
        
            
                
            
        

    
Dead Man's Gold

 

Brenton looked through his telescope from the bow of his ship and studied the large volcanic island that slowly grew larger before them.  He soon lowered the telescope and pondered what his next move would be.

"Do you believe this is the place?" asked his first mate.

Brenton nodded.

"If this is where all the clues point to, then this is indeed where we need to go," he replied.

"But what if it's just another stop, or another clue in our hunt for his treasure?"

Brenton smiled, and patted the man on the shoulder.

"Then we will keep hunting until we find the treasure, as I desire to ensure the security, and well being of all my men, and their families, for decades to come.  That is why I have made such effort, and taken such risk, in this journey.  If it was just about the gold, I would not have begun this quest, as the risks to us outweigh any gains we would've achieved."

"But will chests of gold for each of us ensure our best future?" asked the first mate.

Brenton chuckled.

"Gold itself will not.  But it will certainly aid you in ensuring that your tables are never bare, nor your families in want, ever again."

"Aye, Captain," smiled the first mate.

The Artego soon reached the island, and then sailed around the far side where they would be hidden from the eyes of anyone who might've followed them, as he had no delusions that others would somehow make it through the Cape, and also decode the clues that lay there, as well as those found on the Blizzard Stone.  So, the less the chance that they might be found, and in a vulnerable position at that, the better.  Once they had secured themselves in a safe harbor on the other side, they climbed into the longboats, and made their way towards shore.  As they stepped onto the black, sandy beaches of the volcanic island, everyone did so with great caution, knowing that this place was almost certainly a former stronghold of the Pirate King, and thus one that would be guarded by many crafty and well thought out traps.  However, to their complete surprise, they encountered none of these as they explored the island.  In fact, it was so quiet and tranquil that Brenton, and his men, were beginning to question if they had even come to the right place.  After all, why would the Pirate King leave his greatest treasure unprotected after putting so many crews through Hell just to find it. 

"It be mighty quiet here, Captain.  Not trap, nor snare, nor even ghost," said one of the men.

"I would have to agree with you on that.  This seems very atypical of the great Pirate King," replied Brenton with concern.

"Perhaps that's by design," said the first mate.

"Explain," replied Brenton.

"If it is the nature of the Pirate King to lay snares and traps, would it not seem out of character for him were he not to?"

Brenton pondered this for a bit, and then nodded.

"Indeed it would.  And, if one came this far, and found nothing that hindered his way, then one might think that they have landed upon the wrong island," he replied thoughtfully.

"But why would the Pirate King do something so foolish?" asked one of the men.

"If you feed a dog long enough on rotten meat, he will not trust you when you give him the good meat instead," said the first mate.

"Agreed," replied Brenton.  "Even so, we should proceed deeper.  If it turns out we are wrong, then we will move to a different island.  However, I suspect that we will discover that we are correct in choosing this island as the location of the Pirate King's treasure." 

"Aye, Captain, I pray you are right."

"So do I."

Brenton and his men continued to move deeper into the island until they stumbled onto a trail that led around the base of the great volcano, which sat at the center of the island, and over to the other side.  They also soon found a series of trail markers that warned all those who approached to turn back, lest they die as punishment for disturbing the Pirate King's treasure.  Brenton grinned.

"It would seem that we have indeed found the right island, and his treasure," he said.

"Nay, not his treasure, as yet, but merely the signposts to its location," said one of the men.

"Yes, but sign posts are good enough proof that we are in the right place," said another.

"Indeed they are," replied Brenton.

The men then continued to follow the trail as it meandered up the side of the volcano.  However, as they did, they came across a sight that began to drive fear into the men.  Dead bodies.  Quite a few of them in fact, and in various states of decay. 

"It would seem that others have come before us, and failed to come away with the treasure," said Brenton.

"Or perhaps they fought and died over it, leaving us with nothing that we can take away from our journey here," said one of his men.

"Don't give up just yet, lads.  Until we can verify with our own eyes that the treasure has already been taken, there is still hope for us that we may, as yet, come away from this as very rich men," said the first mate reassuringly.

"Agreed.  Even so, we should proceed forward with great caution, as it would appear that the Pirate King has not left this island entirely without deadly snares or traps as we first thought that he had," said Brenton.

"Shall we prepare to fight, sir?" asked one of the men.

Brenton thought about this briefly, and then nodded.

"That may be advisable," he replied.

The men all then drew their swords and pistols before proceeding forward with ever greater amounts of caution as they turned their eyes in every direction in search of anything that might threaten either them, or impede their path.  Eventually they came across a cavern, carved with great care using chisel and hammer into the hard, obsidian rock of the mountain.  However, what they saw there as they drew closer to it struck fear into all of them.  In front of the door they found dozens and dozens of dead bodies stacked like cordwood on both sides of the trail in great heaps.  It was as though many had arrived here before them, but then fell in great numbers, slain by as yet unknown means, and then cast aside like driftwood to make way for the plunder of the cavern.  Upon seeing this, one of the men stepped forward to examine the bodies, but was stopped by a shout from Brenton.  The man turned back curiously to look at his captain.

"Do not touch the bodies, as it is possible that they have fallen to a deadly disease, or even possibly a poison left behind by the Pirate King to protect his gold, as it would not be beneath him to do so," said Brenton.

Realizing the danger he was in, the man backed up several paces and made sure not to come anywhere near the bodies.  However, after several moments of observation, and contemplation, the first mate took note of something. 

"Be it far from me to question your judgment, Captain, but these bodies may not be as dangerous to us as one might think," he said.

"Explain," said Brenton curiously.

"I see no corpses here from any of the animals that live on this island.  That does not seem right, as they would not waste the chance to dine on the flesh of these men who have fallen here, were they to have the chance," he replied.

Brenton contemplated this briefly, and then shook his head.

"Such is true.  However, they may still have dined on these men's bones at one time, and then died shortly after in another place on this island.  So spread out your men, and search the area as their corpses may lie elsewhere," he said.

"Aye, Captain," replied the first mate.

The men then did as Brenton asked, moving cautiously through the trees and other growth around them.  However, search as they might, they found no animal bones, nor corpses.  They eventually returned and reported this to him.  Brenton found this curious.

"So whatever has killed these men, it is not something that would also kill an animal that had stumbled onto their decaying corpses," he said, more to himself than anyone else.

Feeling emboldened by this, Brenton stepped forward, much to the displeasure of his men, who begged him not to go, and approached the cavern door.  As he shielded his eyes to get a look inside, he noticed dozens more corpses laying scattered on the ground all around the cavern.  What intrigued him the most, though, was that, at the center of the cavern, near the very back, rested the bones of a man in pirate's garb sitting regally on a lavish throne of gold and jewels.  It didn't take Brenton long to realize who he was looking at.  It was the Pirate King himself.  Brenton then noticed that, piled up along both sides of the cavern, were vast quantities of gold, silver, and treasure the likes of which none of them had ever seen.  Just then one of his men noticed something peculiar about the bodies.

"Oy, Captain, come look at this!" he shouted.

Brenton quickly hurried over to his crewman, and saw that he was pointing at something on a corpse in front of him.

"Do not touch him," protested Brenton.

"Aye, Captain, I am not, for I am no fool.  However, take a look at this.  Some of these men are from ships we know," said the man.

Brenton approached where his crewman was standing, and then dropped to one knee as he cautiously studied the dead man in front of him at well beyond arm's reach.  He soon noticed that the crewman was correct.  He then scanned the area around him and quickly realized that the other bodies were from not only the same crew, but others as well.

"It would seem that some other ships have already reached the treasure before us, but were accursed with death for their foolish attempt to plunder the Pirate King's treasure," he said.

The first mate shook his head.

"Even in death, the Pirate King guards his own," he replied.

"Aye, it would seem so.  But how?" asked Brenton.

"I do not know, sir, as I see no sign of sword, nor musket ball that has brought these men to their graves," said the first mate.

"Aye, which means their deaths were had by things which cannot be seen," replied Brenton.

"Poison," said one of the men.

Brenton nodded.

"That is likely what they have fallen to."

"Then how do we collect a treasure that is too deadly to handle, as we do not know the nature of this poison, nor how to defeat it?" asked the first mate.

Brenton stood up and studied the cavern again.  However, before he could answer, a shout rose up from among his men.  Brenton turned around to see what the commotion was about, and soon noticed that one of his men was pointing off into the distance.

"Captain!  Sails!" he shouted.

Surprised to hear this, Brenton took out his telescope, and aimed it in the direction that the man was pointing.  It didn't take him long to spot a fleet of pirate ships approaching the island in the distance.  It was Jack Spareleg and his fleet.  Despite having initially turned the wrong way, he'd quickly realized the folly of his decision, and immediately corrected his course.  For Brenton, this had been a blessing in disguise as it had given them extra time to reach, and then explore the island.  However, that time had now run out and, because of this, their mortal enemy would soon be upon them.  Unfortunately, Brenton didn't have either the men, nor the ships, to defend himself against such a powerful rival.  He soon lowered his telescope and frowned.

"It would seem that Jack has unraveled the Pirate King's puzzles as well, and bears down on us even as we speak," he said.

"What do we do, Captain?" asked the first mate.

"As we do not have enough time to unravel the mysteries of the poison, and the other traps that protect this cavern, we will retreat down the mountain for now, to a place of safety, and watch from a distance as Jack and his crew explore this cavern in our stead.  Perhaps, in their doing so, we may discover a way to safely plunder the Pirate King's treasure," said Brenton.

"Aye, Captain," said the first mate.

Brenton and his men then hurried away from the cavern, down the mountain, and over to a place that was some distance away, yet within easy sight of the cavern.  About an hour later Jack, and many from among his crews, landed on the beaches of the island, and quickly made their way to the cavern where they too paused upon seeing all of the corpses stacked up there.  And, while his men were more than ready to capture all of the gold, and take it away to their ships, their captain was wise enough to know that one should never underestimate the Pirate King.  Especially when so many bodies lay stacked up around the door, and along the trail that led to this place.  Brenton was glad for this.  Despite him and Jack being mortal rivals, Brenton didn't want to see him act foolishly and bring not only himself, but also all of his men unnecessarily to their graves. 

However, that would not be the case this time.  Despite all of Jack's wisdom, his greed was more powerful, and too great for him to overcome.  He soon ordered his men to enter the cave and begin plundering it of all that it contained.  His men gleefully obeyed him with reckless abandon.  But, it wasn't long after this before they began to mysteriously grow sick, and begin dying.  This sent waves of terror through Jack's men.  Uncertain what to do, Jack's men began to drop their gold and run for the ships, only to die on their way down the hillside.  This explained to Brenton, and his men, why there were so many bodies that lined the trail which led up to the cavern.  Wanting to encourage his men, and show them that they had nothing to fear, Jack entered the cavern, picked up a small chest, and then began to leave.  However, within just a few moments after passing through the doorway, he too collapsed to the ground, and died.  Brenton swore.

"Stupid, greedy fool," he muttered.

Wanting not to be cursed, one of the men picked up the small chest that was in his now fallen leader's hands, and returned it to the cavern.  However, he too fell soon after, as had so many others before him inside the cavern of treasure. 

"If I were a betting man, sir, I do not believe there is any way that we can safely acquire the gold that is within that cavern," said the first mate.

While Brenton didn't want to agree with him, he was slowly beginning to lean in that direction.  Even so, he held out hope that they might still come away with some gold from this adventure, as he knew that there was no way that this one single cavern contained the entirety of the Pirate King's vast wealth.  If anything, it seemed more like a lure, and a trap, to destroy the greedy, and send them swiftly to their graves.  Eventually, all those who remained of Jack's expedition fled back to their ships, raised sail, and quickly made for safer lands.  Seeing that it was now safe to return, Brenton and his men carefully made their way back to the cavern, but stayed a safe distance outside of it.  The smell of filthy, unwashed bodies poked at their noses as they tried their best to stand strong against the fear that now gripped them.  As they did, Brenton looked down at Jack's now dead body, that lay on the ground at his feet, and pondered what he would do next.  He had to get at least a small portion of the Pirate King's treasure to ensure the well being of his men so that they would never go hungry, and would have ample wealth for themselves, and their families, so that they could comfortably live on it, grow old, and be happy the rest of their lives.  Just then an idea came to him. 

"Stay here and wait for me.  Do not attempt to follow me.  If I fall, take the men back to the ship, and flee this place," he said.

"Captain?" asked the first mate in confusion.  "What is it that you are planning to do?"

Brenton looked briefly at the cavern, and then back at the first mate, who immediately knew what Brenton planned to do.

"Oh, Captain, no.  Do not do what I believe you are intending to do," he protested.

"I will not risk the lives of my men on something that needs to be done to solve this mystery," he said.

"But, Captain," said the first mate in concern.

However, Brenton would not be swayed.

"I have made up my mind.  Now stay here.  I shall return to you shortly.  But, if not, then flee this island, and take our men to safety," he said.

The first mate sighed in displeasure.  There would be no changing Brenton's mind. 

"Aye, Captain.  As you wish," he replied sadly.

Brenton soon turned his full attention to the cavern, steeled his courage, and cautiously entered.  He then paused and waited for several moments to see if the curse of the cavern might strike him down too.  However, when nothing happened, he found himself both blessed, and somewhat confused.  So he quietly stood where he was and scanned the cavern.  It was at this moment that he realized that everyone, who had touched the vast treasure that was stacked up along the walls, had died.  Those that had not had lived.  Apparently the gold was poisoned.  The only thing he didn't know was how many other things were as well.  Understanding this, he would need to avoid touching anything in the cavern to keep from being poisoned himself.  He then turned himself slowly in a circle as he took in everything around him in search for clues to this mystery, and that of the Pirate King's treasure.  Just then he noticed something on a small table in front of the Pirate King's corpse, and throne.  It was a small stone tablet like the one at Point Cape.  Not wanting to touch it for fear that it too was poisoned, Brenton leaned over it, and carefully studied the inscription that was carved into it. 

"The silver and gold which lies within this cavern is mine, and mine alone.  All who enter here, and seek to take such treasures, shall be cursed with death," it read.

Brenton furrowed his brow.  If nothing else, the text was accurate, as the hillside leading up to the cavern, were littered with the corpses of men who bare testament to this.  He then pondered this briefly as he continued to study the cavern, only to realize that, on the back wall, behind the Pirate King's throne, hung a painting.  It was tattered, and weather worn, but still in good enough shape to be read, and understood.  On it was a drawing of the island, and a marker that denoted the very cavern in which he stood.  But it wasn't those markings that interested him the most.  It was a sailor, standing to the side of the volcano, who was pointing towards a seemingly hidden place on the far side of the mountain near the same pathway they had used when they'd first landed.  Brenton cocked an eyebrow at this and wondered if the cavern he now stood in was actually meant to trap the foolish, and send them to their graves in punishment for their greed. 

There was only one way to find out.  He hurried out of the cavern, and immediately ordered his men to follow him around the mountain, and back towards their ship.  The men begrudgingly obeyed, saddened that they would now come away from this adventure not only devoid of a single shilling of the Pirate King's gold, but also much poorer than when they had begun their journey.  However, when Brenton, upon reaching the other side of the mountain, suddenly turned down a small, almost hidden trail to his right, it surprised his men.  Even so, they followed him.  If the cavern had caused him to go insane, they would still follow him all the way to the end, if for no other reason than in honor of all he had done for them over the many years in which they'd served him.

Eventually the small trail opened out into a clearing near the black, obsidian walls of the mountain.  Brenton then walked up to the wall, and studied it with interest for several moments as though studying a painting.  Just then he realized what he was looking at, and it amazed him.  Reaching out, his hand met a stiff, dust covered canvas tarp that was integrated into the hillside so perfectly that one would not have even known it was even there had they not touched it.  Quickly spreading out his hands in both directions he searched for the side of it.  It wasn't long before he found one of its edges, and gave it a firm, solid tug as he cast it aside like a sheet of liquid midnight.  As he did, he was hit in the face by a brilliant light that nearly blinded him. 

But, as his eyes slowly adjusted to the glare, he began to realize what he was looking at.  It was apparent that his men did as well, as they all gasped in surprise at what they saw.  Dug into the side of the mountain, in the same way as the Pirate King's cavern, was a small cave filled to the walls and ceiling with gold, silver, precious jewels, and treasures the likes of which none of them had ever seen before.  The men were astounded at the beauty of it all.  Deciding to ensure that this gold was not poisoned in the same way as it was in the other cavern, Brenton took a handful of it into his hands, sniffed at it, and then let it rest in his fingers for several moments.  But when he did not either become ill, or fall dead, he knew that this gold was safe, and no poison had been placed on it, as was the case with the treasures in the other cavern. 

"Is it safe to approach, Captain?" asked the first mate.

Brenton smiled, and poured out the gold in his hands back onto the pile before him.

"It is indeed.  It would seem that the great Pirate King, while keeping a small portion of his treasure for himself, has left us nearly the entirety of his vast, and boundless wealth to enjoy as we see fit," he replied.

"Then...is it safe for us to take it?" asked the first mate.

"It is indeed, my friend.  However, let us not be greedy and remove all that is stored here.  Instead, we should only take what we will need to ensure a good life for each of us.  The rest we will leave for others to find in the same way as we have.  I believe that was the Pirate King's wishes, and the sole reason why he did so much to ensure that only the best found his treasure.  I also believe that, despite his vast riches, he was a man who despised greed.  Hence the many traps he set for those who would seek his gold, not simply to find those who would be the best at their trade, but also those who would care more for others than for themselves because, had we been greedy, I do not believe we would've survived as far as we have.  So take only what we need, and then cover the treasure again so that others may experience the joy that we had in finding the great Pirate King's treasure."

The men, upon hearing this, were both filled with joy, as well as great respect for the now departed Pirate King.  Obeying Brenton's orders, they gathered up only what gold, and silver, and treasures that they could both carry, and would need to ensure a good life for themselves, and their families, and then loaded them onto the ship.  Afterwards they resealed the cavern to hide the treasure, boarded their ship, and made for home, both rich beyond their wildest dreams, and yet also content with what they had.  But what of the remainder of the Pirate King's treasure?  What became of it?  Well, that's something you'll have to find out for yourself.

 

The End 
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