldritch- She
wouldn’t dive.”

“Well, such is the same with
most humans,” The Captain answers.

“Sure, but she took one look
at part of me and she almost bolted off. That Grancis girl on the
other hand…”

The Captain strokes his chin. “What
about her?”

“She’s got the head for it.
She looks down off the rim of the boat for hours and turns back
with a smile. She voluntarily looks for the sort of stuff the
others have nightmares of. She’s not crazy, but she’s loose,
Captain, very loose. I actually think she might be missing a few screws- Did
something happen to her? Like, before she got on the ship?
She acts like
she’s normal, but I know better.”

The Captain nods. “She’s had a few
interesting circumstances surround her that Colette was a prime
cause in. I think their friendship has had a considerable
development upon her capacity for stress.”

“Ahh, well anyway, if I were
you, I’d drop Colette, she just wants to figure out how to kill
someone, but Grancis… she could become something
real scary.”

“To be frank, I’ve been
keeping that in mind. They’re both showing considerable progress,
but I’ll admit, she was… shockingly willing to put a needle in the
eye of her friend.”

Kotherrhre laughs with an eldritch,
godless sound. “I noticed. You didn’t even tell her the easy way to
do it- you sly fox.”

“I wanted to see if she’d be
willing to do something that would cause considerable pain to her
friend. I’m confident that between the two of them, one will rise
up as the right one.”

“Agreed. I don’t say this
often, Captain, but you’re one shrewd bastard.”

“Language.” The Captain
points his finger in reprimand.

Kotherrhre scoffs.
“Sure. Anyway,
you’re doing a good job. I’m impressed a little more every
day.”

“You did a great job tonight
yourself,” The Captain says, reaching into his pocket and placing a
flask of some spirit down upon the stairs. “Please enjoy, you’ve
earned it.”

“Hey, thanks!” Kotherrhre
squeals in sunken glee, reaching out a tentacle and swiping the
flask in the blink of an eye.

“Well, I’ll see you
around, Engine,”
The Captain says, turning about to leave.

“Sure thing,
Captain,” Kotherrhre
says, also putting a sarcastic emphasis on the title. They both
share a laugh, and the door closes behind The Captain.
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