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THE LOCKS OF ENCHANTMENT
J. SCOTT HARDIN

For several days, we had been hold up under decks, tossed about like fish in some lofty gentleman’s net.  The swaying lanterns cast wan patches of jaundice against the oak and randomly illumined our faces in the darkness.  Each time I dared look at my fellows, their expressions had become even more weary and grotesque.  Their silhouettes climbed up the bunks and formed evil grins on the damp ceilings, chimeras beyond the pale of what a man should rightly imagine, even in the midst of his wanderings in the unknown.


The crew, some quite venerable, had made sick many times in and about the stationed buckets.  Endless rolling and the sinister machinations of demons overhead had unsettled everyone, and when the Captain’s order came to man the deck, we were relieved to escape our stew of stench and fright.  When I emerged from the ladder, my lungs ingested the spicy air like the last meal of a man sentenced to the gallows next morn.


“Bleedin’ bells on a barmaid’s bum,” old Jensen declared.


“Will you look at that?” affirmed a swarthy gunner beside him.


“Aye,” another added.  “Don’t suppose any of these lads are like to get any wenchin’ done now.”


Someone whistled sharply in agreement.


I made my way to the railing to see for myself the source of this general commotion.  Squeezing beside an aft docking hook and around the rotund mass of our cook, I wriggled into my bit of space.  The wet, salted kiss of a wind gust left upon my cheeks a fair sting as I began to take in the environs.

It required no great powers of observation to understand why everyone had been nearly dumbstruck.  The whole sea was awash in wreckage, the sheer volume of which no man could ever have seen the likeness.  For leagues around, ship after broken ship lay unmanned and prostrate, some listing gently, others grounded at all manner of unnatural angles.  The whole lifeless morass suggested a thousand dark calumnies, and a foul disquiet soon descended upon all aboard.  I pulled out my pocket scope – my only possession – and surveyed the details.


My sights drew first to the largest ship.  The masts had torn off, and the port side was battered in by what must have been the heaviest ordnance ever flung at the heart of any enemy.  Its crew could never have stood a chance, for every single one of the cannon was missing.  Had they pushed them overboard?

That was impossible, I scolded myself.  But the next ship appeared in just as strange a state.  The S. S. Geoffrey.  It was of the newer class of launches with a deeper belly which, despite its girth, allowed for both thicker hull and greater maneuverability.  It could have been at sea not more than a few years, but the breakers revealed the rust and warping of many ages as they lapped away from its exposed side.

“You gimme that!”


One of the carpenter’s mates made a grab for my scope, and I almost dropped her into the drink right then and there.


“Get your bilge-sodden hands away,” I warned.


He attempted to reach up to snatch it again, but the cook was already stepping around me to catch a better view.  Such was his bulk that any further rascality on the part of that carpenter came swiftly to an end.


The Santo Miguel had become host of a million bone dry barnacles.  The Thomas, the Magnus Olaf, and the H.M.S. Charles looked like colonies of seaweed that bared no resemblance whatever to anything kindred to seaworthy.  The whole scene was a vast, floating museum filled with relics, dead yet aging nonetheless.   An anchor, most probably its own, had embedded itself right above the waterline of the Friedrich.  The Don Paulo seemed almost stately though it had been burned to a charcoal.

Frigates, galleys, whalers – all these, in addition to types with which I was hardly familiar, had something in common.  The fragments of ancient triremes, envoys of the Orient and pirate marauders new and old were no different in this respect.  I knew with a clarion certitude that time, circumstance and race had nothing to do with their demise.

A tingle ran out from my head into my limbs, and the Captain’s voice visited my ear on a crest of wind.  I looked up and saw he was on the Officers Deck, gesticulating at the authorities there assembled with apparent patience.  Finally, he pointed into the distance and shook his head with a resolution that brooked no contradiction.


I clambered over the cook’s knee and made my way through the crowd to port.  The object of contention was a small island just at the horizon.  Its shoreline, bristling in white sands pockmarked by sundry debris, crept upward through direful thickets to a massive stone formation.  This latter appeared through my glass as nothing if not the face of a pretty maiden.  At the top, a waterfalls parted along the sides of the rock and down into the sylvan nethers like glittering hair.  I checked with each eye, and she smiled at me both times.

We put to anchor for the night, and my humble duties obliged me to swab the mess after supper.  Alone in this work and distracted, I noticed the door to the Officers Hall ajar.  Unable to restrain myself, I peeked inside and espied a map laid open on the table.  Its cartography accounted for our present position and the names of over sixty ships, including every one I had personally observed.  The island and its waterfalls had been labeled “Locks of Enchantment”.

A lantern flickered, and I turned to the door.  It was the Captain.

I expected to be flogged for sure, but all he did was raise his hand kindly.  He said nary a word, but our eyes, youngest and oldest aboard, understood that every wreckage bore the name of a man.

Our ship put to sail just before light of dawn.

