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SHADOWS OF THE BATAVIA

2 October 1629

Jeronimus Cornelisz didn’t believe in the Devil, but the Devil sure as Hell believed in him.

How he, an apothecary by trade, found himself working as an undermerchant aboard the Batavia in the first place was something he cared not to discuss. It was a tale of woe involving a dead child, bankruptcy, and the jailing of a close confidant whose radical ideas had taken root in a few too many prominent hearts. But Jeronimus did talk. A lot. He was of fair complexion, with dark hair and darker eyes that, coupled with his charisma, made it hard to break loose of his gaze. So when he talked, you listened, whether you cared for what he had to say or not.

“God does not mock us,” he said, staring off into the crystal blue sheen of the sea. The sun was high, the sand warm across the top of his feet as he and six of his fellow sailors shuffled across the beach. The seabirds cawed in the air around him, the waves lapping the shore. It was as beautiful a day as ever there was. He nodded, squinting in the sun. “He smiles upon us. Loves us. Wants us to be happy. He demands not servitude, but experience. Gifts us with urges. Rewards us with pleasure. Satisfaction. Wholeness. Why is it that a man feels no ecstasy when he prays? There, on his knees, in congress with his maker, he feels nothing but what he pretends to. But a man on his knees, in congress with a woman, feels more alive than ever. Every inch of his body sizzles with joy, and when he explodes, he becomes one with the whole. In that moment, and only that moment, a man knows absolute peace, free of want, free of fear.

“All the things that bring us ecstasy are banned, held captive by the new Pharisees. They put their pope on a throne of gold and silver and let him rework both history and the word that was passed down to us through their lips. And the lips of those before them. And of those before them. And the longer the word of God stays on earth, the longer it is corrupted to justify the illusion. Make no mistake. They hold hostage everything we hold dear to maintain their own control of it. Even the pope has his whores.” He turned to look at his burly shipmate, shuffling close behind him in the sand. “Have you ever fucked a whore proper, son?” he asked him.

“What?” asked the man, looking up from the ground.

“A whore, son. A whore. Have you ever dropped a few guilders in the cup of one after dropping a few in her box?”

The man grunted, nodding, as if it was a stupid question. He was a sailor. Of course he’d been with his fair share of whores.

“When she shined your knob, who did it hurt? No one. That’s the lord’s work. Pleasure for one, rent and food for another. Why would he condemn us to Hell for that? The Pharisees tell us that a roll with a lady is all it takes to burn forever in a lake of fire. But if the lord has a plan for us, really has a plan for us all, why would he plan for us to go to Hell? To burn. To suffer. What God would do that? Not one who loves us. One who loves us has created an afterlife, a place where we are free from pain, free from suffering, and only know the orgiastic joy of blissful wholeness.”

“So you’re saying there ain’t no Hell?” asked another sailor, following a little farther back.


“I’m saying that not only is there no Hell, but no Devil. He’s a ghost story meant to keep the finer things in life under lock and key in our captain’s, our captor’s, bedchamber. God wants only for us to do what makes us happy. He sorts out the rest.”

The second sailor spoke up again, this time leaning closer. “You’re saying it’s okay to kill?”

“Why wouldn’t it be? Killing someone only sends them to the great reward, right? And taking from someone only encourages them to take for themselves. Have you ever looked closely at the ten commandments?”

A third sailor spoke up. “There are no ten commandments south of the equator. Every sailor knows that.” He laughed, though no one laughed with him.

“But do you know them?” asked Jeronimus of the third sailor, unfazed.

“I know them,” said the sailor, soberly. “By heart.”

“We all do. But have you ever thought about them? The man in charge goes up a mountain and comes back down with ten rules that keep him and his rich friends rich and in charge. Do not steal, do not murder, obey your elders, do not covet their wives—of which they had many—do not speak ill of the lord who passed down these laws nor dare to question or speak for him, worship no other god who might make other laws. These aren’t rules to keep us free, they are rules telling you to know your place and take only what the rich deign to give to you. These are not the laws of God, they are the laws of man designed only to rule over other men. God wants us to be happy. God wants us to take what we want. God wants us to rule for ourselves. The only way to truly be free is to free yourself of your own conscience.”

“That’s easy to say now,” said the soldier farthest in back. “But let’s see what say you in a few moments’ time.”

Jeronimus smiled wide, his teeth speckled with bird guts, several chipped or missing from a few beatings too many. “Aye,” he said. “More to the point, in a few moments’ time, we’ll see just how right I am after all.”

The seven looked out together over the island—a flat, mile-wide coral sand wasteland, no more than three feet above sea level, devoid of bush or tree, surrounded in whole by the Indian Ocean, its only markers three shoddy wooden gallows, constructed from the skeleton of the Batavia, which itself was wrecked and battered to pieces by the tide a scant half-mile away. Beside the closest gallows was a barrel, and beside that a box on which sat Wiebbe Hayes, captain of the guard, his chin held high, a sly, proud smile on his lips, hammer and chisel in his hands. Behind him stood Fleet Commander Francisco Palsaert—a boorish, sweaty gnome of an East India Trading Company man who rubbed his fat little fingers together, grinning like a child molester.

“Cornelisz,” he said. “You’re up.”

Jeronimus knelt before the barrel, placing his left hand atop it, eyes cold and expressionless. “I’ll be back for these later,” he said to Hayes.

Hayes nodded, placing the chisel squarely on Jeronimus’s wrist. “Jeronimus Cornelisz, you have been tried and convicted of mutiny, complicit in the deaths of one hundred and twenty souls. Your guilt is not in doubt. Have you anything to say before your sentence is carried out?”

“Yes. Had fortune favored me just a little more, it would be your hand up on this barrel, Hayes. Not mine.”

Hayes nodded knowingly. “Though I doubt you would have granted me the courtesy of the barrel.”

Jeronimus flashed the hint of a smile, concealing it as quickly as it came. “You’re probably right.”

Hayes brought the hammer down.

Jeronimus neither winced nor cried out as the chisel severed his hand from his arm; he didn’t even blink. He simply stared into the soldier’s eyes as he removed his gushing stump from the barrel, placing his right hand directly atop the dismembered left.


“Remove the hand,” ordered Palsaert.

“No,” said Jeronimus flatly. “They’re a set. They stay together.” The hammer came down again, separating the second hand, Jeronimus once again making nary a sound.

A soldier grabbed him by his armpits, hoisting him back to his feet, and then led him to the gallows where a crudely assembled ladder awaited him. Jeronimus climbed up, step by step, the ladder creaking beneath him, bowing his head for the executioner to slip the noose around his neck. Palsaert stepped forward, boisterously offering a morsel of civility. “May God have mercy on your soul.”

Jeronimus looked up, smiling, blood spurting from two dismembered stumps. “He already has.”

The executioner kicked the ladder out from under him. The mutineer dropped less than a yard; not quite far enough to kill him, just far enough to tighten the rope. There he spun, slowly choking, head swelling up like a cherry tomato, his toes stretching, scraping barely, cruelly, at the sand inches beneath.

Then, one by one, Hayes took the right hand of each of the remaining sailors before he was led to his own noose, to spin and choke slowly in the sun. Each spat a curse at Jeronimus before his own ladder was kicked out from under him, and while no one would ever speak or write of it in their accounts, many thought to themselves that day that they saw Jeronimus smile each time they did, even as the life was slowly choking out of him.

And once the last man had been hung and the life finally drained from his body, Palsaert, Hayes, and the remaining soldiers each made their way to the boats one by one, leaving the conspirators behind to rot where they died.

On the shore, sitting in a boat of their own, Wouter Looes and Jan Pelgrom de Bye waited in chains, their hands cuffed to their feet. Looes was a grizzled sea dog covered in scars, a willing mutineer and right-hand man to Jeronimus; Pelgrom was a thin, blond, eighteen-year-old cabin boy who had only committed one murder—and that under duress. While each of the other mutineers had lied about their involvement or intent in the mutiny, these two fell upon their knees before the seaside court and begged its mercy. Palsaert granted it, though the extent of his mercy was questionable.

“You see the fate you escaped?” asked Palsaert of his captives.

Both men nodded silently.

“Let those images fester, gentlemen. For while your fate is in your hands, know that no manner of death could be as awful as that.” He turned to Hayes. “Unshackle them.” As Hayes did, Palsaert raised a stiff arm to the horizon and continued to speak. “Eighty-odd kilometers from here is a land filled with monsters and savages. No civilized man has settled it. Maybe you’ll make it; maybe you won’t. Your lives are your own now. The only thing I promise you is that if I ever see your faces again, I will have you hanged before the sun sets on that day. Good-bye, gentlemen. May God have mercy on your souls.”

He motioned to Hayes who gave the boat a good, swift kick into the water. Looes and Pelgrom immediately set to rowing, knowing that what little food and water Palsaert’s meager mercy had granted them would be gone before they saw anything resembling land. It would take only minutes for their small craft to vanish into the horizon and their names into legend.

And once they were gone, Palsaert gave the order and the last remnants of the crew of the Batavia set back out for Java, never to set eyes on these islands again.

The handless shadows hung long in the noonday sun, lifeless as their bodies, slightly twitching, swaying in the breeze. Slowly, as the boats sailed away, the shadows’ twitches became more pronounced. And then they became movements. And the movements became dancing. And finally the shadows wrestled away from their bodies, loosed from the moorings of their mortal shells, free to roam and stand up on their own, no longer bound to the flat of the ground. They stood up, square-faced, boxy, and malformed, racing for the nearest pools of shadow before the sun could strike them down.

They hid in the dark of the barrel and of the rocks and of the shadows of the posts that held up the gallows. There they waited, watching as their old bodies swayed, shadowless, birds swarming to pick them apart, tearing out their innards, pecking out their eyes. And once the day had run its course and the sun had sunk slowly behind the sea, and the boats had all sailed far, far away, the shadows crept out into the night looking for their hands. But they were nowhere to be found, having been carried off hours before by the birds.

Disappointed, with the moon rising on the water, the shadows turned into crows—their feathers formed from darkness, their eyes a shiny black—flapping off beneath the stars toward an island thousands of miles away. Java.

Ariaen Jacobsz was strong. He’d endured torture, threats, and all manner of inquiry. And as a captain and skipper of the Batavia, it would take more than the accusations of known mutineers, murderers, and thieves to have him executed. The company needed him to confess. It was the last privilege his station would afford him. Jacobsz would never give them the satisfaction. No matter how guilty he truly was.

His cell was small and windowless, stuffy with the sweat of tropical air and body odor. No torches were lit this low beneath the castle, the dungeon always as black as night could get, even when the sun was highest in the sky. It was a miserable hole deep in the earth, but it was a damn sight better than hanging handless in the sands of an island with no name.

“Jaaaaacobszzzz,” said a whisper outside his cell, waking him from a shallow sleep.

“Keep it quiet out there,” he called out to his fellow cell mates farther down the hall. “I’m trying to sleep.”

“Jaaaaacobszzzz.”


“What is it?”

“We had a deal,” said a voice from behind him.

Jacobsz turned around, looking for its source. “What?” Then he heard shuffling from all sides. He wasn’t alone, but as dark as it was, he couldn’t make out anyone, or anything. “Who is it?”

“Yourrrrrrr crewwwwwwww.”

Hands grabbed him from the darkness, clawing his flesh, dragging him backward, choking him. Then, in unison, they upheaved him, and he felt the dry, chafing burn of a rope coiling tightly around his neck.

“No! Not like this!” he cried. “Not like this!”

“Exactly like this,” said Jeronimus, now a misshapen shadow of what he was. “Take his hand, boys! And spare him the courtesy of a barrel.”

The next morning his jailers would find him hanged from the ceiling, his right hand severed and missing. The cell was locked when they found it and the guards swore that no one came or left in the night. No report was made and, since Jacobsz had no kin anyway, no one was ever notified about the mysterious death. And with so many of the conspirators spread out, already serving on new ships or condemned to different prisons in the region, no one took notice of just how many times this manner of death would repeat itself for an untold number of the mutineers of the Batavia.
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THE MISSING MAN MARCH

An Excerpt from The Austin Chronicle by Martin Mack

The air was thick, muggy, dank with downtown sweat. If you were paying attention, you could feel something in the air. But like a sudden summer storm, few saw it coming until it was pouring down around them. That night, in a cramped, seedy little bar on Sixth Street, a rock god came out and greeted the audience with the deafening strum of his guitar. And now, six months later, a hundred thousand hipsters all claim to have stood among a couple of hundred.

It was an odd crowd, a smorgasbord of the Austin music and critical elite mingling among friends, family, and fans of the other bands. Scenesters and tastemakers tripped over one another at the bar. I even saw Cassidy Crane nodding along in back.

I’ll admit, I wasn’t expecting much. I’d seen Limestone Kingdom several times before and they were terrible. Thoroughly mediocre twaddle starving on the outskirts of a rock apocalypse. But they had an in with the manager, opening often for far better bands. So when Ewan Bradford stepped out onstage, I rolled my eyes and ordered another beer. It was going to be a long night.

Or so I thought.

That first chord rattled my bones, resonating in my gut. And then Limestone Kingdom exploded, playing what would become the anthem for an entire city.

You’ve seen the videos online. You’ve listened to the hastily recorded tracks. You know what I’m talking about. Sort of. You know how good the music is, but even words fail to capture just how captivating Bradford was. You couldn’t take your eyes off him. I must have seen that guy sling ice as a barback dozens of times, but that night was the first time I really saw him for what he was.

A rock god.

But that was it, the last we’d ever hear from him.

There would be rumors of a fight. Blood on a brick wall that police found to be “inconclusive.” Talk of a girl—whom no two people could even agree as to what she looked like—walking him out of the club. But no clues. No real leads. Ewan Bradford walked off that stage never to be seen again. His band members haven’t heard from him, and the label that later signed them (with Bradford in absentia) has a standing reward for information leading to his whereabouts. But at end of the day, all we have are sightings of guys who look like Bradford, or sound like Bradford, but none of whom can actually sing like Bradford.

He’s out there somewhere. And I think he’s alive. I think this is the biggest viral campaign in the history of rock music, playing out in blogs and alt weeklies the world over. Ewan Bradford is out there, smiling, laughing, checking as the hit counts climb on every video his fans post.

The real question is: will he ever show his face again?






3

THE STACKS

Martin Mack was the consummate rock writer. Though small in stature, he carried himself as if he were the tallest person in the room. He wore leather jackets over black, faded rock tour T-shirts from bands few had heard of, above jeans that were always five minutes ahead of the style. His head was shaved close and had been for as long as anyone could remember. No one knew exactly how old he was, but he was old enough to have been around and young enough that he still was. He knew all of the underground, backroom secret spots there were in Austin, which meant he also knew how to find Puckett’s Stacks, which is exactly where he found Colby Stevens.

Colby looked up as he entered, at first unaware of who he was. “Can I help you?” he asked. Colby looked grizzled, tired, a world-weary twenty-two going on forty-five. His red hair grew out in long shaggy tufts, longer than he liked it, but not long enough to remind him to bother getting it cut. His gaunt face and sunken eyes oversaw a field of red-brown stubble, almost thick enough to distract from his pointy chin. But it was his expression that was the most damning thing about him. Sullen, beaten, like a tool worn all the way down. He had the look of a man who just didn’t give a shit anymore.

Fortunately for him, most people took that as a sign that he’d simply worked in retail a little too long.

Martin smiled, speaking with a soft, friendly tone. “Yes, yes you can. I’m looking for someone. Colby Stevens.”

Colby froze for a second. People didn’t come looking for him. Things, yes; people, never. “I’m Colby,” he said, cautiously.

“Of course you are. I’m with the Austin Chronicle.”

Colby nodded, now recognizing him. “You’re Martin Mack.”

“You know my stuff.”

“Only your recent work.”

“Then you know why I’m here.”

“I have an idea. I know what you’re writing about, but not why you would want to talk to me.”

“You were one of Ewan’s friends.”

Colby nodded. “Yeah, so you’ll understand if I’d rather not talk about him.”

“People want to read about him.”

“No. People want to listen to his music. The only reason they keep reading about him is because you’ve convinced them he’s faked his own death.”

“You don’t think he did?”

“Man, how would I know?”

“Because,” said Martin, “you were the only person outside the band who appears to have spent any time with him.”

“Aside from his girlfriend, you mean.”

“Nora.”

“That’s the one.”

“Did you know her?”

“No. She was a well-kept secret.” Colby slipped a book off the shelf, a tattered, dog-eared copy of Hunter S. Thompson’s Hells Angels with a crippled spine and no dustcover. He held it up as if it were what Mack had come looking for.


Mack grimaced. “I’ve already got a copy of that,” he said.

Colby’s expression didn’t change. He merely opened it to the title page without looking, turning it toward Mack as he did. Martin Mack’s eyes grew wide, his jaw slowly going limp, his teeth almost whistling as the air rushed in past them. “Is that a . . . signed Thompson?”

“A signed first edition.”

“How did you know?”

“What? That the rock writer at the local alt weekly has a thing for Hunter S. Thompson? Call it a hunch.”

“It’s a bit beat up and a little the worse for wear, don’t you think?”

“You mean like Thompson himself? Yeah. It’s kind of perfect, isn’t it?”

Martin Mack grinned like an eight-year-old seeing boobs for the first time. “Okay, how much?”

“It’s on the house.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m paying for it. If, and only if, this is the last time we see each other.”

“That’s not cool.”

“What’s not cool is you coming in here and asking me questions about a friend I haven’t seen in a long time. Someone I miss. Someone I’m afraid I’ll never see again. And while I appreciate what you’re doing—for his music—I gotta tell ya, it hurts like a son of a bitch to even think about. So please, for the love of God, cut me a little slack and let me alone.”

“You think he’s dead, don’t you?”

Colby glared at Martin Mack, thinking long and hard about his choice of words. “I think that with all the attention he’s gotten, with all the stories you’ve written about him, with all the people clamoring to see him live, there isn’t anything else in the universe that could keep him off a stage.”

“Can I quote you on that?”


“Only if you don’t use my name.”

“Why not?”

“Some of us, and I’m just speaking for myself here, don’t want to get famous off the dead.”

Martin grimaced. “I think he’s still around. He’s just in hiding, waiting for the right moment to come back.”

“Maybe you’re right. But if he does, he better not show up here.”

“You don’t want to see your friend again?”

“Of course I do. But I’ve shed a lot of tears over that man. And anyone who would do that to a friend isn’t really very much of a friend at all.”

Martin nodded solemnly; it was a fair point. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.” He turned to leave.

“Wait.”

Martin perked up, imagining for a second that Colby had changed his mind, and turned back around. “Yeah?”

“You forgot your book.”

“Oh. Yeah. Thank you.”

Colby handed him the book and Martin slowly made his way out of the store.

The bell on the door tinkled, and the store fell silent once more. Colby slumped onto the ground in a heap, weeping. Tears erupted, warm and glistening, down his cheeks. He sobbed openly, sure that he was alone. It was the first time in months that he had cried, and it was only then that he realized just how much he had let the emotions build up.

He sat on the ground, his back to a bookshelf, rocking back and forth, running his hands through tufts of red hair, for a moment completely unguarded. Then the door tinkled again. Colby swallowed hard, quickly wiping his cheeks with his sleeve. “I’ll be right with you,” he said, spitting out a mouthful of swears beneath his breath.

He stood up, haphazardly collecting himself, took a deep breath, and walked around a bookshelf to the front of the store.


There stood a woman in her early to mid-thirties, very beautiful, clearly someone who had once been unbearably gorgeous, but was concealing the ravages of fatigue and sleepless nights with an oversize pair of sunglasses and a little too much makeup. She was frayed around the edges, nervous even to be there. Her clothing was expensive, her purse even more so. Everything about her shouted trophy wife at the top of its lungs. She looked over at Colby, slipping her sunglasses off to better see in the basement bookshop, immediately noticing his swollen eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she said, fumbling to return her sunglasses to her eyes. “I can come back.”

“No, no, no,” he said, pointing to his eyes. “Allergies. The molds are killing me this year. How can I help you?”

She looked around to see if anyone else was in the shop, certain that this young man was not who she was looking for. “I’m looking for someone named Colby . . .”

Colby’s gaze fell to the floor. Crap.
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THE BILLBOARD PSYCHIC

The billboard was large, colorful, and could be read clearly from the highway. PSYCHIC READINGS AND SPIRITUAL GUIDANCE. WALK-INS WELCOME. In the window hung a neon OPEN sign, lit and buzzing. It was a quaint little house, a faded blue box with a porch much fancier than its plain design seemed to deserve—large white columns reaching up to support an unimpressive overhang. There was something about it that felt like it belonged on the outskirts of a plywood-and-plank Wild West movie set instead of along a side street overlooking an interstate. But there it was. Cheap. Tawdry. Looming like a ten-dollar whore beckoning the curious to take a chance and see if it was worth the money after all.

It reeked of sadness and disappointment.

But Carol Voss was desperate. Her hands trembled as she pulled the keys from the ignition and fumbled them into her purse. This wasn’t the sort of place she expected to find herself. It was the last place in the world she wanted to try. It was also the last place she had left to turn to.

As she stepped out of the car, she gave one last thought to turning back. Then she heard the wail again in the back of her mind, a chill running up her spine, shivering, gooseflesh prickling across her skin. There was no turning back now. What was waiting for her back home was far worse than any humiliation she might face inside. Here was only the chance to waste her money, which she had plenty of. She might as well give it a shot.

The inside of the house was a cramped cluster of beads and fabric, the air thick with incense, almost every square inch of real estate covered in iconography. It smelled of smoke and mirrors and cheap theatrics. Just beyond the door, just as you entered, stood a lit glass case stocked with candles, crosses, crystals, and stones, a cash register sitting on top with a credit card machine plugged into the side. This wasn’t the home of a psychic, Carol thought. This was a gift shop for the gullible. She clenched her fist nervously, and was turning to leave, when a woman’s voice called from behind a curtain.

“Be right with you,” she said.

Carol stopped. She’d come this far. So she waited a moment longer.

“How can we help you?” asked a young woman before she’d even finished rounding the crushed red velvet curtain. She was pretty, and her dark, thick hair draped over the olive skin of her bare shoulder.

“I’m here to speak to . . .” Carol trailed off, searching for the words. “The psychic.”

“Mother Ojeda. My grandmother,” the girl said, nodding. “About your future?”

Carol shook her head gravely. “No. About a problem I’m having now.”

The girl nodded, understanding. “Of a worldly nature or . . . a spiritual one?”

“The . . . the second.”

The girl’s eyes squinted a bit. “One moment, please.” She turned around, vanishing again into the back of the house.

Carol waited, her hands tucked together in front of her, fidgeting nervously with the buckle of her belt. She tapped her foot and chewed the inside of her lip. For a moment she thought about slipping out the door as quietly as possible. Then the girl reappeared.

“Right this way, Mrs. . .”

“Voss. Mrs. Voss.”

The girl walked back behind the curtain, this time towing Carol behind her. The back of the house was a little less cramped, a dining room converted into a gaudy seance chamber. There was a large oak table covered in heavy cloth topped with a much thinner silk overlay. Atop it were a number of candles, all burning. Several carefully placed spotlights cast grim shadows on the walls, highlighting an empty chair next to the room’s entrance, a spot on the table where a tarot deck rested, and a chair immediately opposite the first. Sitting in that chair directly across the table was Mother Ojeda, an old Hispanic woman, her thick black hair braided, disappearing behind her into a woven shawl that rested on her shoulders.

She stared at the table, not looking up as Carol entered.

“Grandmother, this is Mrs. Voss,” the young girl announced.

Mother Ojeda nodded with a smile. “Thank you, Celesta,” she said, her accent thick, dripping with old Mexico. “Have a seat, Mrs. Voss.”

Carol sat down in the empty chair.

“My granddaughter tells me you have a problem.”

“Yes. I do.”

Mother Ojeda picked up the tarot deck, shuffling it in clumps. “What kind of problem do you have?” She laid down a card, shaking her head. “Hmmm.”

“Something is . . . haunting my . . . my home.”

“A spirit? Hmmm . . .” She laid down another card, then frowned, looking up strangely at Carol. “Have you seen this spirit, or merely felt it?”

Carol hesitated, her eyes darting around nervously, her hands sweating. “I’ve seen her,” she said. “And heard her.”

“Heard her? Moving things you mean?”

“No. Screaming. Wailing. Crying.” She paused. “Speaking.”


Mother Ojeda laid down another card, looking mildly confused about the card facing up at her. “What did she say?”

“Nothing in English. I couldn’t understand it.”

Mother Ojeda was quite serious now. All of her theatricality and pretense had vanished, her accent fading with it. “What does this woman look like?”

“She’s tall, very thin. Skeletal. Her arms look longer than they should be. Bony, with elongated fingers.” She shivered a bit, the words getting harder to free, mired in the pits of terrifying memories. “She has long black hair and her eyes, they’re gouged out. Holes with something glowing behind them. Like coals.”

Mother Ojeda clasped her hands together, wringing them tightly. “The words she spoke. Can you remember them?” She placed a final card, her eyes wide and unbelieving.

“I miss hee ohs.”

“Ay, mis hijos?”

“Yes! She just kept screaming it. Over and over. What are the cards telling you?”

Mother Ojeda looked solemnly upon her. “That you’re not lying.”

“Why would I be lying?”

“Mrs. Voss, do you have children?”

“Yes.”

“Two boys?”

“. . . Yes.”

“Both still young enough that they need a sitter?”

Carol nodded.

“And you have a home by the water, don’t you?”

Carol eyed her suspiciously. “Now wait a second, how did you know that?”

“By the river?”

“The lake.”

Mother Ojeda shook her head. “The lake is just a river dammed up. You have found yourself at the mercy of a terrible spirit. La Llorona.”


“Is it dangerous?”

Mother Ojeda nodded. “Once there was a beautiful young woman, every bit as stunning and radiant as yourself. But she was unmarried, widowed, her husband having died in a terrible accident, leaving her to take care of their two children—both young boys—on her own. She was in love with a wealthy merchant who, while having feelings for her, did not want to marry her. Instead he told her that he did not want children and thus couldn’t marry her. This broke her heart and, desperately lonely, she went home, took both of her boys out of their beds, walked them down to the river, and drowned them both right then and there.

“She went back to the merchant, overjoyed at her new freedom, and told him that they could finally be together. Horrified by what she’d done, he immediately rejected her, saying that he never wanted to see her again. This destroyed her. She begged and pleaded for him to reconsider, but he wouldn’t have it. He refused even to see her. Now even more heartbroken than before, she hanged herself.

“When her spirit arrived in Heaven, God met her at the gates and asked her where her children were. She shook her head. ‘I have no idea,’ she said. ‘I thought they were with you.’ God said, ‘No, I haven’t seen your children. Go back to earth and find them. You cannot come into heaven without them.’

“The woman was distraught, confused. She had no idea where her children were. So she came back to earth and began scouring the river. But they were nowhere to be found. Eventually she realized the current was too strong and she would never find them, so she hatched a plot. She needed two boys who looked like hers that she could pretend were her own. She would take them, walk them down to the river, drown them like she had her own children, then march them up to Heaven to prove to God that she knew where her children were.

“That woman is La Llorona. She wanders the world still, up and down the length of the Colorado, looking for her little boys—or ones who remind her of them that she can claim as her own—crying out, Ay! Mis hijos! Oh! My children!—so she might finally get into Heaven. And now she has her eyes on your little boys.”

Carol stared at her incredulously, both horrified by the story and unsure of what was coming next. For a moment her brain spun dry, unable to process what was happening. Then reason began to take hold. She narrowed her eyes. “How much is this going to cost me?” she asked.

Mother Ojeda shook her head. “Nothing.”

“What do you mean nothing?”

“Nothing,” she said again, waving her hand as if refusing money. “I can do nothing at all for you.”

“Wait. What do you mean you can’t do anything?”

“This is beyond my gifts.”

“Then what do I do?”

“Go home. Keep your children away from the water. Don’t let them anywhere near it. Keep the doors and windows locked at night. If there is a knock at the door after sunset, don’t answer it. Do you smoke?”

“No. Of course not. I have children.”

“Then consider starting. A lit cigarette in the hollows of her eye sockets will chase her away.”

Carol leaned back in her chair. “This is ridiculous. You’re pulling my leg.”

Mother Ojeda shook her head, eyes cold and narrow, pointing sternly at her. “Have you really seen her?”

“Yes,” she said, swallowing hard after.

“And have you really heard her?”

Carol nodded. “Yes. I have.”

“And as I sit here and say that I believe you, you don’t believe me?”

“Isn’t there something you can do? Don’t you speak to spirits? I read that you speak to spirits.”

“I do speak to spirits. But I will not speak to her. There is too much evil there. Too much danger in even looking her in the eyes.”

“What can you do?”

Mother Ojeda took a deep breath, considering her next words very carefully. Then she reached behind her to a nearby end table and pulled from it a pen and a scrap of paper. She began writing. “The spirits, they speak of a boy. One said to be able to wipe a spirit clean off the earth for well and for good. One who scares them so much they won’t speak his name loudly out of fear he might notice them. His name is Colby. He works in a bookshop. Here is where you’ll find it.”

Carol took the slip of paper, tears forming in her eyes. “I don’t . . . I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Go home, kiss your boys. Love them and raise them to be good men. And whatever you do, do not let them anywhere near the water.”

“Her name is Beatriz,” said Colby. “She’s been walking up and down the shores of the Colorado since the fifties.”

“So the story? It’s true?” asked Carol.

“Parts of it. There are a lot of stories, few of them entirely true. But that’s the point of stories, I guess. The part about her drowning her sons is true. That and the part about her walking the earth looking for children who remind her of her boys. But the part about God is superstitious bullshit. God doesn’t make creatures of the night. We do. Beatriz made herself out of her own madness and guilt. That’s all that’s left of her now. She’s a shadow of everything that was wrong with her, walking, feeding, wailing.”

“So you know her?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ll stop her?”

“Well . . .”

“Well, what? I can pay. My husband does very well—”

“It’s not about money.”

“You work in a bookshop. And it’s always about money.”


“Ma’am, I’m going to stop you right there.”

“No. No,” she said, waving an authoritative finger. “I am not taking no for an answer. These are my boys we’re talking about. They are the point of my whole life. They are everything. I will give you whatever you want—anything—if you protect them for me. So quit negotiating and name a price.”

“Look, ma’am—”

“Carol,” she said, bringing herself half a step closer, her eyes softening.

“Carol. I’m not an exterminator and this isn’t a raccoon in your gutter. La Llorona are exceptionally dangerous creatures. They don’t just go away when asked. I don’t know what you think an exorcism is, but it’s not about shouting loudly and sprinkling holy water. It’s about doing battle with something made of hate, anger, and fear. You’re asking me to risk my life.”

She took another half-step closer, putting a gentle hand on his upper arm, sliding it up into the short sleeve of his shirt. “I’m asking you to save my sons.”

Colby gulped. Women didn’t get this close to him; women didn’t touch him on his upper arm. “Ma’am.”

“Carol.”

“Keep your sons away from the water. Buy some dried tobacco leaves and keep them burning outside your door after sunset. That’s the best I can do.”

Carol’s eyes hardened again, just for a moment, as she reached into her purse for a scrap of paper and a pen. “Here’s my number. You call me when you figure out what it will take to get you to do better than that.” Then she turned quickly, making her way out of the shop before she found herself hiding her own tears.

Colby crumpled the scrap of paper in a tight fist, slid it into his pocket, cursing once more beneath his breath. He shook his head. Those boys had a week, at best, before they turned up in the river. But that wasn’t his business. Not anymore.
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