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Interlude




The Wising Woman, Tiola Oldstagh, stood quite alone, the sea tugging like a persistent child at the sodden hem of her gown, a slight breeze toying with the loose strands of her midnight-black hair. Her face was tipped to the full moon; but no smile, no light of pleasure or joy played in her eyes, only unshed tears of sadness.

“Time runs too fast or creeps too slow,” she said, the despair catching in her throat. “Time is an illusion, it does not exist, yet it is eternal. It had a beginning and it will have an end. Time is the future, the present and the past.” 

The ebbing tide lapped at the land and swirled around Tiola’s bare feet, washing away the cold, hard sand that clung between her toes. 

~ I do not understand you, Witch Woman. This thing you call Time means nothing to me. ~ Tethys, the soul, the elemental spirit of the sea, sneered her contempt. Her voice, the hush of the ocean, sounding in Tiola’s mind as the white foam surging upon the rocks. ~ I am the waves, the surf, the shallows and the deep. Nothing governs me. ~ 

“The passage of time governs us all,” Tiola answered, adding, with a wry smile to her profound words, “Time governs even you, Tethys.”

For a while and a while, Tiola gazed at the moon hanging high and bright in the tar-black, star-pocked sky. “What of the tides?” she murmured quietly. “Even you, Tethys, the Goddess of the Depths, cannot control the law of the tides.”

~ Can I not? ~ Tethys hissed, her spiteful scorn grating over the shingle in a long, sww…issh of sound. ~ We ssshall see, Tiola Oldstagh. We ssshall see. You cannot defy me. I will take what I want, when I want. He is mine, not yours. ~

Another wave, high crested and angry, rolled in towards the shore with a ssh…sshush of immense power. Waves hurled upon the sand in a roar of defiance, but could only run so far. They broke and shattered into nothing more harmless than a swirl of delicate, lace-like, patterned foam. 

Spent, impotent, the sea returned from whence it came, leaving behind a curve of wet sand, silver-glistening in the moonlight.

Tiola squatted on her heels and stared, fascinated, at the swathe of dark-shadowed, undulating ridges and hollows left behind by the receding tide. 

The ripples in the sand.














Chapter One




Trying not to show his anxiety, Jesamiah Acorne stood beside the lee quarterdeck rail staring out at the dark and distant horizon. He stood, hands thrust deep into his longcoat pockets, left leg slightly behind the right to maintain balance as his ship ploughed through the heavy Atlantic swell, meeting it head on. Sea Witch shrugged the rough waves aside as if they were of no consequence, the spread of her canvas grumbling and cracking in the strong wind and the rigging thrumming like the string section of an untuned and unrehearsed orchestra. Her timbers were creaking with every lift and dip of her bow, the sea foaming over her fo’c’sle in a toss of white spray. They would have to tack soon; as soon as it was light Jesamiah would give orders to hoist the t’gallants. But not yet.

Just in case.

The wind had a cold, spiteful nip to its jaws. Ice was puddled on the deck and the taut stays that secured the towering poles of the three masts were rimed with hoar frost. Tiola, Jesamiah’s wife, curled in their bed down in the great cabin, had said there would probably be snow mantling the high moors of Cornwall and Devon. Jesamiah shivered, his breath streaming like a cloud from between his lips. Snow. The snow in Virginia where he had grown up had often lain in deep drifts for weeks and the mile of the Rappahannock River bordering his father’s tobacco plantation had frozen hard most years. His father’s plantation? His now. Not that he wanted an inch of it; there were too many bad memories associated with the place. And with snow.

His father had been like a bear with a sore head during those long winter days when there was nothing to do and nowhere to go, and Jesamiah’s brother who, it had turned out, was not a brother after all, had taken the misery of the atmosphere out on Jesamiah. Hardly surprising, now he was a man grown, that Jesamiah despised snow, Virginia, the plantation, and tobacco all in equal measure.

The last time he had encountered snow he had been a pirate aboard the Mermaid. They had come to England to offload a cargo of ill-gotten plunder. Had not stayed long. Too cold, and too many Excise men sniffing around for contraband. Captain Taylor had found a buyer who didn’t ask questions, weighed anchor and headed for the coast of Africa instead. That had been a while ago, several years back; things had changed since then. Mermaid was gone and Jesamiah was captain of his own ship. Added to that, he had a wife and was no longer, technically, a pirate. He had signed his name in a book of amnesty and, since then, had more than proven his worth and usefulness to Governors Rogers of Nassau and Spotswood of Virginia. He was still carrying illicit cargo, though. The tobacco in his hold was a legitimate crop grown on his own land; those hogsheads he intended to take ashore legally. It was moderate quality stuff and would not make much of a profit—certainly not worth risking a noose for. The two hundred and seventy kegs of brandy and the dozen barrels of precious indigo were a different matter.

God’s breath, but it was cold!

There was a pale line in the east making a thin slit between the pitch blackness of the sea and the silver of the star-studded, frosty sky. A new dawn, another day. As Jesamiah squinted towards it the narrow streak perceptibly widened, turning from dark blue to purple, then salmon pink. Resolutely, he stared at the changing colours. No use looking over his shoulder to scan the open Atlantic spread behind his ship: he would not see a thing from down here on the quarterdeck. He waited, his fingers fiddling with the gold acorn dangling from his right earlobe. A replacement earring for the one he had tossed overboard into North Carolina’s Pamlico River a few months ago as a gift to an abominably abused and drowning young lady.

He frowned, unconsciously touched his barely healed collarbone. The previous October and November were two months he would rather forget—except for the night he had taken his Tiola as wife, although even that had been marred and his rights as a husband somewhat postponed by various unpleasant events. He rubbed at the rough beard along his chin and jaw line, the skin of his cheeks cold against his callused sailor’s fingers. He had made love to Tiola only the once since that All Hallows’ Eve when she had bound their union with the special bond of her White Craft. Only once in three months.

“Dawn’s liftin’ ’er skirts, Capitaine.” 

Jesamiah glanced at his second in command, Quartermaster Claude de la Rue, who had his woollen-gloved hands clasped around the spokes of the helm and a red wool cap pulled down over his ears. On a Royal Navy ship the steering would be a seaman’s job, but most of the crew were more comfortable with the familiar ways of piracy, where rules and hierarchies did not apply. Jesamiah was the captain and his word was law because Sea Witch was his ship, but beyond that, equality and fairness were respected.

Rue indicated the skylight above the great cabin. A faint glimmer of a lantern’s glow trickled through a chink in the shutters covering the glazing. “Miss Tiola will per’aps be well again once we drop anchor?” he said, the concern evident in his voice. “It is le mal de mer that makes ’er so ill, n’est-ce pas?”

Jesamiah nodded. Aye, that was the lie he had told the crew. His wife was suffering badly from acute seasickness, he’d said. How could he broadcast the truth? That she was a white witch and witches, it seemed, could not cross the sea without being seriously incapacitated? He glanced up at the indistinct top of the mainmast silhouetted against the fading stars and the tendrils of light spreading across the dark blue sky. Joe Meadows—Skylark—was perched at the masthead, peering into the distance. Stoically, Jesamiah resisted the urge to grasp hold of the shrouds and climb up to join him. He must appear calm, in control, at ease. All the same, he jumped nervously when Joe suddenly called down, “On deck!” 

Mocking his own wariness, Jesamiah sniffed disdainfully and tilting his head, peered upwards. “Well?”

“She’s still there, Cap’n. The dawn’s catching ’er t’gallants, makin’ ’er fair sparkle. Don’t think she’s seen us yet.”

Damn. Damn. Fokken, bloody, sodding damn!

That Navy frigate had been steadfastly trailing their wake since yesterday afternoon.

“How the bugger has she stayed with us?” Jesamiah muttered, annoyed. They had made several manoeuvres during the night in an effort to lose her. How was she still there, clinging like a barnacle? Bugger her!

“’Er capitaine must know ’is business,” Rue observed wryly. “Unless ’e is ’eadin’ for the same ’arbour?”

Jesamiah shook his head. “He’d have altered course by now if he wanted Falmouth or the Channel. An’ if going for Bideford, like us, or Bristol, why ain’t he overhauled, instead of tailin’ us like a dog after a bitch in heat? If they weren’t interested in us, they wouldn’t still be there, would they?” Jesamiah fingered his acorn earring again then touched the lengths of blue ribbons braided into his black shoulder-length hair. “We can let them catch up and heave-to, invite ’em aboard. Or fight—or run. I can’t risk being boarded, so that’s the first one out. If they find what we’ve got in the hold, they’ll hang us all as smugglers without botherin’ to ask questions.”

“We fight, then? With Miss Tiola aboard?”

Jesamiah considered the possibility. Could they fight? Against the Navy? Who was he kidding to even think of it! Sea Witch would be kindling with a single broadside. These heavily armed frigates patrolling the coast of England, France and Spain were not sailed by the incompetent, untried sea captains sent out to the Colonies to gain experience. These were tried and tested seamen who had fought in battles, gained victories and added a string of prizes to their credentials. The fact that this ship had doggedly followed during the hours of darkness probably meant her captain was curious, and a capable commander. And a curious, capable commander was not a welcome companion to a former pirate who had an excessive amount of contraband stashed aboard.

“We could toss what we ’ave over the side,” Rue suggested when he received no answer.

Jesamiah glowered at him. “That is not going to happen either.”

Rue shrugged, slightly amused. “Non, but I thought I ’ad better mention it.”

The sky was brightening rapidly. That ship could be seen from the masthead because she was bigger and had her topgallants set. Only those who had nerve, or nothing to hide, risked the highest mast and sails being skylined by a rising dawn. Jesamiah peered at the broadening smear of daylight. There was a possibility that Sea Witch could still be invisible; the darker western horizon was behind her and they were sailing on main and foretopsails only. Maybe those bastards were clutching at straws and were merely lucky to be in the right—wrong—place? Maybe they were heading in the same direction, or hoping for their chase to be captained by an idiot? If so, they were going to be disappointed. Northern Cornwall, the Bristol Channel and the Devon coast were not far ahead. Two hours sailing? Three, to the shelter of Appledore harbour? Was there hope of getting in past the Bar and easing upriver to Bideford all in the one tide? Probably not. If they made all sail and ran, they could be drawing attention to the fact they had something to hide. Unless… unless they had a reason to run.

Shafts of pale blue were splitting the sky like torn rents in a bolt of cloth, golden rays of sun spearing upward, with pink-tinged clouds spreading out like drifting islands.

“On deck, Cap’n!” Skylark’s voice floated down. “They’ve seen us; altering course and settin’ stn’s’ls.”

Bugger.

Jesamiah waited another five minutes. It was wasted time, for nothing changed except the daylight strengthened. He cupped his cold hands round his mouth and bellowed his first orders of the day.

“Let fall t’gallants and courses! An’ shift your arses!” 

If he was forced to heave-to and was questioned, he had his reason to be running under full sail—a very good reason. 

A seriously ill, possibly dying, wife.

Topmen raced up the rigging as agile as monkeys and swarmed out along the yards.

“Cast off gaskets!” Jesamiah had no need to call orders, but it made him feel better to be doing something positive. 

The stiff, half-frozen lines that kept the acres of sail furled tight to the yards were unfastened, and the great mass of canvas was held within the sailors’ strong grip as they waited for the next order in the familiar sequence. 

Taking one last look along the churn of their wake, the foam sparkling now as the dawn strengthened and the winter sun began to rise, Jesamiah hesitated a moment. If they did pile on all sail would that frigate hurry after them? It was a risk he had to take.

“Let fall… sheet home… hoist away! T’gans’l sheets. Hands to braces there, look lively—we ain’t on no nobs’ afternoon picnic! Belay!”

Sea Witch heeled abruptly as the icy wind caught the spread of canvas, white water surfed along her deck below the lee rail as she lay over by almost twenty-five degrees. Jesamiah grabbed for the backstay and hooked his arm around it as his feet nearly slid from under him. At the helm, Rue let Sea Witch pay off, then brought her back into control as she shook herself from the clutch of the sea and water foamed along her deck and out through her scuppers. Spindrift sluiced over her bows in a crash of spray as she met the next roller and hurled through it as if it were no more than a fragile sea mist.

Hair blowing about his face, the cold wind stabbed at Jesamiah’s cheeks as he watched his friend handle his beloved ship, a twist of ridiculous jealousy knotting in his stomach. Rue was quite capable of sailing Sea Witch, but did he have that same feel of her beneath his feet? Within his palms? Did Rue sense her life? Hear her sing?

The ship responded to Rue’s nursing, a little more nervous, maybe, than she would have been had Jesamiah stood in his place. Closer and closer to the wind… They were all staring up and forward now, Jesamiah and every hand on deck, watching, breath held. There! The foretopgallant sail shivered and Rue, as nonchalantly as if he were strolling down Nassau’s main street, eased her off. Sea Witch was flying as if she were a hound loosed in pursuit of a hare. Except she was the hare and the hound was a Royal Navy frigate. 

The seventy or so men on board were a good crew, more like brothers than colleagues. Men who were as quick to set to work as they were to laugh, who could be trusted in a fight to watch each other’s  backs, or to willingly run up the rigging to set sail despite knowing that within an hour they could be looking down the gaping mouths of a frigate’s cannons. Men like Skylark who remained in the tops carefully marking that dogged pursuer; men like Rue, Isiah Roberts, young Jasper, old Toby Turner and Mr Janson—Jansy. 

Carpenter Chippy Harrison came up the ladder to the quarterdeck, shifted his toolbox to his left hand and touched his forelock in salute. “Permission to knock out the deadlights from the skylight, Cap’n?”

The wooden shutters—deadlights—had lain around the glass panels of the skylight to keep any glow of light from dazzling whoever stood at the helm. Unless at anchor, when the stern lantern was lit, only the natural illumination of moon and stars and the shielded candle in the binnacle box beside the compass were permitted on the open deck during the hours of darkness. Most sailors had good night vision; the silhouette world of grey and black could not be compromised by the flare of unnecessary flame.

Jesamiah agreed, then scowled at the man assisting the carpenter. Bob Crawford, a lazy sluggard who was under warning to pull his weight. Jesamiah had been considering setting the troublemaker ashore for some while, regretted not leaving him in the Azores, but the man was good in a fight and an accurate shot.

A good few of his original crew had remained in Carolina, not wishing to be England-bound. A few more waverers had opted to take what was owed them when they had reached the halfway anchorage of Ponta Delgada. The new life of a merchantman had not suited hardened pirates bent on adventure and the lure of making a fortune. Jesamiah’s cargo of brandy had not been enough to hold them. So be it. That was the way of the Brethren; men were free to come and go as they pleased. The best of the men had stayed, though, and with them, the trouble-stirrer, Crawford.

“Well done, lads,” Jesamiah called to his crew, then, apparently as carefree as his second in command, he walked to the binnacle box and glanced at the compass heading. Satisfied, he reckoned Sea Witch was making about eight or nine knots, possibly even ten. He glanced towards the horizon, the entire vault of sky now a pale blue with rays of gold striking outwards from where the orb of the sun was rising higher. Without his telescope Jesamiah could see nothing of the frigate, but it made no matter; the wind was on the starboard quarter and, with all sail set, their pursuing hound would see what Sea Witch was capable of, and God curse those Navy buggers if they decided to make a fight of things!

“Keep ’er on this course, Rue, I’m goin’ below.”

Rue merely grunted an answer, his concentration and attention on the ship and the quivering of her sails.

Jesamiah half jumped, half slid down the ladder to the main deck, winked at young Jasper and told Isiah Roberts to send the men for their breakfast. Passing Finch, sitting on the deck huddled in a blanket and darning a hole in a woollen sock, he ordered his own meal. “Give me an hour for some shut-eye first, though.” 

“You wants breakfast? An’ what am I supposed to find fer it? You tell me that.”

Aware the stores were running low, Jesamiah made no answer. The rats had got at the meat, and the flour was more weevil than flour. All but one of the chickens in their wooden coops had ceased laying days ago—the hens had consequently provided two meagre stews that had been more broth than meat. Removing his hat, he walked along the narrow corridor between the open waist and his captain’s great cabin, opened the door at the end and ducked through.  

“Sweetheart?” He flicked his hat onto the table, removed his coat and went over to the side quarter cabin, peering through the open door at the woman who sat on the edge of the bed, her body bone thin, her skin ash-grey. He stood a moment looking at her, unsure what else he could do to help. If she felt as bad as she looked, what could he do? “Why have you got up, love? Stay in bed, eh?”

Tiola managed a wan smile. “I am up this day for the same reason as every day. It is morning—I cannot laze abed.”

“Pah, of course you can. You need rest, sleep.”

“Jesamiah, I cannot sleep. If I do not make myself get out of this bed and wash and dress myself, I might as well give in to whatever it is that is trying to kill me.”

He drew a short, sharp breath of sudden fear and sat beside her, his arms enfolding her. “I’ll not allow it, sweetheart. I’ll not allow anything to harm you. It’ll have to go through me first.” 

He lay back, pulling her down beside him, held her close, her head on his chest, her black mane of hair all tangled and dishevelled. “We’ll get through this, sweetheart. I promise you we will.”

Glad of his comfort and strength, Tiola closed her eyes against the tears that threatened behind her lashes. How could she say that the reason she was so ill was because of him? That spite and jealousy was causing the energy to drain from her life force like water pouring out through the scuppers? Were she to give in, give him up, cease loving him, the force manipulating all this would maybe release her. But would Jesamiah then suffer? She could not, would not, condemn him for her own safe being.

“Are the dreams still bothering you?” he asked.

She nodded, swallowed more tears. She was so tired of those dreams. Nightmares that haunted her sleep and her waking mind. Nightmares of the sea, always, always of the sea. Covering him, drowning him. Possessing him.

Even ill, she could not drown. She was a witch; there were only certain ways she could die. Drowning was not among them, but Jesamiah was human, and in each dream she followed him down and down to the cold, dark depths, screaming for the sea to take her instead. A conundrum. 
She, Tiola, could not drown, so how could she exchange her life for his? 

“I’ll be all right,” she said. “If I go on deck, perhaps the fresh air will do me good.”

Jesamiah had closed his eyes, was almost asleep. There had not been much rest for him the day before or through the long night. An hour, maybe two at the most. He had been too preoccupied trying to lose that frigate. Thought he had succeeded. “It’s cold enough to freeze a mermaid’s tits off out there, sweetheart. Stay here, where it’s warm.” Not that his cabin was much better. Ice rimmed the inside of the small side windows and the five larger ones running across the width of the stern. He fumbled for the top blanket, flicked it over their legs. “I’ll get Finch to bring in another brazier.”

“No, please. I do not feel the cold as do you.” 

Disbelieving her, Jesamiah took her hand in his and rubbed his thumb over her frozen fingers. He opened one eye, raised an eyebrow. 

She repeated, “I am not cold.”

Jesamiah wriggled to get more comfortable and stretched a cramped ache from his leg. “For all you are a witch with the gift of Craft, Mistress Acorne, you will never be as good a liar as I am.”

She did manage a smile at that. “Well, you’re good at it because you’ve had plenty of practice.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, darlin’, though I’ve a suspicion one weren’t intended.” He grinned as he pulled her nearer, one arm firm and protective around her waist, the other cupping her breast. He wanted her badly. Couldn’t have her. To distract his mind from the throbbing urge in his breeches he mentally recited the compass points, getting as far as sou’ sou’ east before falling asleep, a sleep that seemed to last a mere few moments, but it was over an hour later when Finch hammered at the outer cabin door and, without waiting for a response, stamped in bearing a laden tray.

“Breakfast. Ain’t much. I told you we needed to get stores at them Azoreses.”

Groggy, Jesamiah sat up, glowered, realising Tiola was not with him, that she was sitting on the window seat lockers, fully dressed, her legs drawn up beneath a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Another had been placed over his own body. He had not noticed, so had slept deeply then. “And I told you that I couldn’t buy what weren’t there. The Navy fleet was in harbour and there was nowt to purchase.”

Finch set the tray on the table with a thud, spat on his finger and rubbed at a coffee stain on the white tablecloth, making it worse. He set a cup and saucer over it.

“Toast and jam,” he announced, then, winking at Tiola, lifted a tin cover from one of the plates. “An’ an egg I saved for you, ma’am. Made it into a nice cust’rd for you. Used the last of m’ cinnamon.”

Tiola smiled across the cabin at him. Finch was a curmudgeonly old basket, but he thought the world of his captain’s wife. Of his captain, too, although he would never admit openly to it.

“Come on, miss, food’ll do you good.” Jesamiah crossed the cabin and scooped her into his arms, carried her to the table and, setting her down, tucked a napkin into the neckband of her gown. 

Scowling, Finch yanked it away and replaced it with one that was a little cleaner.

Jesamiah fetched a blanket from the bed, put it around Tiola’s shoulders, scowled back at his steward. “Thank you. You may go.”

“Ain’t poured the coffee yet.”

“I can do it.”

Finch sniffed and stumped towards the door. “I knows when I ain’t wanted. Anything else you’ll be needin’, Miss Tiola?”

Answering for his wife, Jesamiah snapped, “No!”

A second sniff. The door slammed shut.

“He means well,” Tiola soothed. “Do not always be so cross with him.”

“He’s a nosey old bugger.”

“He is not. He takes the best care he can of us.”

The toast had charcoal edges, and marks where Finch had scraped the burnt bits away. The butter was rancid and the last of the jam was dotted with splotches of mould. The food was poor, but they ate better as free men aboard a ship that had once sailed as a pirate than those poor beggars on that frigate. 

Pouring coffee that looked distinctly non-coffee-coloured, but at least produced hot steam, Jesamiah grunted. Another who, like Finch, would never admit the truth of feelings about other people close to him.

Tiola tried a mouthful of the lovingly made breakfast but it stuck in her throat, made her want to retch. Her stomach was chewing at her insides—the mere thought of eating was making her nauseous.

Two months before, Jesamiah had asked if the queasiness was anything other than seasickness. He had been abed himself, nursing a broken collarbone and a two-inch gash to the back of his skull; movement had been painful and, at first, he, too, had been sick and dizzy the moment he lifted his head from the pillow. She had fought her illness then, as well as she could, in order to care for him and the other men who had taken wounds in that savage battle against Edward Teach—Blackbeard—an evil man she had no wish to remember. Her leaning over the privy hole in the side cabin opposite their bedroom, spewing bile from her stomach, had soon been noticed by her husband.

The disappointment that had flooded Jesamiah’s face when she had laughed and stated it was definitely seasickness, not a pregnancy, had stabbed to her soul. He wanted a child? Wanted to be a father. One better than his own had been. Tiola regretted that laugh and casual answer, but she could not give him a child yet, not while this force of hatred was consuming her. This force of virulent envy emanating from Tethys, who knew Tiola for what she was and wanted what she had: Jesamiah. 

“You going to eat that?”

Tiola shook her head. “You have it, luvver. Do not let Finch know, though,  he will be hurt.”

“What the eye don’t see, the stomach don’t grieve over.” 

The egg custard was gone in three mouthfuls, and Jesamiah was mopping the plate with the last piece of toast when the familiar whoomph of displaced air and the crump of a distant bang sent him hurtling to his feet. 

Cannon fire! 

“Damn,” he said, hurrying to the stern windows and peering out. “Why didn’t Finch tell me that bastard was almost in range? Bloody idiot.” Another plume of smoke from a bow chaser, followed by the same ominous sounds. The ball fell far short, had no hope of hitting its target yet, but that reassurance would soon change.

“Perhaps he held his tongue to ensure you had a meal? Had he told you, you would have gone straight on deck.”

Jesamiah snorted. He was cross because he should have thought to look for himself. Hastily kissing the top of Tiola’s head as he brushed past her and reached for his hat, he ordered, “Unless I send Finch to take you below to safety, stay here.” He pointed at his boots.

She was already ignoring him, getting to her feet, shedding the blanket and looking for her boots and cloak. “If there is fighting, there will be wounded.”

Jesamiah had been an optimistic fool to think he could outrun a frigate. He clamped his callused hands to Tiola’s arms, trundled her back to the chair and firmly seated her. 

“You will stay put, madam. There will be no wounded because there will be no fighting. I intend to surrender.”




* * *




“Came up on us pretty quick, Cap’n.” Isiah Roberts, the black African, pointed unnecessarily over the rail at the frigate. “We might have been sitting still for all the way we’ve made.”

“She’s signalling,” Jansy observed and spat over the rail. “Anyone ’ere know what them fancy little flags mean?”

“Heave-to,” Jesamiah answered, making Mr Janson raise his eyebrows with impressed surprise.

Grinning, Jesamiah patted Jansy’s shoulder. “Don’t take much figuring, do it?” He fell serious again, took a quick look round at the crew gathering in the waist, their faces anxious. Several of them were deserters from His Majesty’s ships and would hang without trial if anyone on that frigate recognised their faces. Most pirates were in trouble with the law before they turned to piracy—escaped slaves, criminals dodging a life of imprisoned misery or the noose. That was how Jesamiah had become a pirate, running from being bullied by the man he had thought to be his brother, and the fact that a few months before his fifteenth birthday he had found the courage to beat the bastard almost to a pulp. That had been a while ago; there were several more warrants for his arrest and hanging added to that original one. Except he had signed his name in that  book of amnesty and was now a respected merchantman, safe from the Courts of Justice. As long as no official discovered the brandy and indigo in his hold, or accused him of some other misdemeanour.

“Them who would prefer to be below, scarper,” Jesamiah said. “If I can, I’ll keep these nosey buggers out of the hold, but if I can’t it’s every man for himself. Savvy?”

A few men shrugged, uncertain. A couple decided to take their chances and brazen it out on deck; thirty of the crew fled below. One man paused long enough to scowl over his shoulder at Jesamiah: Crawford, his accusing look plain. We should fight, not hide like women.

Jesamiah stared at him, then looked away. He had more important things to attend to than a surly bastard like Crawford. Important things like who the hell was commanding that ship? She had clung to them like a bairn to its mother’s breast despite the several tricks Jesamiah had initiated, and now here she was hurtling towards them as if she were a man hot for a whore.

Someone must have tipped her captain off about the illicit cargo. Why else be so persistent? Navy captains were as keen as any pirate to gain a prize, the financial reward as welcome.

The frigate was gaining seaway and weathering on Sea Witch—not yielding to the same extent to the thrust of the wind down to leeward. It was only a matter of time, and not much time, before those guns that had been ineffectually firing as a warning would be in range.

“She’s luffing,” Isiah remarked.

Jesamiah could see for himself how the topsails momentarily shivered as the frigate sacrificed headway to gain a few more yards and the better advantage of the wind. Thoughts were chasing as sharp as that ship through his mind. He had told Tiola he was going to surrender, not put up a fight, but giving the order to heave-to stuck in his throat as if it were a lodged fish bone. If he were the one giving chase he would try to close in to windward and keep the ship ahead at a disadvantage, and that was exactly where Sea Witch was. At a disadvantage. The frigate was forty or so yards nearer and in the direction of the wind. If she could remain the more weatherly, such a gain repeated several times would soon close the remaining gap.

Sea Witch was giving all she could—cordage, rigging, her very timbers groaning and straining. If they pushed her any harder, she’d break her heart, or snap a stay or something equally as disastrous. But to capitulate? To heave-to?

“Jasper?”

“Aye, sir?”

“Nip down to Finch. Ask him to send up my best hat and coat. Maybe I’d better look respectable for this blustering gold-braider.”

“We’re giving in to ’em, then, sir?”

A third puff of smoke and another ball arced across the closing distance. It smashed through the crest of a white-topped roller, then sank. For maybe an entire minute Jesamiah watched where it had disappeared into the creaming froth of Sea Witch’s wake. 

“Aye, Jasper. We’re giving in to ’em.” He turned to the remainder of the crew, who stood grim-faced, watching him. Gave the order: “Heave-to.”

Not as eager as before, the men went to their stations.

“Let go main braces, main tack and sheet!”

As reluctant as the men, Sea Witch’s head fell away from the wind. 

“Main clewgarnets and buntlines—up mains’l!”

The great expanse of the mainsail spilled its wind, and men strung out along the yards began to gather and fist it in.

A lump caught in Jesamiah’s throat; he coughed, cleared it, called, with as much confidence as he could muster, “Brace aback, heave-to!”

Once backed the sails on the mainmast had the effect of balancing those set normally on the fore; Sea Witch came to an abrupt halt and slowly drifted downwind, the waves tossing her about as if she were nothing more than a piece of abandoned flotsam.

Raising the telescope, Jesamiah studied the frigate. There was a flurry of activity aboard, eager preparations to luff up alongside, board, dutifully inspect the cargo—find the brandy and hang every man. Tiola would be safe. She was a woman, a lady. They would not dare touch her.

Would they?

Feeling sick to his stomach, Jesamiah wondered if he had done the right thing.

* * *

As if he were a moon-mad dolt, as taken aback as the sails straining above his head, Jesamiah stared across the twenty yards that rolled and swayed between Sea Witch and the frigate.

Losing patience, the uniformed officer on the Josephine’s quarterdeck repeated his request, “Send your boat over, sir; we have a passenger for you. Shift yourself, man! We have wasted enough time as it is!” The lieutenant lowered his speaking trumpet, but his following words carried as clearly as if he were still using it. “That captain over there seems an imbecile to me. Is he deaf or something?” He raised the trumpet again, said slowly and loudly, “Send. Over. Your. Boat.”

“I ’eard what you bloody said,” Jesamiah called, irritated. “What passenger? I’m a merchant. I ain’t got room for bloody passengers.”

“You are heading for Bideford, are you not?”

Under his breath, Jesamiah swore. How the fok did this uniformed pimp know that? 

“I repeat. Are you not?”

“Aye. Anchoring at Appledore first.” If Jesamiah could offload the tobacco there instead of having to haul upriver to the market town of Bideford, he would be well pleased. 

“We are heading for Bristol and must press on. We ask you to take ashore a passenger, bound for Exeter, to save us unnecessary delay.”

Jesamiah swore quietly, but vehemently. “What passenger? And is that ask or order?”

The lieutenant, accustomed to being instantly obeyed, was becoming annoyed. “Send your damned boat, or do we lower ours and I advise my captain to come across to make an official inspection of your hold?”

At Jesamiah’s side, Rue scowled. “Tell ’im to tell ’is capitaine to shove ’is ’ead up ’is derriere. Pompous arse ’ole.”

As much as Jesamiah felt like complying, he had better sense. As it was not the captain of that frigate shouting across at them, only the first lieutenant, this request to heave-to could not be a priority business. Nor, perhaps, was the passenger that important, merely a nuisance to be got rid of as soon as possible. 

Wonderful.

Jesamiah sighed. “Let’s just lower the ruddy boat, row over and fetch whoever it is. Isiah, take men who have no fear of being recognised. Set sail as soon as this unwanted bugger’s aboard. I’ll be below.”














Chapter Two




Unnecessary curiosity was not one of Jesamiah’s failings, especially when it involved taking on people he did not know and did not want to know. If whoever it was desired a free passage to Bideford, he could bide his time on deck. There was no code that decreed a ship’s captain had to be polite to irritating and unwelcome passengers. To add to his annoyance, as he stepped into his cabin, Tiola was about to throw a cloak around her shoulders.

“You can take that off and sit yourself down, young miss. I told you, it’s cold out there.”

Ignoring him, she wound a shawl over her head and opened the door. “I need fresh air, Jesamiah. I will keep out of the way; I’ll not go near the quarterdeck.” 

Sighing, Jesamiah retrieved his hat and coat, which he had tossed onto the table, already cleared of the breakfast debris. “I’d better come with you, then.”

Tiola reached up to place a delicate kiss on his cheek. “Don’t be silly, I will be perfectly all right. Look, here’s Finch with coffee for you.”

She slipped out as Finch came in, pre-empting any more protests. Jesamiah meant well, but she wanted to be alone, wanted the fresh, crisp air that might clear her aching head and give her a chance to think.

“You fuss more’n a mother ’en, you do,” Finch stated. “Leave the lass be; she needs a bit o’ space round ’er.”

“When I want your advice, Finch, I will ask for it. Does that liquid you’re pouring actually have any coffee in it? Or does it taste as revolting as it looks?” 

For all his grumbling, Jesamiah took the proffered cup and sat at the desk, which was shaped into the curve of the bulkhead. Of light oak wood to match the rest of the panelling, it was carved here and there with oak leaves and acorns. This cabin was one of the things that had attracted him to the ship in the first place; that, and she was the most beautiful vessel he had ever seen. He had won her in a card game, although he had ended up stealing her, for the owner had gone back on his word. Water under the keel now; the man was dead and Sea Witch was unequivocally Jesamiah’s. As much a part of him as his soul.

Overhead, Rue was shouting orders; the sails cracked with a roar like thunder, the timber rudder protested and Sea Witch was under way again, the sound of the water rushing past her hull clearly audible.

The passenger, whoever he was, was safely aboard, then. Well, Jesamiah might be sociable when they neared harbour, but not yet. Let the bloody man get cold on deck—it would teach him a lesson about begging passage on an unknown ship.

Fetching the charts relating to the Bristol Channel, Barnstaple and Bideford Bay, Jesamiah spread them on the table. That sand bar as you came into the Torridge and Taw estuary was worrying. Would he have to wait for a pilot to come aboard and guide him in? Probably, damn it! More time idled away, especially if they missed the flood tide. The flood was essential in navigating those waters. 

He reached for the coffee cup, took a sip and grimaced. The wretched stuff tasted twice as bad cold, heard the cabin door open and close. Assuming it to be Finch, he did not look up. “This tastes vile. Dare I ask what else you are putting in it? Tar? Cat’s piss?” The answering voice made Jesamiah splutter and turn abruptly.

“I have no idea, lad, but I can offer you a drop of brandy to improve things.”

Jesamiah took a moment to register the passenger’s presence in his cabin. A man in his mid-fifties with a weathered face, a sailor’s crinkled eyes and a slight stoop to the shoulders from years of bending under low-ceilinged decks. Henry Jennings. Captain Henry Jennings. He and Jesamiah went back a long way.

“Bugger me! What in all the names of the seven seas are you doing here, Henry?”

Jennings removed his hat and boat cloak, indicated whether he might sit, and gratefully sank into Jesamiah’s only comfortable chair, easing the ache in one leg as he did so. He produced a hip flask from his coat pocket, held it out.

Taking the silver container Jesamiah unscrewed the lid and sampled the contents before adding a generous amount to the insipid coffee. “Gout still bothering you? My Tiola will tell you drink’ll make it worse.” 

He passed the flask back to Jennings who finished the remaining brandy in one swallow and chuckled. “And she’d be right, but a drop now an’ then keeps m’temper sweet. Pardon me for asking, lad, but what be ye doin’ to her? She looks damned ill.”

The genial banter fading, Jesamiah’s face fell serious, his worry clearly showing in the ragged lines to the sides of his eyes. “She is ill, Henry. That’s why I’m hurrying to get ashore. I should never have left the Azores, but there was no buyer for the tobacco I’m shipping, and she wasn’t as bad as this then.”

“Get her a good physician. You should find one a mile or so outside Bideford, lives in the big pink place.”

Pausing while sliding his charts carefully into the drawer beneath the desk, Jesamiah cocked an eyebrow. “And how would you, a man who has spent the last—God alone knows how many—years on the account in the Caribbean, and then fancying himself as vice-governor of Nassau, be knowing this physician who lives outside Bideford in a pink house?”

Jennings scratched under his grey wig. “I know quite a few people in the West Country. I was born there. Lived in Appledore, more or less, until my Pa died in 1701. I helped in his shipyard, but had more interest in sailing ships than building them, so when he passed away I came back from the sea and took for myself a nice little sloop he’d designed, sold up to the local squire, John Benson, and went off again to fight as a privateer in the Spanish War of Succession.”

Sea Witch tacked and heeled over. Without thinking about it, Jesamiah lifted his empty coffee cup and its saucer before they slid off the edge of the table. As Sea Witch righted herself, he set them down again. The light creeping in through the salt-grimed stern windows brightened a little as the ship’s course altered. The sun was high now, but the sky was darkening, becoming an ominous bank of grey cloud. If they could make landfall before the weather closed in Jesamiah would be pleased—and relieved.

“But I thought you knew my father well?” he queried. “He died in 1708.”

Jennings winced and eased his gouty leg. Cold, damp air did make it ache so. 

“I knew him well, Jesamiah. He offloaded contraband at Pa’s shipyard and I often sailed with him to France, Spain and such. We both fought in that war and, afterwards, I stayed in touch through various intermediaries. I first saw you when you were but one day old.”

Jesamiah scowled. All this was news to him and, aye, he had, unfortunately, met some of those intermediaries. “1701?” he said, calculating in his mind. “I would have been seven. I remember him being gone a long time. He was not at home for that birthday, nor my sixth before it. When he did come home, I had no idea who he was.”

“That’s the trouble with being a sailor and having a family. The one does not always mix well with the other.”

“I did not know he had been fighting the Spanish, either.”

Jennings shrugged. “He hated the Spanish.”

Looking up sharply at that, Jesamiah protested, “My mother was Spanish. Another woman he had loved before her was Spanish.”

“Aye, del Gardo’s sister, and then the lovely Dona. You look very much like her, you know. Same eyes.” Jennings chuckled. “It is because of the both of them that he hated the Spanish. Neither lady was treated well by her kindred.”

Del Gardo’s sister Jesamiah knew of. His mother, very little. About to ask more, he held his council as a quick knock on the door heralded Rue’s appearance.

“We are coming up on ’Artland Point, Capitaine. Do you wish to be on deck or do you trust me to steer ’er?”

“Since when have I not trusted you, Rue? You’re as good a helmsman as I am.”

Rue disagreed with that, but held his peace and left.

The door shut, and privacy returned. Jesamiah fetched a bottle of rum and two glasses from the small cupboard fitted, like the desk, into the bulkhead. It was not yet noon, but once round the point and heading for the estuary there would not be time for a dram. He poured two generous measures, handed one to Jennings, put the bottle back in its secure rack and sat down.

“You never answered my question, Henry. I cannot believe you managed to hail a Navy frigate and persuade her captain to chase me halfway across the Atlantic. All so you could visit old friends who may well be dead by now. Why are you here?”

The rum was good stuff. Before answering Jennings savoured its aroma and taste as it slipped smoothly down his throat. “I had no idea you had been in the Azores. Purely by chance I met with one of your men who’d elected to stay ashore. He told me you were heading for Devon—Bideford. I blagged a passage aboard the Josephine, and we happened to catch sight of you yesterday. Sea Witch is pretty distinctive, you know.” Jennings grinned. “Of course, you completely ignored the signals we made, although I grant we were maybe too far off for you to see them clearly. We gave chase, but you led us a merry dance! The captain threatened to toss me into the longboat. Wanted to leave me to follow after you m’self.”

“Well,” Jesamiah conceded, “that explains one thing niggling me. You tracking me at night I can accept. The idea of some naval bugger being able to do so scares the shite out of me.”

They grinned at each other and raised their glasses in a toast of mutual respect and, sipping the rum, listened to the sound of the sea thrumming beneath Sea Witch’s keel. She tacked again, turning as easily and efficiently as a dolphin, the rudder creaking and squealing, the shadows of daylight changing on the ceiling yet again.

His attention never leaving Henry’s face, Jesamiah set his empty glass down. “But you still have not explained why you are here.”

Jennings stretched his leg. “Have I not?”

“No.”

“Ah, well, I have come to England on King’s business. The Navy was obliged to give me passage.”

“Go on.”

“I have word to pass on concerning treachery and rebellion. The Jacobites have the support of the Spanish and have raised an armada.”

Jesamiah laughed outright, head back, hands slapping his thighs. “Henry, Henry! Do you sincerely expect me to believe that you are making all haste to England to inform a Whig government of something they must have got wind of months ago? Lord love you, man, it will be old news by now!”

Shaking his head, Jennings leant forward in his chair, conspiratorially lowered his voice. “They intend to assemble at Cádiz, and, no, they have not yet sailed. The invasion is set for March. Officially, I am here to inform the government in London of another matter entirely. Unofficially, I hope to inform my acquaintances in Devon of a traitor in their midst. I have acquired a list of possible suspects.”

The contempt that swept Jesamiah’s face was bitter. “Good God, man, since when have you cared whether fat German George or Papist James sits his arse on the throne?” 

Looking down at the silver buckles on his shoes to conceal his embarrassment, Henry answered, “I have always been a King’s Man, Jesamiah.”

Jesamiah also leaned forward, the thought coming quickly. Which king? Abruptly he snapped, “What is in it for you? And how do you know of these suspected names? Is your informer reliable? God help you if you have the wrong information.”

Jennings’ turn to remain silent a while; with a sigh he said, “We have suspicion but no proof, and I respect the person who sent me the information. He has never been wrong before.”

“Huh! One of your damned spies, I assume. Duped him into working for you, did you? Like you duped me?” 

“As it happens, aye, a very good spy. The best there is, in fact.” Jennings paused, as if choosing his words, then said quickly, before he changed his mind, “Out of interest, does the name Dynam mean anything to you, Jesamiah?”

“No. Nor do I want it to mean anything.” Jesamiah returned to the chart he had left out. This business smacked of things he did not want to become involved in. 

Jennings then fired the verbal equivalent of a broadside. “What about Chesham? Remember that name? Francis Chesham?”

Jesamiah looked up sharply. Aye, he knew Chesham!

Very quietly, very intently, Henry Jennings added, “He is the one who sent word about a traitor.”

For a full minute Jesamiah sat motionless. He had never expected to hear that name again, had last seen Chesham, alive, on Hispaniola. “I reported that Chesham was dead.”

Jennings set his glass on to the table. “You were mistaken. He is not. Because of this imperative information, Francis Chesham, for matters of convenience, decided to return from the grave.”

Almost as carefully, Jesamiah set his glass next to Jennings’ empty one. Said slowly, looking directly at his friend with a neutral expression, “Did he now?”

“Chesham has always been invaluable to us. We are pleased to have him resurrected.”

Leaning back in his chair, Jesamiah crossed his legs. “Even though you have never met him? Have no idea what he looks like?”

Jennings chortled, amused. “My dear boy, if the identity of most intelligencer spies was common knowledge, they would not be very good spies, would they?”

Nodding consent, Jesamiah stretched, linked his hands behind his head. Henry Jennings, then, seemed to have no idea that his precious informer spy was a she not a he. Frances, not Francis. Jesamiah knew that as fact. He had made love to her a few hours before they had parted company, and she had sworn him to secrecy regarding her identity. 

Everyone else knew her as Señora Francesca Ramon Escudero, the English former actress and recent widow of a Spanish don. Jesamiah remembered her as red-haired, green-eyed and extremely beautiful. 




* * *

Tiola had never broken a promise or deliberately told a falsehood. I will keep out of the way. She stood in the relative shelter beneath the overhang of the quarterdeck, heard someone call out that the coastline was ahead, and suddenly she wanted to see the land, even if it was a distant, hazed blur beneath a storm-laden sky. Once on solid land this intense draining of her energy would go and she could replenish her fading life force. Maybe, she thought, even sight of land will help. And by going for’ard she would not be breaking her word. 

Sea Witch was battling through a heavy sea, the wind strong on the larboard quarter, the sails filled and straining. With each lift of her bow over a white-capped, curling roller, spray fountained over her fo’c’sle, hissing as it seared the deck.

“Watch your step, ma’am,” one of the several Africans advised as her foot slipped on the wet planking. He shot out a hand to steady her, held her elbow while she regained balance and reached for the rail. Sea Witch plunged again through a great wave, her stern higher than her bow, then began to rise, the water frothing and churning as it rushed along the deck gullies.

Breathless, for she had almost fallen, Tiola smiled her gratitude. “Thank you, I am obliged.”

“No problem, ma’am. Best you take care out here. It be breezy.”

Tiola broadened her smile. Breezy? This was almost a gale!

One hand clutching the varnished, salt-rimed and ice-sparkled rail, Tiola walked carefully. Aware her legs were as unstable as sand washed by a running tide, she made her way forward slowly. At the beakhead, she huddled into her cloak and with the savage wind determined to snatch it away, clutched tighter at the woollen shawl wound around her head. Her eyes watering from the sting of the cold air and the forward rush of speed, she peered out along the length of the bowsprit that pointed towards the grey blur of land several miles away. Behind her, the wind was screaming in the sails and rigging as it tore past, canvas thundering under the strain, blocks and tackles clattering against spars and masts. The surf creamed away to each side of the hull as Sea Witch ploughed her way through wave after wave with a shrug of disdainful contempt; each great roller trundled beneath her, lifting her bow higher and higher, her stern sinking lower, until the sea, in turn, lifted the ship’s rear and her bow began its next downward plunge. The serpentine motion, rising and falling, and her power and speed were exhilarating and frightening both at once. 

Tiola was mesmerised, the sound, feel, and smell of the sea surrounding, entering and consuming her. She was aware of the men going about their tasks, adjusting the sails, nurturing every inch of effort from the ship; but it was the sea that drew her attention, pulling her awareness down into the white toss of bubbling agitation below the surface. Down, and down some more. Down through the swaying, clearer water into the secret depths, where the light faded to a murk of darkened green. Down through the darting fishes and the trailing weeds. Down, and down, and down to the sand and the rocks, and the peaceful tranquillity. Down to the very depths of darkness where the sun could never penetrate, where there was silence, where there was…

~ Well come, my dear… ~ a voice in Tiola’s head that sounded like the hush of the sea, whispering alongside her own thoughts: Let go. Give in.  

~ All you have to do is let go. ~

Let go?

~ Let go; come join me. Come join me forever… ~

With a gasp Tiola jerked her senses back to the awareness of reality. Such an effort to raise her head! She stared at the far-off haze that edged the horizon. Land. Was it Cornwall or Devon? She had been born into this body in Cornwall, her eternal soul transposing into the child of a Wising Woman’s granddaughter—and a loathsome bastard of a father. He had been a man of the cloth, a Christian Reverend. Full of pious bigotry and lust for young girls. Her mother had been hanged for killing him, the bloodied knife used to protect her ninth child and only daughter all that was needed to condemn her. By law the execution should have been by burning, for the murder of a husband was petty treason, and treason was punished by fire. Except that the rain had been falling and everything had been so sodden that wood, faggots and reeds would not ignite. Outraged that a woman, the witch, could slay their parson, the villagers had not cared to wait for more clement conditions. Tiola’s mother had been dragged to the yew tree in the churchyard and hanged, without trial and without mercy, to jeers of derision and shouts of superstitious hatred. The irony? It was Tiola who was the witch, not her mother. 

The fear and grief of that afternoon trampled into her tired and confused mind. This while with Jesamiah she had almost forgotten that awful time. Hiding, scared, overnight the secret escape on a smuggler’s boat—all arranged by her beloved brother. And dear Jenna Pendeen, as loyal as a faithful hound. Jenna had packed a few belongings, managed to squirrel away some of her mistress’s jewels, and had endured the sea voyage to Cape Town and safety with Tiola. Refugees with a new identity, a new life and new beginnings on the far side of the world—and the chance meeting with Jesamiah. 

Only Jenna, too, was gone now; and nothing, where souls were linked and locked to each other by the warp and weft of fate, was by chance. Tiola could not live without Jesamiah. Not now.

~ He is not yours, Witch Woman. He is mine. ~

That voice in her head, the sound of the sea filling her ears, mind and consciousness. The grate of shingle upon the shore, the ssshush, ssshush of the waves. 

~ He is mine. I shhh…all have him! Jesshh…a…miah ~

Tethys!

Aware of each nuance of energy that bound and contained every single, tiny particle of the Universe, Tiola recognised the hatred that consumed the elemental goddess of the oceans. Tethys, the soul, the spirit of the depths, felt the violence of that hatred slam into her brain and course through every fibre of her body. 

~ He is mine, Witch Woman! Mine! ~

Sea Witch slid through a deep trough then hit the next oncoming wave hard, as if she were slamming into a wall of rock. Her stern lifted high towards the grey-clad, cloud-filled sky, her jib-boom submerging in the froth of white, boiling water, that pointing finger no longer indicating the land ahead but casting downward into the foam of the surging tide. The ship shuddered, unable to free herself. Her timbers creaked in protest, sounding as if they were about to split open from the strain, the unease juddering from bowsprit to rudder, shivering through planking and joists, deck, bulkheads and beams. Spray fountained up and over the bow, reaching out towards Tiola, to ensnare her and drag her into the water-realm where Tethys ruled supreme.

Tiola flung up her arm, the last remaining spark of energy flying from her fingertips to form a shield of light that swept in a circle around her body. Aware of the shouts and cries of alarm behind her, Tiola could do nothing except maintain her own protection. The ship must battle this on her own, aided by the skill of her crew. There was nothing Tiola could do to help. Nothing. She did not have the energy, no longer possessed enough power.




* * *

“What the…?” Jesamiah grabbed at the edge of the table as the sound of an impact boomed through the oak timbers of his ship. Everything slid from the table to the floor—glasses, cups, Jennings’ hat and cloak. The cushions from the locker seats. Even the chair he was sitting on began to slide forward across the square of worn carpet. Sea Witch shuddered, all her carried weight moving as she plunged downward, her stern soaring high, hanging there, suspended. Jesamiah grasped at an overhead beam, almost toppled forward as he let go, heading towards the door. 

Jennings was still seated, hands gripping the arms of the chair, face ash pale, alarm swamping his expression. “My god! We’ve hit something!”

Jesamiah was at the door, his feet skidding on the slope of the wood. The sound of men running up from below to reach the open deck, their voices rising in panic. When a ship hit, she could go down in moments.

His hands feeling along the bulkheads to steady himself, Jesamiah ran also. On deck everything was confusion. Bewildered men clinging to backstays and shrouds, peering up the masts, over the rails. Every stay and shroud was vibrating and quivering as the strain tightened, with masts and rigging close to breaking point. The gun trucks pulled at their tethers, balls rolled for’ard, anything that was loose tumbling and toppling, clattering and clanging. Rue and Roberts, together at the helm, were struggling to hold onto the ship. One crewman lost his footing. He slid along the deck, frantically attempting to grab at something, but there was nothing to stop his fall; the deck was too wet, the angle too steep. With a cry of terror, he was gone, lost over the side. There was nothing they could do to save him, except pray for his soul.

The downward plunge eased, and slowly, slowly, the bow began to come up. There came a half-hearted cheer as men scrabbled to make ready to lower the boats—their only hope of survival.

“Belay that!” Jesamiah roared as he hurried forward, reaching hand over hand to anything he could hold on to. “We ain’t sinking.”

The sea loomed over the bowsprit, seeming to want to swallow his ship whole. The wave hung there a moment, then spray descended in a slow cascade, as slowly, slowly Sea Witch righted herself, but Jesamiah could see one thing only: Tiola. Her hands clinging to the rail, seawater swirling about and around her. Claiming her.

How in God’s name had she not already been swept overboard? He shouted her name, desperate, as he clawed his way towards the bow. He was almost there. He stretched out an arm towards her, felt a tingling as if a cold fire were burning through his skin, and he had her. Gripping tight he hauled her away from the rail, enfolding her within the safety of his embrace as Sea Witch shook herself free and surged forward, barely lifting over the next wave, lurching through the next, then settling onto an even keel, excess water gurgling out the scuppers and down the open hatchways and scuttles. 

As she righted, a cheer tore through the men, but the relief was short-lived, as every man hurried to the sides to peer over. What had they hit? Was the hull damaged?

“Tiola?” Feeling the sharp sting of salt in his mouth and eyes, Jesamiah wiped his face with his sleeve. He shook his wife none too gently. “What are you doing out here, you daft wench?” He shook her again, her head lolling as her body rattled. “You could have been drowned, you silly fool!”

Tears fell from Tiola’s eyes, almost indistinguishable from the sodden wetness of her hair and clothes. “No,” she whispered, her legs buckling, “I cannot drown.”

Someone offered Jesamiah a coarse-spun woollen jacket and he tucked it around her shoulders. Another man produced a leather flask of brandy. Jesamiah took a quick swig himself. He, too, was soaked to the bone and starting to shiver. He offered the flask to Tiola, but she wearily shook her head. Passing it back to its owner, Jesamiah lifted her into his arms and she curled her own around his neck, rested her head on his shoulder. 

He was angry with her. He had every right to be; she had put them all in danger.

She looked up directly into Jesamiah’s eyes, attempted a smile, but more tears of tiredness fell. “I was trying to find a reason for this war,” she whispered. “Unless I find what I seek, I will have to fight. Only one of us will win.”

She was delirious, then. Jesamiah kissed her forehead. “We are not at war, sweetheart, least, not as far as I’m aware. Jennings says the Jacobites are shaking their fists at fat George of Hanover, but there ain’t no war.”

“Captain!” Crawford barred his way. “What of the ship? We hit something. How do we know she ain’t sinking?”

Jesamiah stared at him through narrowed eyes. He was tempted merely to shove this troublemaker out of his way and make no reply, but other men were gathering around, faces taut with concern. 

“We ain’t sinking,” he said.

“How do you know? I say we heave-to and make sure.”

It took effort for Jesamiah to control his temper, already rubbed raw by the fright Tiola had given him, but reason whispered to him. He knew how his ship felt because he had an affinity with her. What was he to say—“I know she ain’t sinkin’ because she told me”? As if they would swallow that! He settled on a simple, “I know because this is my ship, and I know when there’s anything wrong. We ain’t sinkin’.”

As frightened as the rest of the crew, Crawford was not going to let the matter rest. “So what did we hit?”

“Something, anything, nothing. Maybe it was the weight of the sea hitting us. I don’t know and don’t care what we ’it, Crawford. We ain’t sinkin’.” Annoyed at being questioned, Jesamiah shouldered the man aside. “If you’re so bleedin’ concerned, I’ll be more’n ’appy to pitch you over the side so you can take a look.”

Chippy, the carpenter, stepped forward to make his own suggestion. “Captain, maybe an idea for me to go below and check?”

More than an idea, it was what Jesamiah should have suggested in the first place, but his anxiety, and Crawford’s persistent belligerence, had clouded his judgement. He grunted, agreed, and scowled at Crawford, his expression plain: Happy now? Finishing with the conversation, he ducked into the low corridor and carried Tiola to their cabin, stepping over the broken and scattered debris. Jennings, his wig askew, was attempting to set right a chair. 

“Leave it, Henry,” Jesamiah said. “Finch’ll clear up.” He laid Tiola on the bed, began removing her wet clothes, paused and looked over his shoulder. “I’d appreciate your presence on deck if you’d be so obliged, Henry. We need the pumps going, and the men are shook up. Mayhap you could steady ’em a little?”

Jennings straightened his wig. Easier to do than the heavy chair. “Well, aye, but I don’t see how I can...”

“I want privacy with m’wife!” Jesamiah snapped.

“Ah. Aye. I see. Of course.” Jennings snatched up his hat and coat, left at a hobbling trot.

“What were you doing?” Jesamiah repeated as, stripping her naked, he awkwardly rubbed Tiola dry with a linen towel, then manipulated her into her night chemise and then to bed.

Her voice frail, Tiola answered in a whisper. “I needed to see the land. I need to be on the land, Jesamiah.” 

“We’ll be ashore soon, in another couple of hours, unless we have to wait to navigate past Appledore Bar.” With the way the crew were shaken he had no intention of taking a chance on running the hazard of the Bar himself.

Finch appeared, handed Jesamiah a generous tot of brandy and gathered up the wet clothing.

Her eyes burning with fever, even though her skin was colder than the touch of the ice wind blowing outside, Tiola clutched at Jesamiah’s hand. “I cannot wait. If I am to fight, I have to be ashore.”

Jesamiah sat on the bed and drank the brandy, ignoring Finch’s mutter that he’d fetched it for the lady.

The steward added to his grumbling, “You ought t’get out them wet clothes o’ yourn.”

“Go do something useful, Finch. Get the brazier going again, heat a couple of bricks to put by m’wife’s feet; she’s frozen.”

Finch found another blanket, set it around his captain’s shoulders, fetched a second brandy—having a sip from it himself—then did as he was bid. 

“You ain’t got to fight, darlin’. For once, England isn’t fightin’ anyone. If the tide and wind are against us we may have to wait for a pilot.” Every sailor knew that without the aid of an experienced river pilot only an idiot attempted to enter that estuary where the rivers Torridge and Taw met.

OEBPS/images/Titlepage.png
PLES IN THE
RE SAND

BEING THE FOURTH VOYAGE OF
CAPT. JESAMIAH ACORNE &
HIS SHIP,

SEA 'WITCH

BY

HELEN HOLLICK_

Y

Www.penmorepress.com






OEBPS/images/SilShip.png





OEBPS/images/Map1.png
tondon
Lerisidd
* Baenstaple
Apy portsmo
'Bidé’f‘;ﬂ - 2
Plgmouth - Cd
4&"’ . English <
Astete R
Ushantl &
a “Lisbon
Cadiz =

o LR e on






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
From the very first chapter - a story steeped in history,
mysticism and rich in the promise of adventure.

JarEa Reaps Too REVIEW BLOG

IPPLES
—

T

THE FOURTH VOYAGE OF CAPTAIN JESAMIAH ACORNE

Helen Hollick





