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In the Jack Straw tales, we offer the reader a noir experience. Yes, there is plenty of my signature adult fare, but it is woven into the larger tapestry of a life-threatening quest. Patterned after the great adventure movies of the 1950s, our hero prowls the backwaters of post-World War II, seeking his fortune in the seedy underbelly of expatriate life.

Before cell phones, jet aircraft, and political correctness the world was a simpler place and there were still hidden corners where adventure awaited those hardy enough to challenge fate and test their mettle against the unknown.  It was a time when the orient was filled with exotic ports of call, the South Sea islands beckoned unspoiled, vast herds of game roamed the African veldt, and cannibals and headhunters lurked in the dense green shroud of jungles.

If you like your action/adventure, spiced with a liberal dose of carnal pursuits, then the Jack Straw tales are for you. Join me as we leave behind our computer-driven technology and enter a life that was a little more raw and a lot more thrilling.

Enjoy! 
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This story takes place in the late 1940s, long before political correctness was a concept. I have tried to keep the speech true to the times. If words like jap, dyke, half-breed, or round eyes offend you, this is not the book for you. Having lived in those times, I can testify that such terms were not always meant to be hurtful and many who used such language were actually welcoming of cultural diversity. Not just as an abstract idea, but as men and women who rubbed up against it in their daily lives. 

I knew one man who made constant use of the terms slope and gook. This same individual carried his wounded oriental friend on his back for fifty miles through the jungle to a hospital.  When I was a young man, I spoke the N-word at times, it was in common usage around me. Yet I knelt on a Vietnam mountain top one terrible night screaming for a medic to save my black friend and praying to God for his life.  What comes out of a man’s mouth, is not always what is in his heart. 
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The Black Pearls

Chapter 1

The schooner Vassar rocked in the gentle swell, and we just naturally fell into the same rhythm. Malaane threw her hips up to meet mine and I drove into her while simultaneously caressing her supple breast by centering her nipple in my palm. God, she was an eager lover, always anxious for the next thrust. We were having our long, slow, languid morning fuck. It had become a ritual between us and was how we started our day.

Not hurried like our nighttime passions, when the rush to finish overpowered us both. Each of us caught up in a frenzy of the flesh. Vigorously chasing one climax after another. Ardently, heatedly, desperately, until exhaustion overtook us, and we slept. No, the mornings were different. We took our time, drawing out the pleasure and savoring the joy of intimacy and the exquisite thrill of penetration. Malaane moved against me with fervor, but also caution. Carefully and artfully prolonging my hardness. Ever testing the limits of my virility as she attempted to squeeze out just one more of her violent releases.

Life didn’t get much better. A tall ship, a tropical island, a light brown beauty sharing my bed, and a reef full of black pearls just waiting to be plucked.  Malaane was an enchanting Polynesian with a sensuous mouth, huge expressive eyes, and long, black, flowing hair.  She had been raised in an island culture that celebrated sex and the joys of the body and she loved to fuck more than anyone I knew.

I was right on the edge and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold it, so the next time that she came, I shot my load and rolled off.  Malaane was disappointed, but she is always disappointed when I finally give out.  Five or six orgasms should be enough for any woman to start the day

“Time to make some money,” I said as she took me in her mouth.

“You’re burning daylight. That’s a dead soldier and its resurrection is beyond even your considerable talents” I warned. She probably didn’t understand what I was saying, but I knew she’d figure it out for herself in short order.

“Ok, diver man. But tonight, you take care of me special!” she demanded, deciding that I was a lost cause and spitting my limp noodle out in disgust. 

As I said, Malaane was insatiable. I didn’t find Malaane, we kind of found each other.  I was waiting for a cargo in the Gilberts and didn’t want to spend another night alone in my cabin.  There are times, ever since my Rowena days, when I get morose and sick of my own company. I was never the same after she left. Paradise has its advantages, but companionship is not always one of them. 

It was a Wednesday night, and the bar was almost vacant. There were three of us late drinkers. One old salt in his sixties or seventies, a big islander that looked like he could give a sumo wrestler a run for his money and me.  Malaane was the only waitress, and we weren’t enough to keep her busy, even though the other two were pretty heavy drinkers.  She was the kind of woman that attracts a man’s attention right from the start.  Yea she was beautiful enough, but not all beautiful women are sexy.  Sometimes they’re just pretty, like a picture. You can look all day and your dick just doesn’t get it.  Other women aren’t half as beautiful, but sexy as hell and your pants get tight so tight it’s painful.   Well, Malaane was both lovely and a pants stretcher.

She wore a typical South Pacific sarong that accentuated her curves and displayed a generous length of her sculpted legs.  Her thighs were amazing. Long, lean, and an alluring shade of cocoa brown. A guy could spend a lifetime between those legs and die happy.

We were all spending our drinking night, with at least one eye on the lovely Malaane as she flitted about the room, and the times she disappeared behind the bar were a letdown.  I’m not the boozer I used to be. Things got out of hand after Rowena left and I had to clean up my act. The bottle was an attractive companion and I spent way too much time in its embrace.  Rowena wouldn’t have wanted that, and she wouldn’t have liked what I was becoming.

These days I just sip my liquor or stick to beer.  But tonight, I found myself hitting it a little harder than usual, just so I could call Malaane over and order another. She had a way of leaning over my table and giving me a view and a smile that made my heart race.  I’d been on a bit of a dry spell and this incredible woman certainly had the equipment to put me out of my misery.  The big question was, is she willing to do so?

Three drinkers weren’t enough to keep Malaane busy and she had begun to spend some time at my table during the lulls.  Her English wasn’t very good, but she was fluent in French and so am I.  Well, at least semi-fluent, but we got along fine. The language wasn’t nearly as important as the chemistry and we both understood that.  This gal knew her way around men and she had no illusions about the direction things were going.

I figured that I’d better slow down on the drinking.  I could feel a buzz coming and the last thing I wanted was to get my pants down for his luscious creature and go limp.  Liquor will do that to a guy ya know. I had that happen to me once. I was sixteen and it was my first chance at the prize. But my dick just dangled like a useless bit of string. Never again. So, I turned my glass over and ordered some food to tamp down the alcohol, and switched to beer as well. 

Malaane was coming by more often as the night wore on and had taken to touching my shoulder before she sat down.  God, she had a warm, alluring touch and she had me under her spell.  It was her eyes that really got to me. Big brown pools of emotion. She could eat a man up with those eyes and I wanted to fall right in and buy whatever she was selling.

Malaane was in her mid to late twenties as near as I could tell.  Pushing thirty maybe, but vibrantly beautiful, and the way she threw her head, making her hair cascade around her golden-brown shoulders was mesmerizing.  Her story was far too common in the post-war South Pacific. She hailed from a little island I’d never heard of, but between the war and a couple of epidemics, there wasn’t much left of her people. She said her island was mostly abandoned. Maybe four or five holdouts, living on fish and whatever else they could scrounge from the sea.  No families, no children. That was all gone.

As her culture encouraged her, Malaane met the GIs with an open heart and open legs and got passed around for her efforts.  When the navy pulled out, she was a much wiser woman, but that’s when the deaths started.  The first wave took half her village and all her family except her older brother.  A year or two later, some other kind of bug finished the job, and those who survived found their way off the island and into the big bad world.

Malaane was a pearl diver. She could hold her breath for almost two minutes and plunge to depths just short of fifty feet.  She was one of the few in her village that could go that deep and she made a good living selling her pearls to the brokers before the war.  But where she dove, the water was much deeper and crystal clear.  From her limit, she could see hundreds, maybe even thousands, of pearl oysters temptingly out of her reach. 

They lay serenely on the bottom, taunting her. Just a little deeper and she could reach them. Oh! Imagine the pearls! There must be big, beautiful ones down deep. Bigger and more beautiful than any she had ever seen. They must be worth a fortune.  She would be rich and have freedom. She could sail away and see the world, not be trapped on this island diving for the few dollars the pearl brokers paid her

But try as she may, she always turned back. Once she made it to sixty feet, or so she guessed, and looked into a cave.  It was full of them and as she reached for one, she saw the movement.  An octopus. Not just any octopus. Melanie had seen a thousand of those eight-legged creatures and shooed them all away. Even taken a few to the surface for a fine meal. But his one was huge, and it descended on her like a giant spider. 

Malaane’s arms were a frantic flurry as she fended off the huge arms.  Each much thicker than she had ever seen. Terrified, Malaane raced for the surface with all her might, kicking as she had never kicked before. Thereafter, that monster haunted her dreams. She would wake in the night in a cold sweat, the giant arms enveloping her, pulling her into the darkness.  Malaane never again went below fifty feet.

Malaane had never heard of SCUBA diving, but when I explained it to her, she was quick to grasp its importance. In retrospect, my fate was sealed when she figured out that I had a boat and could easily dive well past fifty feet.  All her life she had been looking for a way to harvest the pearls that only she knew about.  I was just too good to pass up. An attractive male with an active libido who could sail the ocean at will and dive as deep as two hundred feet. It wasn’t quite a marriage made in heaven, but fate is whimsical, and should never be spurned. So, what if she had to use her body?  Malaane had done it before and anyway, it looked like fun.

I watched her close up and then we walked down the peer arm in arm. There was no foreplay and no chit-chat. We just went straight at it. She was everything I expected and more. A ferociously sensual woman that teased, tantalized, and then demanded to be pleased.  It was damn near morning when we fell asleep in one another’s arms.  I couldn’t remember ever being so sexually exhausted.

*****
 

She woke me the next morning with her soft, sensual mouth. It was like coming out of an erotic dream to find the real thing eagerly clamped to your johnson and we went at it again. Malaane could get up a head of steam and quickly drive herself into a sexual frenzy.  Her body slammed against mine, gyrating with an intensity that could be a little scary. Tits swinging, ass pumping, her beautiful face contorted with concentration as she chased her pleasure.  But she also liked it slow, and languid and that’s what we did that morning.  Long, drawn-out organisms that racked our bodies, one after the other.

When I was spent, she lay in my arms trying to convince me to take her pearling. She told me the story of her village and her life as a pearl diver and promised me that a wealth of pearls was just waiting to be plucked off the ocean floor. But I wasn’t buying. I had a business to run, hauling freight and the last thing I needed was to go traipsing off on some new adventure.  Not that my heart wasn’t screaming to go. A beautiful woman and a treasure hunt. The boy in me couldn’t resist, but the man had learned to be prudent and circumspect about such things.

I told her no and there was disappointment on her face when she slipped out of bed. I watched her cross the small cabin and search among her clothes. She had an incredible body. Long, firm legs the color of light chocolate and a tight shapely ass. Her breasts swayed enticingly, full and round and supple.  What more could a man want?

She returned to bed and pressed her warmth back against me. Then she showed me the pearl. It was a Tahitian black pearl. Incredibly beautiful. The morning light was streaming through a porthole and the pearl sparkled with a brilliant luster that was mesmerizing.  I’d heard of Tahitian pearls but had never seen one. It was a rich black, but subtly hinted at other shades of color that were almost iridescent.  The surface of the pearl actually danced with colors and hues as if it was teasing the sunlight.

Black pearls are legendary in the Orient and South Pacific and they are sacred to the Polynesians because they were a gift from the gods.  Islanders tell the story of the beautiful daughter of the spirit of coral and the spirit of sand.  She was as lovely as a sunset and wore a sparkling cloak of many colors.  All the dazzling colors of the reef. The god of peace and fertility saw her and was so taken that he came down to earth riding on a rainbow and gave her the pearl as a present to mankind.

Looking at the pearl I could almost believe the story. The way the light played over the pearl was almost magical.  It entranced me, as it was intended to. Malaane was watching me carefully and she guessed that I was intrigued.

“I know where a lot of these are,” she whispered. “I show you. You take me there?”

It was a big pearl, the size of my thumb, where the nail ends. I wasn’t an authority on pearl prices, but I knew this one wasn’t pocket change.

“Do you have any more?” I asked.

“I sell. Had to eat,” she answered. “I keep one to show. You take me?”

I didn’t agree right that instant, but I’m sure Malaane knew that she had me hooked because she didn’t leave my side that morning.  Around noon I picked up a cargo for Fongafale and the Vassar was loaded by mid-afternoon. We sailed on the evening tide. Just Malaane and I and the Vassar on a moonlit sea with the wind at our backs and the stars to guide us.

*****


Chapter 2

Malaane had a problem. She knew where to get rich, but not how. She needed a partner that she could trust. If she showed me where the pearls were, how could she be sure that I wouldn’t just abandon her there or even kill her and sail off with the goods?  She couldn’t do it without me, or someone like me.  At some point, she had to take her chances.  On the other hand, I had a similar problem.  Suppose she showed me where to dive and we brought up a treasure trove. What assurance did I have that when I went down for one last dive, she wouldn’t just sail away while I was eighty feet down dodging the sharks?

She had to trust, and I had to trust.  So, I figured we should get to know each other a little better before we took the next step.  I’m a man that doesn’t mind adding to my nest egg when the opportunity arises, but I’ve grown cautious.  Life doesn’t always go as planned and I like to play my cards close to the vest.  Us fucking our brains out was just a bonus. It wasn’t a perfect formula to measure trust. There is absolutely nothing in my experience that indicates that any woman that eagerly jumps on my cock can automatically be trusted.  I was equally sure that there was nothing in Malaane’s life lessons that were much different when it comes to men.  But a quick dip of the wick is an entirely different matter from taking a lover.  Extended intimacy does lend itself to mutual discovery and I was counting on the next four days to give me some additional insights into Malaane.

I know! It sounds like I was thinking with my dick again. But aside from the sex, which turned out to be continuous and relentless, a sailboat is a unique environment.  You’re alone on a vast ocean that periodically tries to kill you.  All you have is the boat and each other. Even on a beautiful peaceful day, danger can pop up in unexpected ways. A shift in the wind, an unseen reef, a rogue wave, or a pirate ship suddenly appearing on the horizon.  It wasn’t a foolproof plan, but it was the best one I had.

Some people would say that she was just using me, and they’d be right.  She wanted wealth and she used me to get it. Used my boat and my skill to enrich herself, and my body to satiate her own sexual frustrations and needs.  But I was using her too. Using her to line my pockets and chase one more adventure with a beautiful woman at my side and in my bed. People use each other, that’s what they do. Sometimes they’re enemies, sometimes they’re friends, and sometimes they’re lovers. It’s the human condition and I sure didn’t have the power to change human nature.

We made love that night, or more correctly we had sex. Lots and lots of sex. The wind was steady and right down the sweet spot. I only had to tack twice, the rest of the time we were on a long reach, and Malaane and I had plenty of time to get acquainted.  It was all I could do not to fall asleep afterward, but I managed to stagger back to the wheel and make any corrections necessary.

The wind freshened just after sunrise and things got a little more dicey. Malaane knew her way around a canoe outrigger with a sail, but a boat the size of Vassar was another matter entirely. She’d only been on a ship the Vassar’s size on inter-island transport. So, it was all up to me and I was pretty busy most of the morning.   I’ve sailed the Vassar alone many times, but it’s a stretch and a little risky.  She runs best with a crew of three or four, but two can bring her through most anything if they know their business.   

I was hoping to have an easy transit, so I could teach Malaane how to crew the Vassar and eventually sail her. But the gods of the sea had other plans and it was hop to, and learn on the job. We were running almost due south and the wind couldn’t make up its mind which way to blow.  I’d get my beautiful lady all trimmed up on a reach and suddenly the canvas would luff, and we’d swing around and run with the wind at our back and the swells breaking over the stern.  A few miles later it would shift again and come at us out of a new quarter.  The only thing the shifting winds had in common was strength.  Often gusting to gale force for small periods.

The winds were changing direction faster than a fish on a line and that confusion was transferred to the Vassar. She was swerving around like a sailor on a bender.  Jibing this way and that. The wind filled her sails with a loud snap one minute and the Vassar surging ahead; the next they were luffing, and the boat slowed and rocked.  She didn’t know which way to go and more than half the time the sea was running against the wind and was breaking over the bow or the stern.  So much blue-green water was rushing over the deck that Malaane asked if we were sinking.

I was shouting orders like a drill sergeant, but Malaane took it all in stride.  She was a quick study and I only had to tell her once about most things. She got a sailing lesson under fire that morning and the winds settled down to a steady blow later in the day.  My yelling must not have been an issue for her, because I had no sooner gotten the Vassar all trimmed up on a steady reach, that I felt a delicate hand on my crouch and felt my zipper going down.  God the girl loved sex.

The Vassar heeled over hard, the ocean spray rolled down the deck in a cooling mist and Malaane’s wonderful mouth went to work. The girl was a master, and she knew just how to stoke my flames.  There are times when life’s a real kick!

*****

I sighted Tuvalu near dusk on the third day. The winds had been so strong we whacked a whole day off the transit.  But we were losing light quickly and the entrance to the lagoon at Tuvalu is tricky and I wouldn’t ever consider running it at night.  So, we laid off and dropped anchor about a hundred yards off the reef.  The iron had no sooner hit the bottom than I felt Malaane’s fingers running up my leg.

“We’re not waiting for dinner?” I asked.

“No sailorman,” she smiled and pulled down my shorts.

The sun streaming in through a porthole woke me the next morning. We’d fucked half the night and then passed out. Someone was yelling outside the port side, asking for permission to board. We both grabbed some clothes and made for the deck.

There are thousands of these little islands all over the Pacific and it’s impossible to know them all.  Every one of them is different. Different currents, reef structure, depths, channel widths, tides, prevailing winds, and wave patterns. Nothing’s the same, and it’s impossible to be familiar with them all.  A ship like the Vassar could quickly turn into so much driftwood if a current I didn’t expect pushed her up against a shallow reef that I didn’t know was there.  So, it’s often smart to have a local pilot take the boat into a lagoon or harbor.  I hate to turn the helm over to anyone, but it’s better than losing her because of my pride.

The man yelling was the local pilot. He was also the consignee for my shipment. The infrastructure of these little islands is not very deep and it’s common to find someone wearing several hats. This guy seemed to know his business, so I stood by while he took the Vassar through the main channel.  Malaane had come on deck in her sarong, those golden thighs of hers call to males everywhere, and the pilot was no exception.  I wanted to yell at him to pay attention to the channel, but he was doing just fine and Malaane liked being ogled.  Most women do if they're honest with themselves.

*****

In any other port, I would have treated Malaane to an elegant dinner and a night on the town, but Tuvalu isn’t exactly a jet-setter destination. So, we refilled our stores of fresh fruit and added some dried fish, then did a little shopping.  Malaane found some doodads that she liked, and I bought her two new sarongs.  Short ones that showed off her marvelous coco-colored thighs.

Tuvalu would have been a good place to do some SCUBA diving practice, but she hadn’t told me where the pearl beds were and this deal was an exchange of information.  I trusted her, mostly. But I was still being cautious. When it comes right down to it, now that she knew the depth range of SCUBA gear, she could probably find someone to teach her.   But she would still need a support boat for her little enterprise, as well as find a captain and a diver she could trust.

I was betting that I was as good a choice as any she would find, so I played along and was willing to risk a little time and money.  So far, I didn’t really have any skin in the game.  I was headed in this direction anyway and having her share my bunk for three days and nights wasn’t exactly a huge sacrifice.

Being alone on the sea with Malaane was like a honeymoon we didn’t wear much clothing and what we did wear came off frequently.  But the Vassar is tough to sail with a crew of two and more than a little risky if we run into the wrong kind of weather.  If Malaane ever decided to give me the locations of her pearl beds, we might be at sea for an extended period and would need more hands.  I also preferred to have someone else on deck while I was diving.  Once the pearl bag started to get heavy, there would be a temptation just to sail off and leave me while I was seventy feet down dodging sharks.

So, before we sailed from the Gilberts, I’d sent a wire looking for a mate to sign on in Tuvalu and when I checked in to the express office there was an old friend on the list of three replies.  Not a friend, per se, but a young man that had crewed for me for several months a couple of years ago.  He was a natural-born sailor, but he was in love and he took his pay, then hurried home to get married.  His name was Makai and was living on the other side of the lagoon, crewing for a local fisherman.  He had a pretty young wife named Lalani. A little plump for my taste, but jovial enough and she turned out to have some sailing experience of her own. So, I hired them both on the spot and made them a deal without telling them any details.

They didn’t have much. In my experience most Melanesian travel light, so they were ready to go in just a few minutes.  Makai knew the channel, he ran it every day or two, so we rode the morning tide and pointed the Vassar East, South East.  Malaane had learned more than the basics on the trip to Tuvalu and I felt comfortable throwing up all the canvas.  By mid-morning, we were healed hard over and cutting through the sea like a giant dolphin surfing the waves.

Even though Malaane was still reluctant to give me the exact locations where she wanted to dive, she had agreed to point me in the right direction, so we headed east. That wasn’t exactly a big surprise to me.  She was Polynesian and spoke passable French. That meant the area around Tahiti. But it’s a big ocean and pearl beds are localized in tiny coves. It would take a lifetime to search them out on my own, and I’d never find them all.

Tokelau was an island a few hundred miles southeast. It was about five days away and had a huge lagoon in the center of several miles of outer reef.  It would be perfect for SCUBA lessons and it was on the way to French Polynesia.  So, I pointed the Vassar East, Southeast. Malaane had learned more than the basics on the trip to Tuvalu and we had additional crew, so I felt comfortable throwing up all the canvas. By mid-morning, we were healed hard over and cutting through the sea like a giant dolphin surfing the waves.

The sky was cloudless, the swell low and the wind steady and brisk.  The Vassar was in her element. She was made for this. Her great sails filled with wind and she plunged forward splitting the waves, like the sea goddess she was. Sending a refreshing shower of salt spray careened along her teak decks. 

An outrigger canoe never tips like a sailboat biting into the wind and Malaane was concerned for a while when the Vassar’s sail was damn near laying on the water.  But she soon realized that the Vassar was in her element and her face turned to delight as the sea raced past.

*****


Chapter 3

We had a shadow when we left Tuvalu. A two-masted ketch, about sixty-five feet. She had a broader beam than the Vassar and I figured that I could outrun her, but it still bothered me. Could be a coincidence, but I doubted it. Pirates were common in these waters.

It was every man for himself after the allies pulled out. They left behind roads, buildings, airfields, ports, warehouses, and all sorts of infrastructure, but no jobs.  One day they were there shelling out greenbacks to the locals and chocolate bars to their kids.  The next they were gone, and all the buildings and airfields stood empty. Jobless, homeless, and with no one around to enforce the peace, many a man took to villainy.

I’d dealt with pirates before, and I figured I could deal with these. But there was just me and two women and a boy in his late teens.  He was strong and brave and one hell of a sailor, but I don’t think he’d ever done a violent act in his life.  So, it was just me and whoever was out there.

Two days out I noticed a boat way in the distance.  Our shadow was back and that worried me. I was pretty sure it was the same boat I’d seen the morning we sailed from Tuvalu and again later that afternoon.  It was way off in the distance and I had to use the glasses to even be certain it was there.  It was duplicating our tacks. Following the same wind, we were and coming about when we came about. Could be a coincidence, but I doubted it.

I always check my backtrail. I’m not paranoid, I’ve just learned to be extremely careful. The South Pacific was full of modern-day pirates and assorted hooligans.  Distances are vast and impossible to police properly. Things happen out at sea that the authorities on shore never see and never know about. Out here a man makes his own law, and if it came to it.  I’d make mine.

I figured I’d give it a day and keep an eye out. Come nightfall, we’d slip away. It’s a big ocean and a sailboat is a relatively slow way to travel. Put some distance between us and whomever that was and that would be that.

Come sunset I kept a sharp eye to the stern and fell off from the wind to slow the Vassar a little.  At the distance they were trailing us they’d never notice the change in speed, and they’d come closer without realizing what I’d done.  I wanted to see them clearly and be sure where they were before I gave them the slip. 

An hour later I turned on my running lights and they didn’t. That told me what I needed to know. I trimmed up the Vassar to squeeze out all the speed I could from her, then killed my own lights. I held my tack for another four hours after it was it was completely dark.  Then I came about.

I had tried to create a pattern since leaving Tuvalu.  Tacking Northeast and then Southeast at constant intervals. I held those tacks like clockwork, and I was hoping that whoever was following us would depend on that fact. The wind had held steady and there was no reason for me to alter my pattern.  I sailed my normal tack southeast but didn’t come about where I would have. 

Instead, I just kept the Vassar headed southeast. It was just before dawn, when we caught the edge of the easterlies, then I ran ahead of the wind for three days. Whoever was following us, assuming there was anyone at all, was long gone.  We had dusted them off our trail as the cowboys used to say.

*****

Tokelau was officially three islands, but I was headed for the center one, called Nukunonu. Historically the three islands had been counted both separately and as a group. They were about forty to fifty feet apart and a few years ago they have been granted to New Zealand as a protectorate.  There wasn’t much to the islands. Thin slices of land that would grow a few coconuts and miles of coral reef with plenty of fish and almost as many sharks.

I picked a sheltered end of the lagoon for our lessons in less than thirty feet of water. The pressure increases one atmosphere about every thirty-three feet, so I wanted to keep my lessons within one atmosphere.  Malaane could dive that deep on her own without any gear.

SCUBA (Self Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus) works by carrying a cylinder of high-pressured air on your back. A regulator-mouthpiece, delivers air, from that high-pressure container, directly to the lungs at the exact pressure of the surrounding water.  For example, if I am thirty-three feet down and draw a breath through the regulator, the air in my lungs comes out at two atmospheres. The regulator acts as a bridge between the high pressure in the tank and the exact pressure needed to equalize the depth of the diver.

However, one of the big dangers of SCUBA diving is surfacing with all that pressurized air in your lungs. Come to the surface with too much pressure and your body starts to blow up like a balloon and internal organs will fail.

Malaane had been diving all her life by storing air at surface pressures in her lungs and using that up as her body dictated to keep operating. She just could not get into the habit of emptying her lungs when she surfaced. It went against a lifetime of instinct. Sometimes she remembered, but at others, she completely forgot. I could not risk her being down sixty feet or even deeper and forgetting to exhale properly.  She’d have three times the surface pressure in her lungs and just one mistake would kill her.

I also taught Makai to dive right along with Malaane.  The Boy was a natural, but I wasn’t sure I was going to have them accompany us all the way to Malaane’s island. I could sure use the help, but the fewer people that knew what we were up to, the better. This wasn’t my first treasure hunt and I’d seen what greed can do to people.  It shortcircuits their value systems and perverts their sense of right and wrong.   It’s just human nature. A guy who would never steal ten dollars, will grab a million and run for it. Therefore, in these situations, the best way to control events is to limit the number of players in the game

Our stop at Tuvalu was brief and pretty much a waste of time.  If Malaane couldn’t adapt to the SCUBA system, then we best get to it.  It’s always nice to have a backup when you dive, but I’ve dove alone before and certainly could again. I’d decide later if I needed Makai. There was a lot to consider, before throwing two more people into the mix.

*****

It was a little more than fifteen hundred miles from Tokelau to French Polynesia.  A week to ten days depending on the winds and I was glad we had Makai and his wife along.  Sailing a vessel, the size of the Vassar was a lot easier when you could share the burden and have extra hands available when needed. 

The weather was fair and the winds mostly steady. We all fell into a routine that gave Malaane and me plenty of time to get even better acquainted. The love affair, or sex affair, whatever the proper name, continued unabated. Malaane and I went at each other at every opportunity. The heat between us just never seemed to cool and we shared a few secrets and stories as lovers will as we lay exhausted.   If our sexual antics bothered either Makai or Lalani, they didn’t show it.  In fact, at times they were almost as bawdy as we were if the cries coming from their berth or the upper decks while they were on watch is any indication.

Trust is something that builds slowly. It doesn’t just spring to life, complete, and fully grown. It’s a gradual process and the longer we were lovers the greater the trust between Malaane and me became. We were alone on deck during dog watch when she finally told me the whole story.  The sky above was a brilliant carpet of splendor. There was no moon, but starlight flooded the night and shimmered on the surrounding waters. The Vassar had bitten into the wind and leaned into it, stealing its energy, and surging us forward through a glassy sea toward her secret destination. 

They didn’t just dive for pearls on Malaane’s island. They also cultured them. In the mid-nineteenth century, a Japanese fellow named Kokichi Mikimoto had the idea of seeding the oysters.  Finding a natural pearl is a hard process. Often you need to bring up more than a hundred oysters to find one pearl, and that pearl might be only of modest value.

A natural pearl forms when a tiny grain of sand gets between the oyster’s shell and the tender tissue of the rest of the animal.  This irritates the oyster and the oyster’s body responds by encrusting the object with a protective shell that isolates it from the rest of the body.  It uses the same material that it uses to form its shell, but the build-up is circular or oval-shaped.  The pearl grows gradually, layer by layer until it has created a brilliant, shimmering jewel that blazes in the sunlight and sparkles with every color in the rainbow.

The culturing process is little more than inserting an irritant into the living oyster and then returning it to the sea. A spherical object is best because the oyster will then accrete a more perfect pearl.  The Japanese pearls produced by Mikimoto were the typical off-white variety we all think of as pearls.  But culturing the oyster species in the French Polynesian waters, called the ‘black lip oyster’, creates a black pearl with all the amazing, mystical luster that the Polynesian gods intended.

Before the war, Japan was making a push into the South Pacific.  Seeding it with both population and cultural influences. In this environment, one of Malaane’s aunts learned to culture pearls from a Japanese woman who had worked in the Japanese pearl culturing operation. Malaane’s cousin was also a pearl diver, several years older than Malaane and she could dive deeper than the other girls.  The aunt implanted black lip oysters with a triggering irritant and the daughter put them back into the sea. 

They were hidden from the other pearl divers in two ways.  They were deeper than most of the other divers could go, and they were placed in underwater caves.  Then they were left for a few years to allow time for nature to work its magic.

Unfortunately, the war came, followed by the plagues.  Those seeded oysters were never harvested, and those pearls had been growing for years.  An oyster can live as long as thirty years if protected from predation and the pearls grow a few millimeters a year.  Unless someone had disturbed them, those black-lip oysters, loaded with prime Tahitian pearls, were just waiting for someone to pick them up and haul them to the surface.

*****

When I realized that we weren’t on a normal pearling voyage, it caused me to rethink the situation. Makai would be nice to have along if we were just going to randomly collect oysters and depend on luck to reward us for our efforts. In that case, the more oysters we could bring up, the better our chances of hitting the jackpot.  However, harvesting seeded oysters was very different. There would be a pearl in every oyster, not one in every hundred or so. This was a true treasure hunt, not a fishing trip, and the payoff could be huge.

In my experience, nothing is ever free and where there is the potential for great gain, there is always great risk. I didn’t want to put Makai and Lalani in the position to either be tempted to turn on Malaane or me or be vulnerable to pirates that might show up.  If we did run into trouble, four fighters might be better than two. But on the other hand, it could easily turn out that I’d just end up with two additional people to protect.

For a variety of reasons, I decided that Malaane and I should go it alone.  Secrecy was our best protection and to that end I put into Bora Bora, instead of Tahiti, whacking almost a day off our sailing time. Bora Bora is perhaps the most beautiful island in the South Pacific. It’s like a fairy tale island, with a volcano that rises out of the sea, its peaks often pierced by fluffy clouds and surrounded by crystal clear blue-green lagoons, white sand beaches, and lush green patches of palms and other scrubs.

Coming up on the island from the sea, its unique beauty becomes more and more apparent as it looms ever larger in front of you.  One can’t help but think, ‘this must be the home of the Polynesian gods’.  The Mount Olympus of the islands. A sacred land. It can’t just be home to mere mortals.

We dropped Makai and Lalani at this island paradise and paid them for their service. Tahiti was about a hundred and fifty miles south and I added enough to pay for passage to the bigger island.  I hated to see them go, they were good sailors and good companions.  But it was safest for them, and safest for us.

At any other time, I would have stayed a few days.  Explored the rugged uplands, walked its marvelous beaches, and dove its sparkling waters.  But Malaane had finally shared our ultimate destination with me and we had a bigger adventure to pursue.  So, we put back to sea almost immediately and set a northwest heading.

*****


Chapter 4

The waters around Malaane’s island were a honeycomb of caves. Not the limestone, water-dissolved labyrinth you find on land and that I explored as a boy, but the coral entrusted rock ledges and rock left by hardening lava flows.  There is a part of cave diving that frightens me. No matter how shallow the grotto you still lose access to the surface. That’s where the air is. When you’re 90 feet down, it’s comforting to know that if things get dicey, you can always bolt for the surface. However, in a cave, the surface isn’t straight up. It's back the way you came and the further in you are, the more distance between you and the surface.  Run into any roadblocks traveling that route out and you’ve got no choice but to tear right through it.  Doesn’t matter if that roadblock is the biggest fucking shark you’ve ever seen with teeth the size of bowie knives or a giant squid as big as an island schooner. You still gotta push them aside before you can take a breath.

But the haul we were getting was well worth the risk. I’d been bringing up pearl oysters by the bushel. Malaane’s relatives had been busy. They seeded every cave I could find over fifty feet.  That cousin of Malaane’s must have been one hell of a diver.  I wondered if her tits were as soft or her thighs as supple.

I was diving twice a day depending on the depth and the bottom time.  No sense pushing my luck with decompression. Besides, when I wasn’t in the water or eating, I was usually fucking Malaane. God that woman was insatiable.

Those were lazy days. I was never in the water for more than two hours and it didn’t take longer than an hour to go through the oysters I brought up.  The rest of the time we were just living and loving.

Malaane did some diving of her own, but only found a few pearls worth selling.  It just didn’t make sense to waste all those oysters for a pittance compared to what I was accumulating.  So, she switched her to finding us lunch and dinner and we ate well.  Lobster, clam, a tasty reef fish. We were feasting like royalty.

There were dozens of caves and I worked them as systematically as I could. Life took on a rhythm. We would lounge in bed in the morning, waking to one another’s tender caresses. Eat a late breakfast and then I would get some bottom time in before noon.  Then lunch and we’d open the catch of oysters and sort out the black pearls.  I’d work on the boat early afternoon or Malaane would wiggle her ass at me, and we’d go below for a few moments of passion.

Then a mid to late afternoon dive if I had time on the no decompression tables and bring up another haul of oysters and clean them before dinner.  Malaane would dive for our food while I was down deeper collecting the loot.  We’d eat then split the night watch and make love in the moonlight.  Then it would all start again.

Our collection of pearls was growing every day. Not sure how much was there, but there were some beauties. Big and lustrous and each one unique in its own way. Had to be a small fortune and there were still plenty of caves left to explore.

I didn’t know Malaane’s plans. We’d talked about them briefly, but not in any detail.  Whatever road she chose, she’d have some options.  Money buys freedom and she would have quite a nest egg to fall back on.  More than she ever hoped for.

I wished Malaane well whatever she does or wherever she goes, but I wouldn’t be with her. We were lovers, but we weren’t in love. We were tender and caring with one another and we each craved the pleasure that the other’s body could deliver.  But there were no life-committing feelings. We didn’t dream of a future together or have the urge to walk through life hand in hand. We were close friends, business partners, and fuck buddies. That was the extent of it.

*****

Ever since my first dive, octopuses have always fascinated me. They’re interesting creatures and scamper over a reef like giant multi-legged mice, spreading their tentacles out and gliding over the coral heads with amazing agility.  They seem to have more control over their eight legs than I do over my two and they change color as they moved. Taking on the color of their surroundings and when they stop and blended in, they seemed to disappear. 

They can also swim with an elegant grace or suddenly squirt a jet of water and zoom through the water as quickly as a barracuda on a strike.  But their most fascinating feature is their ability to emit a smoke screen.  When really pressed, they can fill the water with an inky cloud and scoot off in some unpredictable direction.  Other divers have told me that they are extremely intelligent and can memorize an underwater cave system in just one trip through.

The ones I am used to seeing are never much over thirty pounds and many are much less.  Three feet across if you stretch them out. I’ve played with many of them. They can bite and hurt you if you’re not careful, but they seldom do, even though they’re voracious carnivores and have been known to feed on seabirds as well as fish and even small sharks.  Some octopus varieties are venomous, so I’m always careful which ones I pick up.

Familiarity breeds contempt, and I didn’t give it a second thought when I saw an octopus dart into the cave I had just found.  I was down about sixty feet and the colors had started to attenuate out.  Reds had turned to brown, but yellow and blue were still distinguishable. I didn’t get a good look at it, just a glimpse.  They are so fast when they want to be. Extremely quick. I’d seen the motion, more than the animal itself.

Like the others, the cave was filled with oysters.  They formed a carpet over the sand bottom as far into the cave as I could see.  I gathered as many as I could near the entrance, then my basket was full and my bottom time was up.  So, I surfaced and left the rest of the harvest for later.


I was down again late in the afternoon, the sun was at a lower angle and the light didn’t penetrate as deeply into the cave as it had during mid-day. Everything was shades of gray. There was very little color and the cave was in the shadows, but I figured I had enough light for a quick fill of my bag. 

I’d scooped up enough for about half a load when I caught a brief movement out of the corner of my eye.  I turned and there it was. The biggest octopus I’d ever seen. It stretched out its arm across the cave ceiling above me like a giant spider in a horror movie. Had to be twelve feet across and it scared the shit out of me.  My impulse was to flee, and I kicked like hell for the cave entrance.  I was almost clear, my body was out of the cave, but my legs were still in and the monster wrapped an arm around my thigh and pulled me back like I was a rag doll.

I turned to shoot my spear gun and tried to aim, but the arm was both tightening on my leg and jerking me around.  I thought I had a sight picture, but I was pulled down at the moment that I fired, and the shot went wild.  Bouncing harmlessly off the rock wall.

Another arm grabbed my other leg, and I pulled out my knife and stabbed it. The knife bit deep and I sawed vigorously and was through it in a second, slicing off just the tip. Maybe two feet of the arm, but my attack was enough to make the creature retreat and drop its grip on my other leg.

I didn’t hang around to see where it went, I just bolted for the door.  I was panting like crazy when I cleared the cave entrance and tried to take a breath.  I had sucked up my air supply in all the activity.  I reached for my reserve, but it must have gotten tripped in the fight.  The tank carries an automatic three minutes of air as an emergency backup.  But mine was gone. It was already in my lungs and my tank was dry.

I bolted for the surface, careful to exhale what little air I had left in my lungs as I ascended.  When you’re using SCUBA gear, you just can’t jet for the surface.  You have to come up only as quickly as your bubbles or the pressure in your lungs and blood vessels will rupture from the inside out.  So, I slowed my ascent. I was aching for air and time seemed to be moving agonizingly slow. My lungs felt empty. The air in my lungs was almost three atmospheres, so it expanded as I exhaled, but I was still starved for air and my body was screaming to breathe.

The surface seemed like it was a million miles away.  The light was fading, but I could see the surface high above as the brightest point in the distance.  It was like light shimmering through a shower door and it beckoned to me.  “I have air, swim, swim to me; all you have to do is kick harder.”  It took all my self-control to rise slowly and not rush madly for the surface and the illusion of safety.  I would have never made it. I’d be floating dead from internal expansion in less than half the distance. My leg throbbed and hurt like sin. I didn’t know if it was ripped open or just crushed by a massively muscular arm.

When I finally broke the surface, my lungs were screaming, and I lay back on the water and sucked in air like a whale surfacing.  I’d lost my pearl bag at some point. I still had the diving knife in my hand, but the spear gun was gone. I lay there on the surface gulping as much air as my lungs would hold and I suddenly had visions of that monster coming up underneath me and dragging me down again.

Logic told me that it had withdrawn into its cave to lick its wounds and grow a new arm.  Did it even know that it could grow a new arm?  What the fuck difference did that make? The craziest thoughts fly through your mind in dangerous situations. Logic is little comfort when your blood is up, and I was convinced that a giant octopus was out of the cave and looking for its prey.  It got a taste of Jack Straw and it wanted more. 

I had a lethal predator searching for me and I was lounging on the surface, just waiting to be a meal.  That’s when I panicked and flipped over and swam like hell for the Vassar.  I was absolutely positive that every kick of my feet would be my last because that thing had to be right behind me.  Just inches away from grabbing me again.

*****


Chapter 5

As I climbed onto the Vassar’s deck and collapsed, it was obvious that I’d had some trouble. Malaane knelt and put her arms around me. Then she saw my legs. One was turning black and blue and both were covered in red circles where the octopus’ suckers had held their grip. 

Malaane’s hands were all over me. Checking out my legs, making sure they could move. Then she helped me out of my gear and checked the rest of me. Satisfied, she put her hand on my crotch and squeezed my dick playfully.

“That still works,” I said.

“No need new diver man?” she asked.

“No, I’m fine,” I assured.

“Diver man have two jobs. Find pearls and pleasure Malaane,” she declared, then laughed.

I had a lot to drink that night. I didn’t get drunk. I don’t do that anymore, but I had enough to quell my nerves. I’d been in a lot of dangerous situations, typhoons, land and air wars, hand-to-hand combat, knife fights in the jungle, being chased by tigers and hunted by a great white shark.  You’d think that I was an old hand at peril.  But that octopus really scared me, and I used the alcohol to calm my nerves.

A tropical night with a full moon streaming its light across a glassy lagoon is an antidote for most problems and it certainly served to be one that evening for me. I took the first watch and just soaked in the magic of the South Pacific and sipped my drink.  Malaane came on deck and we watched the stars and then we made love.  We didn’t say much, just held one another much, more tenderly than our normal nightly ritual.

Our slow fuck came early the next morning because I awoke in a cold sweat.  The octopus had me and it used more than two of its legs.  Its strength was overpowering, and the son-of-a-bitch just pulled me in as all its legs enveloped me.  I could see light bleeding through the thin membrane that spread as it stretched out its giant arms.  Then the light turned darker and darker as those massive arms closed around me. Then suddenly I was in Malaane’s arms and it was her lovely body that was wrapping around me.

*****
 

I worked another cave that day and left the octopus to whatever octopuses do on their own.  But I hadn’t given up on that cave. Not yet anyway. I told myself I’d get to it later, but deep inside I wasn’t sure that I was never going into that cave again.

I brought up a good haul and got two dives in.  Then again, the next day and the next. I saw plenty of octopuses, they were down there by the thousands. Many of them were in the caves, but no more sea monsters. 

We fell back into our routine and our bags of pearls just kept growing.  There were some beauties in there and some unusually large ones.   I figured there were big bucks in those bags, but here in the middle of the South Pacific, they were worthless.  No use to anyone, because the ladies that wore the jewels and the men who bought them, were miles away in another world, across a wide, wide sea.

Eventually, the caves ran out. It seemed like I’d been in a million of them and they all started to look alike.  I dove for three days and didn’t find a single cave with oysters left in them.  I'd moved the Vassar from one end of the lagoon to another and all around the outer reef of the island.  We’d plucked them all. The last cave was the octopus cave.

I had been having trouble sleeping toward the end and dreamed about that monster octopus almost every night.   I knew what was coming and so did my subconscious.  I either went back into that cave, or I left those pearls on the bottom.  It wasn’t greed that drove me. I had plenty of cash in the bank and even owned a substantial amount of stock in a company back home in the states. My adventuring had been good to me, money wise and I could quit anytime and just put my feet up. 

But quitting a job half done just wasn’t me, and leaving that asshole down there guarding my treasure just felt like unfinished business.  A wise man would have left it alone. Set sail with the wealth they had and count themselves ahead of the game. But that monster was a personal battle, and it haunted my dreams. 

When it comes right down to it, a man doesn’t always know why he does what he does.  The Asians call it karma, others happenstance. My Norse ancestors would have called it wyrd.  The three Norns at the foot of Yggdrasil just weaved it into the fabric of my life and it wasn’t really my choice.  However, these kinds of decisions are actually made, I wasn’t going to leave that creature alive to prey upon my nights forever.  

*****

I was down again the next morning, just like clockwork, looking in one empty cave after another. I’d burned up about twenty minutes of bottom time when I heard the horn. People think you can’t hear anything underwater, but you can hear all kinds of sounds.  They just don’t sound normal. The water distorts them. Transmits them differently. I’d rigged up an underwater alarm on the Vassar so that I could be recalled if I was needed top side. 

It was nothing more than a warning siren hooked up to a switch.  Hit the switch and it’d squawk like hell. You could even tap out a bit of a code with it. By blowing it in a series of longs and shorts. But today, Malaane just laid on it and it screamed away.

When I surfaced, Malaane was pointed seaward and yelling at me to get aboard in a hurry.  She spotted a mast outside the lagoon and sure enough, there was that ketch.  It was outside the reef, just cruising at leisure.

I wondered why they hadn’t come into the lagoon? It would have put them in a better tactical position, but I don’t question fate when it does me a favor. So, I fired up the Vassar’s engine and moved us to this side of the inlet, blocking their access. 

That put the Vassar directly in the path of the tidal currents rushing in and out of the lagoon hour times a day.  But the tidal range was less than a foot moist days, so it was better, better than having pirates a few yards away.

They could try and ram us of course, but that might sink them too and we were a long way from any other land. They might be here a long time even if they survived.

Sooner or later, they were coming, but there wasn’t much else to do except wait. I checked our weapons and armed Malaane and myself. Then I went about my business. I couldn’t dive with them nearby. So, I worked on the Vassar. There is always something to do on a sailboat and much of it was on deck. Besides, it kept my mind off of the ketch.  It took them several hours to make their move.

I watched the skiff come toward us. It was about ten feet long and wouldn’t hold more than four men at most.  Five if you like being up close and personal, but the weight of that many men would make it ride real low in the water.  The first big wave and it would swamp. I raised the glasses again and studied the two occupants and what I could see laying in the boat.

One white and one brown. They were about a hundred yards out and flying a flag of truce.

“I’ll be damned,” I said as I adjusted the focus.  “That’s Jules Breshard.”

“You know those men?” Malaane said with relief in her voice.

“Too well,” I answered. “See that twisted leg on the big guy in front.  I gave him that.”

“Then not friend?” she responded; the concern was back.

“Keep that Thompson handy, but out of sight. I don’t want them to know how well we’re armed.”

“I hide it,” she assured, laying the weapon at her feet.

When we first got to the island, we had gone ashore and I had taught her to use the submachine gun, just in case. Treasure hunting had a habit of attracting an undesirable element.  She wasn’t a pro with the gun, but she’d do in a pinch.  I didn’t have enough ammo to give her much time to practice.

“If I say to use it, shoot for their middle, the stomach.  Right here” I motioned with my hand and slapped my belly.  Don’t worry about aiming. Just point like I showed you and walk the bullets into them. Spray. That’s the key” I advised, and I could tell she was getting nervous.

“That’s far enough,” I called out when they were about twenty yards away and I brandished my forty-five automatic.  I could have used something more threatening, but I wanted them to think we were lightly armed.

“Put your weapons on the deck,” I ordered pointing the pistol directly at Jules.  They each had a rifle and they complied without protest.”

“We’re just here to talk,” assured Jules.

“You back for more Jules, or Juuwels, or however you say your fucking name?” I ask.

“This time it’s your turn Straw,” he replied in a snarl.

“My captain says that if you give us half the pearls you can live?”

“Don’t know what you're talking about. I’m on my honeymoon,” I replied, slipping my left arm around Malaane’s waist and kissing her neck in a fashion that never took my eyes off Jules or his buddy.

“Bull Shit Straw. White men don’t marry that brown shit. They’re just for fucking.”

“Classless as ever,” I answered.

“We know why you’re here. Your whore’s told half the South Pacific about her pearls. No one believed her, until you. We figured you might know something we didn’t, so we followed you.”

“As I said, we’re here on holiday.”

“We had a fuck of a time finding you.  Makai was a big help. Said you went south, so we went North. That pretty wife of his was nice too.  A real slice of heaven. Never had better dark meat.”

“She alive?” I asked, my voice as cold as ice.

Jules smiled because he knew he was getting to me. “Yeah. She’s alive, I may want to go back.  She might be the best I’ve ever had,” he laughed.

“Who’s your captain?”

“Zeke Quarrels. I told him all about you. He can’t wait to meet the great Captain Jack Straw.”

I’d heard of Quarrels. A real asshole. Good sailor but a shitty human being. Piracy, murder, rape, you name it; he’s done it.

“Tell your captain that I don’t want trouble. I’ll give you half the pearls and I’ll let you live if you leave.”

Malaane started to protest, but I shushed her.

“You’re a funny man Straw,” said Jules, but he wasn’t laughing.

“I’ve hidden the pearls. They’re down deep in one of these coral caves. You’ll never find them and if you try, I’ll kill every last man of you.”

“Always the big man, Straw. But this time you’re out of your league. When I start in on that slut of yours, you’ll tell me where the pearls are. She looks ripe to me. Would you like some real meat honey?” he said, turning to Malaane and rubbing his crotch.

“Hey, you in the back. Islander,” I called. “You speak English?”

“Yes, Captain,” he answered.

“Don’t call this asshole Captain,” Jules objected angrily, half turning so the other man could see his fury.

“Did you understand what I said about the pearls being hidden in the lagoon and that if you come at me, I’ll kill you all?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Can you give that message to Quarrel?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“Good,” I said. Then turned to Jules. “I guess we don’t need you then.”

It took him a while to understand my meaning and I could tell that moment by the change in his expression. Suddenly it went from confident to worried and I pulled the trigger.  I’m not a great shot with a pistol. Never got the knack, but I'm ok at sixty feet. I fired three times just for luck. The first one knocked him back into the boat and was probably lethal. The other two were just to make sure I’d never have to deal with this asshole again.

The action took both Malaane and the islander by surprise.  It was just plain murder.  I don’t think they expected that. I call it preventative murder. That’s a form of self-defense, isn’t it? Well, it is in my book and I was sure I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.

I pointed the forty-five at the islander who had his hands in the air.  Reaching for the sky as the cowboys used to say in the movies I watched as a kid.  I don’t think I’d ever seen straighter arms. He and Malaane were chattering in some Polynesian dialect.

“Don’t kill him” she pleaded”

“Ask him how many men they have?” I suggested.

“Sixteen,” she replied.

“Fuck!” I exclaimed.

“Throw those rifles overboard. Real slow.” I ordered and he complied, almost painstakingly slow in his movements. I doubted if I was going to see this one back, but you never know.

“Give my message to Quarrels and if I see you again, the sharks in this lagoon will feast on your bones,” I said, never taking the forty-five off him, dead center mass.

“What do you think?” I asked Malaane as we watched the skiff move seaward, out through the inlet, to the ketch.

“He scared, lover man,” she opined. “But maybe not enough.”

I figured that she was dead on. I was certain that we hadn’t seen the last of them.

*****


Chapter 6

“They’ll come tonight,” I told Malaane, pulling her in close. Then asked as I looked down into those expressive brown eyes. “Are you up to this?”

“Will I have to kill?” she asked.

“They will come in boats in the dark. They’ll have guns, knives, and maybe torches. They might shoot at us from the water.  They will definitely try and climb aboard and attempt to capture or kill us.  They will want to keep one of us alive just in case the pearls are hidden.  If you want to live and want me to live, you will have to kill.  The alternative is to flee to the beach and hope they get tired of hunting for you while you hide. That is not a good option, but you are welcome to go to the island and I will meet them alone.”

There was a long silence, then she asked. “You will not come with me if I run?”

“No, I won’t. It’s not just my pride. I don’t think it will work. These are bad men and stealing and killing are their way of life. They will look for us until they find us and then they will take the pearls and kill us.  They might take you as a slave. But they will kill me and leave me on the beach to rot.”

She took a deep breath and touched my cheeks as gently as she ever had.  Then she asked, “What do you need me to do?”

In reality, there wasn’t that much to do. We’d already done most of it, so I sent her below to fix dinner. Get her mind off things for a bit, as much as possible in a situation like this. I busied myself selecting some hardware, putting some firearms in strategic places, and sharpening my katana swords.   I thought they might come in handy in the dark.  I selected a machete for Malaane.

I kept the katana for myself because it is a unique weapon and requires practice to use it properly. It’s not as heavy as other swords, light and fast, but tremendously strong.  It was killing perfection, but I was still getting the hang of how to use it.

My katana blades were a gift from an enemy-friend.  I don’t know how to define my relationship with Wassagi.  It was complicated. He was always an enigma to me and committed seppuku, Japanese ritual suicide, on the deck of the Vassar.  It was in a tropical lagoon much like this one.  


We ate on deck keeping watch and talked of strategies and tactics.  Malaane’s job was to watch my back. Warn me if there was someone I didn’t see and to shoot when she had a target but be careful that I wasn’t in the line of fire. Above all, she was to keep down low, close to the deck as much as possible.  We each had a Thompson and I had a forty-five automatic on my hip.  Malaane had a lady’s sized thirty-two caliber revolver. 

I didn’t expect any surprises from them, but you never know. They had rifles with them in the boat. If they'd had more impressive hardware, they would have shown it, just to scare us.  On the other hand, I had intentionally only used my pistol.  Hopefully, they would think we were easy pickings and walk right into more than they expected.

Close to dusk, when the light began to dim, I sent Malaane to the beach to steal a canoe. It had to be in secret. I didn't want them to hear an engine, so she had to swim. It was almost a mile to the beach, but she made it easy.  Grabbed an outrigger and paddled it back. I tied it to a line from the Vassar and let it just drift in the lagoon. It was a good escape if things went bad, and I had an idea that might finish this business if we were lucky enough to win the first round.

*****

There was no moon that night and the sky was overcast. I killed our running lights, and we sat in silence and darkness. They didn’t wait long after sunset. Pirates are such a cocky, anxious bunch. I could hear the whine of the dinghy motors, but I couldn’t place it in the darkness.  So, I stared into the blackness, imagining shapes and movements that weren’t there.

The night was a deep black and everything was only visible in vague shadows. The wind was up, much stronger than normal and the chop in the lagoon was heavy.  The Vassar swayed and the sounds of the engines were getting closer. But between the wind and the slap of the waves on the hull, it was hard to tell how close they were. 

On other nights I would be able to see them by now, but not this night.  My eyes strained into the darkness and I tightened my grip on the Thompson, expecting them to burst into sight at any moment.  Suddenly they were there. A vague shadow moving, then an actual outline, then a boat with three men.  They couldn’t have been more than ten feet away and I laid on the trigger and the flames from the Thompson filled the night.

They never knew what hit them and died within seconds of me seeing them.  Two went over the side and one just slumped. He must have been alive for a few minutes because the skiff veered off.  About thirty seconds later, the engine began to idle, and I assumed that number three was dead.

Then Malaane yelled and she cut loose with her Thompson at the same time.  They were coming over the stern. The skiff must have been pulling small rubber boats or there were more skiffs than I figured.  Malaane got them all in one sweep. They were dead before I got my gun swung around.

“Check the sides. No lights,” I called to Malaane, and we each ran down our side of the Vassar.  Fuck it was dark. There was a rubber boat on my side. It was so dark that I had to look twice, and it was only a few feet away.  Then they were on me, and the Thompson was knocked out of my hand and I fell backward.  I heard Malaane scream and didn’t know if she was in danger or trying to warn me.

When I hit the deck, someone was on top of me, and another man was looming over me. My advantage was that they needed me alive if they wanted the pearls. I had just the opposite objective. I wanted them dead. I kicked hard at the man still standing. Not a kick as much as a stomp and it landed right in the kneecap.   He went down and I heard his rifle clatter on the deck.  I flailed at the man on top of me and made contact with the side of his stomach and he grunted.  I hit him again, harder. A series of quick jabs in the same place and his grip loosened. Then I rolled free of him.

The sword was in my hand when I got to my feet, and I slashed down at the man that I kicked.  I felt the blade bite in deep and pulled it back immediately. God, you gotta love the smoothness of a katana.  One flick of the wrist and it was pointing at my other assailant. He tried to draw a pistol, but he had no chance.  The sword pierced his heart and he dropped to the deck.

I reached down to strip the gun off of him. He had to be dead or dying, but no point in taking a chance. I heard the other man groan and stabbed him with the sword again.  He lay still.

“Jack,” called Malaane. She was distressed and I turned to see a man with a knife at Malaane’s throat.

“Drop the sword or I’ll kill the bitch,” he demanded. I didn’t say anything. Just dropped the katana and raised my hands, all the while moving closer.

“Don’t hurt her. She’s the only one who knows where the pearls are. She hid them in the lagoon, and she dropped them deep so I’m the only one who can go down that far. You need us both alive and kicking or no treasure.”

All the time I was moving closer to him. Not threatening. Slowly, talking calmly, and cooperatively, my hands were in the air. Acting as compliant as possible. “What do you think Quarrels will do if he can’t get to the pearls? He’ll cut your balls off and feed them to you one by one,” I suggested.

“Take the knife away. If you hurt her by accident, he’ll kill you real slow,” I declared.

He didn’t let her go and kept his arm around her, but I saw his knife hand move. 

“Down, now!” I yelled. We had practiced this maneuver earlier and Malaane performed it perfectly. She slid her hips to the side and slammed her closed fist down, heel out. It’s called a hammer blow and it's easy to teach to a woman. It landed right in his balls and Malaane dropped to the deck as he doubled over.

He never saw me draw the forty-five and the bullets hit him with enough force to throw him backward, over the side of the Vassar. I was checking the rest of the boat even before I heard the splash.  We were clear. There were two rubber boats pulled behind one of the dinghies.  No wonder it seemed like it took forever. They must have been only going a couple of miles an hour with all that drag. The two rubber boats must have broken off and tried to flank us before they came into view.

It was a good plan, but no cigar. Nine against two, one a woman not used to brawling. It should have worked. But they didn’t know the firepower they were walking into. The Thompsons took out most of them right from the start. If we’d only had pistols or even rifles, we might have been toast.

“Now what?” asked Malaane.

“Now the hard part,” I answered. “You all right?”

“Fine” she replied bravely, and I believed her. Malaane had guts.

“I counted nine bodies. Including Jules, that’s ten dead. You think the islander included himself in that sixteen?”

“Don’t know,” Malaane responded.

“So, there are six or seven left and two of us. We’ve lost the element of surprise. They’ll come at us differently this time. Time to change the game. Time to attack.”

“How?”

“I’ll show you. Let’s take a look at our canoe.” I said.

*****

We’d cut them down to size, but we were still outnumbered. I could wait until morning and try to run the inlet. Hope to fight it out in the open sea. We were better armed, but they had more shooters and the chances of one of us catching a round were almost certain.  So, I was gonna do something that I hoped they didn’t expect.

I could hear Quarrels screaming on the radio. Someone must have had orders to contact him when the deed was done. I turned the squelch up to its highest level and said a few words while the radio screeched. He wouldn’t have been able to hear anything except pure gibberish. I blinked the running lights a couple of times and then left them on, hoping that Quarrels would figure that his men had won the battle.  Then I had Malaane swim over and retrieve their skiff and swim it back to the Vassar, while I went to make a few modifications to the canoe. 

In the age of sale, one of the most effective ways of attacking another ship was a fire ship.  The concept was simple. Set a ghost ship on fire and send it toward the enemy vessel. If you did it right the target ship caught fire and that’s that. No more enemy.

I rigged the canoe up to burst into flame.  I soaked it with gasoline and made a couple of Molotov cocktails just for good measure.  I had some explosives left over from a salvage job I’d done a while back and I threw those into the mix.  Then we got into the skiff, both Malaane and me, and started toward the ketch.

I was hoping it would look like we were their own crew returning with the prize.  The night was dark, and it was impossible to see details. I was gambling, but it seemed like a good play.  Malaane was sitting amidships and we had a dead guy propped up in the bow, and one just in front of me in the stern.  I was practically hugging the guy; the boat was so small.  I waved and yelled as we approached and just kept coming steadily on.  The canoe was trailing off behind us, too far away to be noticed.

When I got closer I slipped over the side and Malaane took the throttle on the outboard.  She had to stretch way behind her. I’m sure it was uncomfortable, but she made it look good. When I hit the water, she veered to port and cut the engine. Then turned off the gas and pulled the pull cord several times. From the ketch, it would have looked like the engine had cut out and now wouldn’t start.  We weren’t close enough for them to see anything but vague outlines and shapes.

I hauled myself into the canoe, cut it free from the skiff, and paddled to the bow of the ketch. Malaane had headed in the direction of the stern ladders.  The sea was still rough, but the outrigger stayed erect.  It was an ingenious design A normal canoe would swamp in seconds in even light swell, but the outrigger stabilizes the boat.  Gives it torque on one side, making it difficult to capsize. 

No one noticed the dark shadow slide silently through the night and I barely made a sound when I bumped up against the bow.  The current was light, but it was enough to hold the canoe snug against the hull.  I lit the fuse and rolled off the back of the canoe. I only had a few seconds but managed to throw the Molotovs hard enough to break against the bow.  I had to hang onto the outrigger when I threw.  It’s almost impossible to throw with any power from the water, but the stabilizer gave me enough leverage that the bottles broke on contact.  I didn’t light them, but they liberally doused the hull of the ketch with gasoline.   I’m sure the glass breaking made enough sound to alert some of the pirates, but I guessed they wouldn’t have time to react. 

Malaane was still stalling and the boys on the ketch were getting restless.  I heard the engine of the skiff catch and Malaane darted into the darkness.  Someone on the ketch yelled at her and then the fuse caught.  The canoe burst into flames and the bow of the ketch was only seconds behind it.  The crew was running every which way on the deck of the ketch.  I saw one man engulfed in flames jump into the water. 

Malaane was only about twenty feet away and I swam toward her and heaved myself into the skiff.  No one was paying any attention to the skiff anymore and we both sprayed the deck with our Thompsons.  We each started at an end and worked toward the middle.  I think someone fired back, but I can’t be sure.  They were pretty busy on that boat. There was one man, in particular, shouting orders. I could see him clearly amidships. Hoping that was Quarrels, I took special care to see him go down and afterward just laid on the trigger in his direction.

We watched it burn for a few minutes. The flames lit up the night. She was a good boat, with sleek lines. A grand lady of the high sea made to roam the oceans and run with the wind. I hated to see her come to the end of her journey before her time. But I did wonder, for just a moment, what it said about me, that I mourned the loss of a ship, no matter how graceful, while men were burning and drowning around me.

One man swam to us and tried to climb aboard.  Malaane just turned the skiff away and sped off in a different direction and he slid under.  It’s what I would have done, and it didn’t bother me one bit.  She was a tough lady.

The ketch was still burning when we climbed back on board the Vassar. We had a few drinks and watched the last of her sink below the waves. One of us stayed on watch all night. We were tired, but there was a lot to think about and the quiet of the night was an elixir.

*****


Chapter 7

I slept in late the next morning and Malaane had my breakfast ready. She had relieved me at about four AM and let me get some rest. I slept on deck in case she needed me, with the canvas band on the Thompson wrapped around my wrist and the longsword in a sheath on my belt. But the night was uneventful, and we saw no survivors.

I moved the Vassar and tried to line up with reference points for where Malaane hid the pearls.  I took an angle sighting on two widely separated landmarks, then anchored the Vassar hopefully on the exact spot.  It took Malaane about fifteen minutes to find the pearls, then she marked their location and I went down to lug them up.  It was easy getting them down there with their weight but getting them up was another matter.  It would have taken her dozens of trips. But I just picked up the bags, blew air into my vest and we all popped to the surface together.

When I pulled anchor Malaane said “Forget the rest. No need for them.”

I knew what she meant.  She was worried about that octopus. But I’d been giving that some thought and figured I was ready to handle it.

“No, I’m going down. We came to get those pearls and the ones from that cave were some of our best.”  I’d kept the pearls from that cave separate from the others, and when I compared them, they were visibly of higher quality. 

“No,” she argued. “We go. Just go now.”

I pulled up anchor and moved the Vassar to the cross-reference points that put me near the cave with the giant octopus.  Then I suited up. Malaane wasn’t happy, but she knew I wasn’t going to give in.

I filled four tanks for the dive. Two, two-tank rigs complete with separate regulators. I also strung some extra weight belts. The problem when wrestling with anything underwater is that you don’t have any leverage.  You push on something and you go backward, not stand your ground like you would on land.  I needed the weight. I figured that octopus weighed more than I did and it sure as hell was stronger.  It had already shown me that. It damn near squeezed my leg to pulp. I couldn’t do that to another man’s legs. But it had the strength to do it with ease and only one of its arms, so to speak, and it had eight of them.

I also took the katana swords. They were the sharpest blades that I owned, and they had reach.  If they could cut through a man’s head like it was butter on a plate, then they were exactly what I needed for that thing in the cave.  So, I made two dives to the bottom and staged my equipment just outside the cave.  Then I swapped out the tanks to have the most air, buckled on the extra weight, slipped off my flippers, cashed the partially used tanks where I could get to them fast, and picked up a sword with each hand.  Then with the long blade in my right hand, I walked into the cave.

The late morning sun gave me plenty of light, but none of it direct, and the cave floor was covered in black-lip oysters.  Hundreds of them. I looked around. No sign of the octopus. I spun three hundred and sixty degrees around, looking up and down, but found nothing.

Before the dive, I had taped the diving flashlight to the base of the short sword and now I swept the cone of light slowly over the cave ceiling and wall.  Methodically inspecting every inch of the cave as the light dissolved the shadows and revealed the intricate details of the encrusted coral, but no sign of the octopus.  Not seeing it was even more unnerving than seeing it. It had to be lurking somewhere and that sent chills through me. An unseen terror is always more frightening, and I could feel fear gripping me.  Whispering in my ear and crawling up my spine like a mass of spiders.  I fought the ever-growing impulse to flee and swept the light again, this time even more carefully. 

Then I saw it. Just the faintest movement as it breathed. It was like the wall of the cave itself was pulsing. The camouflage was uncanny, and the colors matched perfectly. My plan was to be ready and hack the shit out of it when it attacked. But it was just sitting there and I sure as hell wasn’t going to bend over and turn my back to it, which I would have to do if I wanted to collect the oysters.

I had an impulse to jab it. But that was stupid. I came to kill this thing and I’d only get so many chances. Why waste one pissing it off. So, I sliced at the nearest arm. I was holding my short sword high for the light and flicked my wrist downward and to my left. The blade was razor sharp and it cut through easily.  I struck high up near the body and five feet of the arm floated freely in the water, twisting and curling like a worm on a hook, blood seeped into the sea in dark swirls.

It felt like the whole cave surged. The animal had taken on the color of the rock and the coral. I could not tell where one started and the other stopped. But now it pulsed colors and was instantly a deep red-brown, then a lighter one. Even in the shadows of the cave and the depth of the water, I could see the red as it changed tints and hues. Then it struck with another arm and jerked me up off the cave floor, despite the extra weight I carried.

Before I could even react, the arm was around my forearm twice, squeezing, compressing, and draining my strength. I tried to hold my grip on the short sword, I needed it to slice again, but my hand opened, and the light fell to the cave floor. Desperate, I swung the long blade at the offending arm. The blade bit, but the force of the blow was insufficient to sever it. The water steals so much of the power a man has on land. I sawed at the flesh. Furiously hacking and slicing and was through.

When I cleaved its arm, I expected the pressure on my left arm to lessen, but it increased for a moment as the severed arm spasmed before it fell away.  I was free and fell back instantly to the cave floor. The water slowed the fall a little, but I had a lot of weight on me. I snatched up the short sword and crouched when I hit the bottom.  Then looked up, both swords ready for round three, or whatever round it was.

It was way up in the corner, all scrunched up. I couldn’t swim up to it because of the extra weight. I had chosen stability over flexibility and ceded the high ground when I did so. He was maybe fifteen feet away and in the water between us were swirling blood trails and two of its arms. It just sat there, and I was going through air like a marathon runner. Suck, suck, suck. I was breathing way too fast. I wondered how much air I had left and checked my reserve just to make sure it was still off.

Maybe it was over? Maybe I didn’t have to kill it? Just teach it to stay out of my business. No such luck. It came at me with lightning speed, and I actually felt the current it generated when it jetted toward me. The backwash must have bounced off the cave wall and created a downdraft. Then it was on me. All its arms entwined around me, and the world turned black.

I was always told that an ink cloud was a means of escape, but this guy was using it to disguise his attack. I couldn’t see anything, but I could feel the creature all around me. I stabbed and sliced frantically. I kept my arms in close, stick them out and it would grab them. I learned that the hard way. I swung the blades, felt them make contact, then sliced and sawed like a madman. I was working blind; I couldn’t see shit.

I think my head was up inside its body.  That’s where the mouth is. I couldn’t be sure, but I kept expecting it to bite the top of my head at any second. I felt my blades cut through flesh several times.  How many fucking arms did this thing have left?

Suddenly I was free. The arms were gone, and the water was clearing. The water was still a deep gray, but I could see light and I backed for the door. Was it dead? Did I win? I had no idea, but I was alive and not seriously wounded. I was calling that a good day and I dropped my weight and surfaced.

I climbed onto the Vassar with one sword in my hand and no oysters. I was sure I was close to my bottom time limit and couldn’t dive again until the afternoon. So, I collapsed on the deck and went to sleep.

I woke four hours later. Malaane said I didn’t move a muscle the whole time. Between the pirates and the octopus, I guess I was drained.  But I felt refreshed and ready for action. I was back down at the cave entrance within half an hour. There was no sign of the octopus. I found five arms in the cave ranging from six feet to three feet, but nothing else except the oysters. I guess it went somewhere to lick its wounds.  People tell me that an octopus can regrow its arms. I hope that’s true. It was a magnificent animal. I didn’t really want it to die and on reflection, I could have easily done without the additional pearls. I was just being macho and thoughtless. Sometimes it just seems to be in my genes.

The afternoon was uneventful. I loaded up the oysters and collected the equipment I’d left strewn on the bottom. I would have to give the Japanese swords some special attention. They were a good four hundred years old and should never have been in salt water. Malaane shucked the oysters and retrieved the pearls, while I readied the Vassar. We left six pearls on the beach where the natives could find them. One for each fisherman and one to pay for the canoe we burned.

Way to the west I could see the sun dropping into the sea by the time we cleared the inlet. I took us several miles offshore, then turned the Vassar south in a stiff breeze. God, I love the feel of my boat when she bites into the wind and surges with its energy.  It was a beautiful night, and the stars were in their true glory.  It was one of those times that I realize why I am here, if not who I am.  A question that I guess haunts us all from time to time.  Me, more often than most, I think. My old friend Tate Tolliver says that I think too much. I’m sure he’s right, but it’s just something that I do, and I can’t seem to help it.

I put my arm around Malaane, and she came in close. It didn’t take long for her fingers to start crawling up my leg. She was such a needy woman. May all men be as lucky.

*****
 

The next day I noticed the mast. Like the other one, it was barely visible, right on the horizon. Hard to see because it was off to the northwest and that was the direction of the sun. I’d been watching our backtrail carefully. Quarrels was known to run with a pack, and just one boat had always worried me. Either he was off trying to make a score his buddies didn’t know about, or the rest of the wolves were around somewhere. 

It didn't look to me like she could sail any faster than the Vassar, so it was an even-up match. All I had to do was out sailor him. We were in open seas, but these were also French Polynesian waters. That meant we didn’t have to be on our own. So, I let them chase me while I called in the cavalry.

It took them a day and a half to find us, but mid-afternoon next a French Patrol boat hailed us, and we heaved too. A full lieutenant was in command, one old enough to have been in the war. I invited him aboard.

“Pleased to meet you, Captain Straw,” he greeted. “I’ve heard stories about you. Your friend Tate Tolliver said you needed some help. How can I be of service?”

“I think we have a pirate on our tail,” I answered, pointing off to the Northwest.

“I’ll make a call on them,” he assured. “They won’t bother you again.”

“Thanks. We appreciate that. I’ll leave drinking money at Toliver’s bar for your entire crew,” I answered.

“They’ll like that,” he smiled.

*****

The rest of the trip was short and uneventful. We put in at Papeete, the commercial center of Tahiti. There were pearl brokers there and when they saw our stash of black pearls, there was quite a stir. So much so, that we laid over a few days to allow other buyers to fly in. Then we had us an old-fashioned auction and the bidding on the larger stones got quite spirited.

We could have gotten a better price in Australia. But it was 31oo miles to Brisbane. A three-week sail and the open ocean always carries risk. Pirates, typhoons, rogue waves, anything can happen out there in the great blue lonesome and I figured a bird in hand seemed prudent.

I felt much more comfortable with a bank draft in my pocket than a few bags of treasure that I could easily lose.   Malaane was overcome, she had dreamed of those pearls for years and now it was over. They had been exchanged for a fat bank account. What she did with her life from here on was up to her. She had some choices and I hooked her up with some good people that could guide her through the legal niceties if she ever wanted to put some of her money to work.

I bought her the best dinner in Tahiti while we waited for the brokers to come in from as far away as Hong Kong and Singapore. We explored the beautiful island of Tahiti walking hand in hand and in general acted like tourists. Our sex those last few days was sweet but often violent. We both knew it was almost over. We didn’t have that life commitment to each other that would have prolonged our relationship, but we had a deep personal connection, and it came out in our lovemaking.

I had a lot of mixed feelings that last morning when we did our slow fuck one final time. It was one to rival all slow fucks. She was incredibly attentive, and we clung to one another like it was our last day on earth. I knew I was going to miss her fiercely and that my bed would feel empty for a long, long time. But the Straw-Malaane chapter was over, and life must go on. So, I put her on a plane and kissed her goodbye. Then I headed for Tate Toliver’s bar, the Samurai. It was named after a mutual acquaintance, and I was in the mood to drink to a little excess. What better place to be melancholy than in the presence of an old friend?

*****

If you like this story, please give me a review or a rating.  Thank You.

Other books in the Jack Straw Noir Adventure Series are:

Up River – Taking Rowena #1

Treasure of Shark Reef #2

White Slaver’s Bay #3

Dragon’s Lair #5

cover.jpeg
R R

A Novella hy
JStiff &
Taylor French

Jack Sti’aw Noir Acion/Rdventute #4





