
Little thief 

 When you grow up blind, there are many things you learn are easier to notice when you’re in 

the dark. Like the hair-raising stench of last week’s fish sold as fresh at the Docks. Or the electricity 

in the air when a thunderstorm bruises the sky above the sea.  

 Or perhaps, the sharp intake of breath when the proud lady at the markets realises you’re 

more than just a helpless, sightless boy.  

 I shoved the fistful of necklace I’d slipped from her neck into the pocket of my patchwork 

coat, gripped my cane tighter, and ran.  

 A cry of outrage pierced the thunder’s low rumble. Angry footsteps pounded on the 

cobblestones behind me. I ran faster. Tucking my cane under my arm, I weaved along the edge of the 

crowd. I kept my hand trailing along the sides of buildings as I dodged anyone who stood in my way. 

A mother hushing her squealing baby. A seller reeling in foolish foreigners. And a seagull, squawking 

amongst it all.  

 Sight would definitely have made stealing pearls a hell of a lot easier, but hunger was a strong 

enough motivator to force me to adapt. Blind or not, I needed to eat tonight. 

 But now, what I needed was to blend in. I slowed down, slipping from one group of 

foreigners to another. Once I no longer heard the drum of chasing feet, I chose the nearest break 

between buildings and slunk inside. 

 I hid behind a crate of boxes. Out of sight from the busy street, I pulled out my cane and 

propped it against the wall.  

 I’d carved the cane from driftwood during the first year I went blind. The plague that swept 

through the seaside villages killed my mother but either from mercy or cruelty, left my father 

perpetually drunk and me half-starved at 12 years old. That was four years ago.  

 The wind bit at my exposed skin as I opened the inner part of my cloak. Patting the fabric, I 

exhaled as I felt the string of gems still nestled in the hidden pocket. Pearl, by their smooth roundness. 

This will pay for many meals.  
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 Time to go. It won’t be safe to walk around the streets again until nightfall when the guards 

have given up.  

 With one hand feeling along the wall beside me, I gripped the curved handle of my cane in 

the other. It was quieter here. Quiet enough to hear a loose stone scuttle across its embedded brothers 

towards the mouth of the alley. 

 I froze. 

 “Come out, come out, little street mole.” 

 I bristled at the insult but remained huddled in the shadows.  

 Two sets of footsteps shuffled closer to the crate of wooden boxes I crouched behind. A 

moment or two more and they would surely see me.  

 Tightening my grip on my cane, I felt adrenaline drowning my initial twang of fear. I needed 

to play this just right… 

 Curving my spine, I let my patchwork coat swallow my lanky frame. Then, sucking in a 

breath of humid sea air, I hobbled out from behind the crates, clutching my cane like a weapon out in 

front of me. 

 “W-who’s there?” I pitched my voice high and childlike, even letting the hand holding my 

cane tremble.  

 “Course he’s an orphan. Bloody pickpockets. They all are.” One of the guards to my left 

whispered to the other.  

 A grunt responded from my right. The two guards were trying to corner me. 

 “Don’t play dumb with us, kid. Hand over the jewels and we’ll let you go home to your 

mama.” 

They must’ve bought my scared child charade otherwise they wouldn’t have bothered to lie. 

 “You p-promise?” I whimpered, tapping out my cane. Unbeknownst to them, it helped me 

gauge where each guard stood. 

 “Sure, kid.” The impatience glared in his voice. “Now come here.” 

I crept forward, listening to the rise and fall of their breath grow louder as I grew nearer. As 

soon as the guard to my left was within grabbing distance I rushed forward, swinging my cane up 
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towards the sound of his breath. The cane connected with a satisfying thwack. I didn’t wait to hear 

him fall.  

The second guard roared as he lunged for me, but I was smaller than him. And faster. I 

dodged his hands and swung my cane. It met the guard’s calves with a thud. He swore filthier than 

some of the kids on the street as he fell.  

I winced at the cracking sound of his head against the alley wall. The guard must’ve knocked 

the crates on his way down because a loud crash echoed throughout the narrow alleyway and 

something sharp bounced off my shoulder. 

I should’ve felt bad, but you didn’t survive on the streets around Shark Bay unless you knew 

how to fight, or at least defend yourself. 

Plus, it helped that everyone always underestimated a blind boy. 

“And I’m not an orphan. I’ve got a father. I just…don’t like him.” I spat.   

One of the guards groaned and I heard his boots scuff against the stones.  

Get out of here. Now! 

Breathing hard, I hurried out of the alley and stuck to the shadows of the back streets in case 

any other guards had heard the noises from the fight.  

 Turned out, even the shadows weren’t on my side that day.  

“There he is!” A voice hollered from behind me.  

I cursed before breaking into a sprint. More than one person echoed their annoyance as I 

elbowed past. I kept running but after a few minutes, I still didn’t know where to go. I certainly 

couldn’t go home.  

Where am I going? I panicked, every breath like swallowing glass. Glass that tasted like fish 

left out in the sun.  

The Docks.  

The sounds of pursuit had faded, but they were still there. I had no choice. I headed towards 

the reek of rotting fish. 
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Dammit. I usually avoided the Docks. In the last few months, there’d been rumours of pirates 

masquerading as merchants from the mainlands and robbing villagers blind in the dead of night. 

Pirates! Now that was a group I wanted to avoid even more than the guards. 

However, the place was always packed so perhaps I could sneak aboard a moored ship and 

wait the guards out. 

Placing my free hand over the pearls in my pocket, I grinned. The money I’d get from these 

would feed me for the next month! 

 I knew I’d reached the Docks when the cobblestones gave way to squeaking wooden planks. 

The wind from the sea whipped cold fingers through my cloak, and I pulled it tighter around my body. 

Another bird squawked nearby but I could no longer here the yelling of the guards behind me. It still 

didn’t mean I was safe yet. I needed a place to hide… 

 I explored the edge of the Docks, rapping my cane against the edge. My heartbeat rattled 

louder with every ship I passed.  

 Come on, I thought. There has to be an unmanned ship somewhere along here. 

“He must be here somewhere!” A gruff voice shouted, far too close for comfort.  

As soon as I reached the next ship, I listened out for any passengers. When it remained silent, 

I threw my shoulders back and kept my cane close to my side, feigning the confidence that I was 

doing exactly what I was supposed to. 

No one stopped me as I strode along the wide entry plank. The only sound were the waves 

slapping against the hull and the pitter patter of rain. 

Scurrying along the deck, I searched for a place to hide. The owners of the ship weren’t here 

now but they could be back at any moment. 

My cane rapped against what sounded like a hollow wall. But as I skimmed my hand across 

the wood, my fingers found a doorknob. A cabin, perhaps the captain’s.  

A sharp urge to go inside tugged at me. I knew finding a hiding place was crucial but a quick 

probe inside the captain’s cabin couldn’t hurt. 
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The door to the cabin of the ship creaked as it swung open. I ran my hands along the wall, 

fingering what felt like a charted map until my cane knocked against something hard. A desk. I 

splayed my fingers across the surface and gasped. 

Coins! 

Piles and piles of coins strewn across the chipped desktop. Enough to feed me and half a 

dozen other street kids for the rest of our lives.  

Immediately I began stuffing the gold into my pockets, feeling lighter than I had in weeks as 

the weight of my newfound treasure dragged down my coat. 

Just as I stuffed the last coin into my nearly bursting pockets, the door to the cabin slammed 

shut.  

I froze, pulling my cane instinctively in front of me. A second passed and no one spoke. I 

strained to hear another sound, praying the door’s closure was the fault of a strong gust of wind. 

“And who, pray tell, are you?” A voice whispered beside my ear, sounding like something 

terrible and strange you’d find at the bottom of the ocean. I inhaled and almost gagged. They smelt 

like it too.  

I spun, only to find myself backed against the desk. All I heard alongside my frantic breathing 

was the clink clink clink of gold falling to the floor. 

Then a dark chuckle rippled through the air, raising the hairs along my arms like soldiers 

standing to attention. Every fibre of my being begged me to run. But where? 

“You chose the wrong ship to plunder, my boy.”  

I hardly waited for the voice to finish before I sprinted, using the walls to reach the cabin 

door. Coins spilt from my pockets as I went. I didn’t care. But when the railing led me to the entry 

plank, I was met by only air.  

If I took even half a step forward, I’d find out exactly why they called this place Shark Bay. 

“Boy.” The voice bellowed, heavy as a closing door.  

How had they reached me so fast? I hadn’t even heard their footsteps... It wasn’t possible. 

A hand clamped down on my shoulder, firm though not hard enough to bruise.  

“Is that ‘ow you treat the captain of the ship you just tried to rob?”  
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 “Let me go!” I elbowed my arm back, but the captain only shifted their stance.  

Their dank breath itched my neck. It was unsettling, like swimming in the ocean and feeling 

what you hope is only seaweed brush against the back of your legs. 

“I ‘id you from those guards at the Docks. I reckon I deserve a little…reward.” 

 I shook my head, trying to calm myself enough to think of a way out.  

 “Please, sir, I wasn—” 

“That’s captain, to you. And for the record,” the captain leant in so close that their breath 

stung my eyes. “No man will ever be as good a pirate as me.” 

I opened my mouth to retort but fell silent as the captain’s words sunk in.  

She snorted, letting go of my shoulder with a jolt. “Good. Save your breath. I’ve ‘eard enough 

tall tales in my lifetime to write a bloody book!”  

 I sucked a breath through my teeth, fighting the urge to whip out my cane. If only I knew 

where she was… But it was like the captain was another piece of furniture. I couldn’t even hear the 

exhale from her lungs.  

“Why won’t you let me go?” 

 The captain chuckled and the sound echoed from every direction. “I like you, boy. But the 

right question to ask would’ve been, what do I want?” 

 “What do you want then?” 

 I felt the captain’s smile filling the silence. 

“The pearls ‘idden in your pocket.” 

I stiffened. How could she know about those?  

I cleared my throat. “I don’t know w—” 

“The pearls you stole from the duke’s daughter, boy. Don’t play dumb, we saw you.”  

The duke’s daughter? No wonder I’d been seen.  

Then the rest of her sentence hit home. We? 

At my silence, the captain continued. “Percy was there the moment your thieving little ‘and 

slipped the jewels from ‘er neck.” 



 7 

A loud squawk, followed by the sound of flapping wings came closer. I tensed as the barest 

brush of feathers grazed my cheek. 

The captain sighed. “Ah, there you are, Percy.” 

With awful clarity, I recalled the seagull squawking amongst the market stalls.  

The captain clapped me on the back. “There you go. I’ll be ‘aving those pearls now, boy.” 

She thrust her hands inside my coat and rifled through it until her thick fingers closed around 

the pearl necklace. 

“Ah, I’ve waited a long time for you.” The captain’s voice was reverent. She was no longer 

interested in me. 

 “You can let me go now! You have what you want.” I bargained. 

Her coat rustled as she stowed away the necklace into her pocket.  

“Trust me, there’s nothing I’d like more than to throw you to the sharks. But I can’t risk doing 

that yet. Not here.” 

This time, along with her laughter, I heard the captain’s heavy footfalls across the wooden 

planks. A part of me knew it was only because she allowed me to hear it.  

Without thinking, I blurted out, “What are you?” 

 I didn’t expect her to answer, but then her gruff voice spoke. 

“I’m a part of this ship, boy. Cursed ship, cursed captain.” 

Of course. Out of all the ships I could’ve stowed aboard, I chose the one that’s cursed. 

A shudder rolled down my spine as I heard her pat the ship’s wooden railing and a purr-like 

vibration rumbled in response along the deck.  

I didn’t have time to wonder why this ship was cursed because within minutes, numerous sets 

of feet were thundering up the gangplank and onto the ship. 

I stood still against the ship’s railing, expecting one of the passengers to call me out. No one 

did. Though I soon realised that the people scurrying on board were not passengers, but rather, the 

crew.   

 “Sorry, Cap’n. We were this close to the pearls, but a kid went and snatched ‘em. We tried to 

lead ‘im towards the docks, but we lost the little thief after the guards trapped ‘im in the alleyway.” 
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 “Luckily for you, Bucky. There’s a reason I’m captain of this ship.”  

 The captain’s large hand clamped around my arm and dragged me away from the railing. 

 “Those pearls and the little thief that stole them were never going to escape me.”  

 Jeers of triumph erupted from the crew in front of me. I forced myself not to cringe against 

the captain’s chest from the intensity of it.  

 The captain’s clothing swished against my ear. I guessed she must’ve raised her hand because 

the crew fell deadly silent.  

 “But we’re not done yet, lads. The fate of this little thief is still to be decided.” 

 “Throw ‘im to the sharks!” 

 “Sell ‘im to the slavers!” 

 My knees buckled with every taunt the crew threw my way. But after a moment, they again 

fell silent.  

 “‘Ow cruel my crew are, ‘ow bloodthirsty.” I didn’t need sight to know the captain grinned 

wickedly above me. “But alas, we are still gentlefolk. Aren’t we, Percy?” 

 A squawk echoed within a boom of thunder. The storm was edging closer. 

 “I say we leave Scylla to decide the little thief’s fate.” 

 An even louder roar of applause sounded than before and I felt faint. If I’d heard her right, the 

captain referred to Scylla, daughter of sea goddess Ceto and the monster with four eyes and six long 

snaky necks equipped with grisly heads and shark teeth. 

 “Time to go below, lads. We don’t want to keep old Scylla waiting.” 

Icy dread shot down my spine. How was I ever going to escape? It was too dangerous to try 

and swim back to shore on my own. Even if I did outswim the storm and manage to head in the right 

direction, the sharks were bound to finish me off. 

 The captain’s hand now guided me along the deck until the end of my threadbare 

sandals bumped against a raised piece of the deck.  

“Step, boy. We’re going down the hatch.” 

The space below deck smelt of rancid fish and sweat, forcing me to breathe through my 

mouth instead. 
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 I stumbled on what I hoped were ropes as the captain pressed me to the floor between two 

wooden barrels. The heavy yeast scent of ale crowded my nose. I hated to think it was actually a 

reprieve from the other scents.  

 “Your ears’ll pop soon, and you’re gonna feel a bit crook. Going underwater tends to do that 

to first timers.” The captain warned in a jovial tone. 

 “What do you mean un—” I started, but the captain cut me off.  

 “Oh, and don’t enjoy yourself too much down ‘ere. Scylla likes to play before she eats ‘er 

food.” 

 The captain’s retreating footsteps reverberated loudly in my head as I pondered her words. 

Going underwater? She surely couldn’t mean literally. The whole point of a ship was to keep the 

passengers out of the water. 

 But then the ship began to groan. The crewmen whooped and cackled as the temperature 

dropped. Just like the captain said, my ears popped. Worse though, was the sensation of being 

squeezed from all sides. For the minute that it lasted, I thought my chest would burst from the 

pressure. I waited for the screams as water flooded the boat. None came.  

 One last jostle of the ship knocked me completely to the ground. Righting myself, my palm 

stung as it met the wrong end of what felt like a small gutting knife.  

 Suddenly, footsteps, lighter than the captain’s, rushed down the stairs. As they did, I slipped 

the knife into the hidden pocket of my cloak. 

 “Scylla, Scylla, crabby and mean, she’ll eat you till your bones are clean.” The crewmate 

sung in a high, ecstatic voice as he hauled me up and onto the deck. “The magic bubble around the 

ship won’t keep you safe for long, little thief.” 

 A magic bubble? Is that how we’re able to go underwater? 

 The crewmate lugged me up against the rounded wood of the ship’s mast and began tying.  

 I expected to hear the lapping of waves against the ship, to feel the sea winds and rain whip 

my cheeks but it was truly as if we were inside a gigantic bubble. The world was mute down here. A 

shiver of either fear or awe danced down my spine. 
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 “Wanna know why we’re underwater, little thief” The crewmate giggled maniacally. “Well, 

there’s a reason we were after them pearls. They’re magic. Cap’n says they make you king of the 

sea.” 

 “What’s that supposed to mean?” I spat out at him, hoping he didn’t sense my fear. 

 “It means,” another crewmate said, poking me between the eyes. “That we’ll get off this 

stinking ship because our curse will finally be broken.” 

 “What curse?” 

 “Cap’n tried to steal Ceto’s gold. She cursed our ship so that we can never leave it long 

enough to get dry. Once our skin dries out, we die.” 

  I wanted to ask more but the first crewmate was called over to man the rigging.  

Shouts and scuffles filled the weirdly muted air as the crew performed their tasks. One or two 

spat in my direction and I dared to aim a spit ball back. I must’ve fallen well short because they only 

laughed.  

My mind wandered back to earlier today and though I wanted to beat myself up about how 

foolish it’d been to steal those pearls, I knew I’d do it all over again.  

There were days that I wished I were an orphan, if only so I didn’t have to face my father 

drunk. Or worse, face his fists. I’d even heard of some younger orphans taken in by families who’d 

lost children to the plague. I guess it didn’t matter anyway, there wasn’t a single chance they’d pick a 

blind boy. 

So, I had to pick myself up. And despite my efforts, I ended up here.  

What felt like hours passed by. My feet ached and the ropes around my wrists chafed my skin 

raw. But a shout from one of the crew caused me to stand alert despite my pain.  

“We’re getting close, boys. There’s a carcass outside ‘er cave!”  

 A keen wail came from directly in front of the ship. The crewmates both gasped. I was 

suddenly glad I could not see the monster everyone else saw. Scylla was here. 

 “Bring ‘im over boys, I want to be the one to give Scylla ‘er treat.” The captain commanded. 
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Untying me from the mast, the crewmates pushed me over towards the captain. Her rough 

hand once more clamped down on my shoulder. I tried not to think that it might be for the last time. 

The captain leant down so that I felt her scraggly hair brush my forehead.  

“Thanks for the pearls, boy. I shan’t be needing you anymore though.”  

Without thinking twice, I spat in the direction of her voice, grinning at the captain’s flinch 

when my shot met its mark. 

The captain clenched my collar in her fist and jerked me close enough that her spittle flecked 

against my cheeks as she exhaled. Though, despite my fear, an idea began forming in my mind. I was 

a thief after all.  

 “I can’t wait to see Scylla rip you limb from limb, boy.” The captain turned her head 

and yelled, “Bucky! Get this thief on the plank.” 

Hands that I assumed to be Bucky’s gripped my upper arms and hauled me across the ship’s 

deck. With a heave, someone pushed me through the break between the railings where I’d originally 

boarded. I stood, balancing on a narrow plank barely wide enough to stand on.  

“‘Ere.” A voice mocked, putting a familiar object in my hand. “Can’t leave you defenceless, 

after all.”  

Someone poked me in the back, and I stumbled forward. At least now I held my cane for 

balance. Fear still trilled through me at having to confront Scylla with only a cane.  

Thankfully, I didn’t have only a cane. 

I waited, even as the crewmates roared for me to move and as the captain’s cruel laughter 

resounded in my ear. I waited right until that cruel laughter went silent. 

The captain roared and strung a series of vulgar curses as she realised what I’d done. I 

pictured her pulling out the small knife from the pocket in her coat where the pearls had been. I crept 

towards the very end of the plank, my impossible idea seeming even crazier now that I danced along 

the edge. 

“W-where are my pearls, boy? Tell me now or I swear I’ll gut you faster than Scylla can eat 

you!” 
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 From the sound of her hysteric voice, I knew she still stood on the other side of the ship. 

Slowly, I brought out what I’d kept hidden in my cloak.  

Clutched in one hand was my cane and the other…the pearls. I slung the necklace over my 

head as the captain howled with rage. 

“Grab that boy!”  

Faster than expected, someone leapt onto the plank, causing it to wobble precariously. I 

fought for balance as the footsteps drew closer.  

Could I do this? 

A reedy voice snarled. “You’re mine, boy”  

As they spoke, I sucked in a huge gulp of air. The captain’s screams of fury echoed behind 

me as I leapt headfirst off the plank and into the water. 

As I dove, my body broke through the filmy substance of the magic bubble. But nothing 

could’ve prepared me for the intense chill of the water. 

Focus. I must stay focused. 

My lungs burned even as my body froze. Still, I gripped the pearls around my neck and cast 

out my thought like a harpoon in the dark. 

Help me, Scylla. I command you to help me. 

 Just when I thought she hadn’t heard me, something slithered along the back of my legs. 

Though it wasn’t exactly the response I’d hoped for as Scylla’s scaled arm wrapped around my waist 

and squeezed.  

Salt water pummelled into my open mouth as Scylla’s arm squeezed tighter and tighter.  

 Stop Scylla… 

As water filled my lungs and the pressure in my head felt near to bursting, I sent out one last 

thought.  

Please, Scylla. 

 Scylla paused then after a long, terrible moment, loosened her grip. Pressing me into her 

chest, I felt her lower abdomen undulate as she thrust us towards what I hoped was the surface.  
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Immediately upon breaking the surface, I spluttered out an ungodly amount of water. The 

following lungful of air tasted exactly like what it was, a miracle. Rain drilled down around us, but the 

storm was lightening. I tipped my face towards the sky. 

 Then with a loud, suction-like sound, the ship rose to meet us at the surface. Moments later, 

the crewmates began screaming. One of Scylla’s arms brushed up against my leg and I cringed against 

her chest as a loud whomp followed as something heavy fell through the air and crashed onto the ship. 

The screams from before vanished. I gulped as fat droplets of water and shards of what felt like wood, 

pelleted my skin in the wake of Scylla’s anger.  

Unsatisfied with her destruction, Scylla moved in for the kill. But I spoke quietly into her 

head.   

Take me home, Scylla. Please. 

Nestled in one of Scylla’s many tentacle-like arms, I felt the spray from the churning waves 

just below my feet. I pictured the town I’d grown up in. The crooked cobblestone street and the 

buildings that sagged into each other like drunks at a bar. Then I thought about the town I’d navigated 

for the past for yours with senses other than sight. The slightly sweet taste of grilled shark and the 

creaky floor of the attic I slept in most nights.  

I felt Scylla shift and begin gliding away from the ship wreckage.  

A deranged cackle cut through the waning storm.  

“You’re dead, boy. You ‘ear that? Dead!” 

The pearls sat heavy against my collarbones, but I felt free rather than weighed down. 

 “First rule of thieving, Captain.” I grinned towards the sound of her voice, lifting my cane 

high into the air. “Never underestimate a blind boy with a cane.” 

 


	Little thief

