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Author’s Note




This, then, is the third instalment in my golden age of piracy series and it brings the various character arcs to a resolution. As always, I strive for historical accuracy. However, as is sometimes the case, historical accuracy may be compromised for the sake of storytelling and this is no exception. For those familiar with the period, the existence of a Barbary corsair raiding the Caribbean may seem anachronistic. However, given that they reached Iceland in 1627 my 'what if' scenario has just enough plausibility to work for the sake of the story. While there is no evidence that anything like this ever happened, if you suspend disbelief just enough, Captain Hendrik Janszoon’s foray across the Atlantic could just work. Likewise, the trek across the Sahara. Sit back, suspend disbelief and run with it. Have fun. 

Unlike the previous stories in this series, it has an ensemble cast, so I have included a dramatis personae.

Mark Ellott, November 2025.








  
  
Dramatis Personae




Sailors of the Revenant 

Jean Lefèvre – A Frenchman who has served in both army and at sea. Once a privateer, now captain of the Revenant. 

Rose Clancy – Keeper of the Green Parrot Tavern in Nassau and former pirate.

Kit (Beauregard) McKenzie – Known in her pirating days as Cutthroat Kate. Retired to Charleston but drawn once more to the world of privateering.

Henry McKenzie – Kit’s husband; soldier turned merchant.

Omar Graves – Ex-Royal Navy quartermaster.

Jack Morrell – Veteran soldier and comrade to Henry McKenzie.

Finn Sullivan – The gunner.

Jaxon Rook – Helmsman and sharpshooter. 

Ned Shadwick – Ship’s carpenter.

Bones and Grog – Rose’s dog and monkey.

The Señorita

“Dandy” Pete Davey – Captain of the Señorita. 

The Crew and Captives of the Fateh

Bastian Calabran – Captain of the Black Rose. Privateer and Rose’s lover.

Santiago Riviera – Mutineer and master of the Fateh.

Hendrik Janszoon – Dutch corsair and former captain of the Fateh.

Kris van Rijn – First mate of the Fateh.

Jan de Groot – Bosun of the Fateh.

Cornelius Meijer – Dutch sailor.

Barend Staal - Dutch sailor

Fritz van der Kley - Dutch sailor

Arend Jacobsz – Dutch helmsman 

Elias Mercer (“Ratty”) – Sailor on the Black Rose.

Bald Jim – Bosun on the Black Rose. 

Toby Raines – Sailor on the Black Rose.

His Majesty’s Men

Captain Edward Shaw – Commander of HMS Lion. 

Lieutenant Reginald Barclay – First Officer on HMS Lion. 

Aiden Crowley – Agent of the Crown.

Others Met Upon the Voyage

Horatio Bournville – a shipping clerk.

Bart Vane and Rufus Marlow – Rogues and informers of Tortuga, ever ready to sell a name for the price of a drink.








  
  
Glossary




Aloft – Up in the rigging or sails. 

Barbary corsair – North African pirate/slaver operating from ports like Algiers or Salé.

Beam – Widest part of the ship; “on the beam” = side-on.

Bosun – Crewman in charge of deck work, ropes, and discipline.

Braces – Ropes that control the angle of the yards (horizontal spars).

Brigantine – Fast two-masted ship with square sails on the foremast and fore-and-aft on the main.

Broadside – Firing all guns on one side of the ship at once.

Capstan – Winch used to haul heavy ropes (e.g., anchor).

Caravanserai – Desert roadside inn for caravans.

Chain-shot – Two cannonballs linked by chain; cuts rigging and masts.

Chergui – Hot, dry wind blowing from the Sahara.

Cutlass – Short, curved sword used in close combat.

Douar – Berber village or camp.

Doubloon – Spanish gold coin; common pirate currency.

Flogging – Whipping with a rope or cat-o’-nine-tails.

Fore-and-aft – Sails set along the length of the ship (triangular).

Grapeshot – Small iron balls fired like a shotgun; anti-personnel.

Gunwale – Upper edge of the ship’s side.

Harmattan – Dry, dusty trade wind blowing south from the Sahara in winter; fills the air with fine sand and reduces visibility.

Helm – Ship’s wheel or tiller.

In irons – Ship stalled head-to-wind, unable to move.

Kedge anchor – Small anchor dropped to swing the ship around.

Lateen – Triangular sail on a long yard, common on Mediterranean ships.

Letters of marque – Government license to attack enemy ships (privateering).

Longboat – Largest ship’s boat; used for shore trips or rescue.

Luff and wear – Turn the bow through the wind to change direction.

Marlin spike – Pointed tool for working ropes; also a weapon.

Matelot – French term for sailor; term for close crew partner.

Mizzen – Third mast (or sail) from the bow on a three-masted ship.

Port – Left side of the ship when facing forward.

Quarterdeck – Raised deck at the stern; officers’ area.

Quartermaster – Senior crewman elected by the men; manages supplies, divides loot, and acts as second-in-command

Ratlines – Rope ladder rungs on the shrouds.

Reales – Small Spanish silver coins.

Scimitar – Curved sword used by North African fighters.

Shrouds – Ropes supporting the mast; climbed like a ladder.

Snow – Two-masted ship with a small extra mast aft of the main.

Souq – North African marketplace.

Square-rigged – Sails set across the ship (rectangular).

Starboard – Right side of the ship when facing forward.

Swivel gun – Small cannon on a pivot; anti-personnel.

Tack – To turn the bow through the wind; also a sailing direction.

Xebec-polacca – Hybrid Mediterranean warship: square sails forward, lateen sails aft.

Yards – Horizontal spars that hold square sails.
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Chapter 1

Solomon Black’s Island 1721





Santiago ‘Mad Dog’ Riviera stood on the sandy beach as the Black Rose’s sails filled with the wind, taking her out of the cove and into the Caribbean Sea. Santiago danced a dance of rage, shaking his fist and shouting curses at Bastian Calabran, Rose Clancy, Omar Graves and the rest of his damned crew, for all the good it did. 

The ship grew smaller and eventually disappeared over the horizon, the sun moving with it, hanging low in the western sky. Santiago sat with his head in his hands, the sand warm beneath his feet, and the only sound the calling of the capuchins moving through the forest canopy behind him. His breath came in ragged gasps, and his hands trembled. He looked up at the sky and screamed, but the heavens offered only silence. The capuchins in the trees scurried away, startled by the noise, but the jungle remained implacable to his plight.

The light faded. The air grew cooler. He stood, still shaking slightly. Breathing deeply, he set out into the interior of the jungle, making his way to the old temple where Solomon Black’s body had lain rotting for so many years. There, at least, he would find shelter. He lit a fire in the ashes of the one Bastian and Rose had used while waiting for Elias Blackthorne’s men. The smoke stung his eyes. Men who had relied upon Santiago Riviera as their navigator. He recalled that time in the tavern when Blackthorne persuaded him to go.

Money. A few doubloons to navigate the Sea Serpent to this godforsaken island. There was no treasure, there never had been. It was all a ruse to sell to the gullible who would pay for treasure maps for a few reales. But Blackthorne was a persuasive cove. He looked across the western sky, almost dark now. For the lure of a purse full of doubloons, he was stranded with the ghost of the man he once served under.

This was not forever, he told himself. This was temporary. Someone would come. Eventually. He swore and kicked at a log, hurting his foot, so he swore some more. “God’s thunder.”

Bastian Calabran may have won this round, but Riviera was a patient man. He would be rescued. He would find his way off this cursed island. He would seek revenge.

He set to work making the temple a suitable living place, repairing the roof and using foliage to fix the walls. He scouted the island and retrieved the weapons left in the aftermath of the clash between Bastian Calabran’s crew and Elias Blackthorne’s men. He buried the dead in unmarked graves.

“They dragged me into this mess; they can rot in obscurity,” he said to no one in particular. Above, he thought the capuchins were laughing. He looked up and frowned, but they remained out of sight; his musket shots when hunting had been enough to keep them at bay, chattering and screeching in the shadows. When he wasn’t hunting, he spent time polishing the muskets and pistols, cleaning them in preparation. Preparation for the day he would use them in anger. As he polished, he heard Bastian’s laugh as the Black Rose departed. As he aimed into the jungle, he saw Rose’s face in the sights. One day, he thought, it would be her for real. That would wipe the smile off her face, alright.

As the days stretched into weeks, he became adept at living alone. Not that he had much use for company before, but at least then he had the comfort of the taverns to keep him warm in the winter and the pockets of strangers eager for a tale to empty. Now the only company were the capuchins in the trees and the seabirds that flew above the cove. In the mornings, he would go out to hunt or fish for food, and walking along the beach, he would watch the horizon for signs of passing ships. Each evening, he would return to his camp in the temple, disappointed. As the jungle grew dark, he would lie in the shelter and listen to the capuchins chattering in the trees.

Treason, they plot treason with their voices. Once, he burst outside and shot off his musket. “Traitors, come to get me, eh?”

The shot was loud in the darkness, the flash from the muzzle the only light. The capuchins, startled by the sound, scuttled off screeching in the darkness, leaving only the chorus of the cicadas; their time to plot treason.

The weather was changing. The air felt and smelled different. The humidity changed to a colder dampness. The loam on the floor smelled dank and cloying. The pressure hurt his head.

“Rose? Was that Rose?” He swung the musket up to the leaves in the trees, moving briskly in the increasing wind, but there was no one there. Even the capuchins were hiding from the impending storm. The rain came suddenly, and he was soaked, his shirt clinging to his skin. Shivering, he made his way back to the shelter.

“I know you’re out there Bastian. I’ll find you yet.”

No one answered, only the wind.

Hurricanes swirled along the American coast and out into the Caribbean, bringing with them howling winds, flying debris and sheets of rain. He huddled in the shelter as it flapped and rattled. Branches torn from it vanished into the air, swept up by the anger of nature.

In the aftermath, the island was strewn with fallen trees, broken branches and leaves. He set about repairing his shelter, thankful to have survived.

One day, he was walking along the shore with his improvised fishing spear when he saw, out beyond the cove, a sail.

“Blistering barnacles! Square rigged, I’ll be damned.”

He ran back through the jungle, climbing the escarpment to the temple, scraping his knees on the jagged rocks in his hurry, panting heavily. He carried on despite the pain and blood running down his legs, gasping for breath, excitement coursing through his arteries, until he was above the canopy. He bowed down to catch his breath and to shake off the giddiness. Then he stood, shaded his eyes and looked out. A snow-rigged sloop.

Reaching for his tinderbox, he lit the brushwood that he had set as a beacon for just such a moment.

At last! At Last! Rescue!

The light brushwood burned fiercely, and the larger timbers and wet leaves produced a cloud of dense smoke that rose high into the air, billowing back into his face as the wind caught it, stinging his eyes and nostrils, causing him to cough.

He watched. The ship moved slowly along the horizon, eventually vanishing off to the west.

He swore, his shoulders drooping as he watched, straining his eyes against the light. Kicking the embers to finish off the fire, he swore again.

After that, days and weeks passed without another sighting. He would sit in the evening, chewing on whatever he had caught that day, pondering his fate, cursing Bastian Calabran and Rose Clancy, plotting his revenge while shooting his musket into the jungle, terrifying the capuchins and sending the birds into frenzied flight.

In his more lucid moments, he wondered where Bastian Calabran was now. Out on the seas, chasing booty, he thought. And Rose. Ah, Rose, as dangerous as the vipers that slithered through the undergrowth. He should have known better than to engage himself in any venture that involved her. She would be back behind the bar at the Green Parrot, like as not, he mused. He silently cursed Blackthorne for dragging him into a private feud. But Bastian Calabran, ah, yes, he would pay.

Near the temple, Solomon Black’s grave was still fresh, where Calabran had buried the remains of his captain, murdered so long ago, murdered by Santiago Riviera.

They came six months after he was marooned.


      ***It was night. The only sounds were the canopy moving in the breeze and the animals that hunted with their soft calls carried on the air, along with the heady scent of night jasmine. Then, in the darkness came new sounds. Sounds not of the jungle. The sounds of movement. Soft footfalls, a broken twig, a muffled curse, heavy breathing, the clink of a blade, the click of a musket.

Santiago Riviera didn’t hear it. Lost in delirium as he chased Rose and Bastian through the jungle, the branches brushing his face, preventing him from aiming, as they were always just out of sight, just in the periphery of his vision. He tried to give chase, but the boggy ground pulled him down, and he couldn’t move his feet. He cried out after them, but no sound came from his mouth.

By the time he woke with a start, it was too late. As he looked up, blinking, still half lost in his dreamworld, he saw the blade held to his throat glinting in the moonlight, and at the other end of the cutlass was a swarthy, toothless man with a ragged beard who smelled of something foreign, spicy. He was grinning.

“Bastian? Be that you, Bastian? I’ll kill you, you traitor.”

Unruffled, the man spoke briefly in a guttural tongue, and another arrived. Dressed in ragged, but colourful clothing that had an oriental air about it. He was taller, with pale hair and eyes that seemed to stare through Riviera. He, too, spoke in the unfamiliar, yet vaguely familiar language. Upon seeing the blank look on Riviera’s face, he switched to heavily accented English.

“The captain was right, this island is inhabited, Cornelius.” He looked Riviera in the eye. “Is there anyone else here?”

Riviera shook his head. “Who are you? Have you come to rescue me? I’d almost given up…”

“Is there anyone else?” The man poked at him slightly, eliciting a brief gasp. Riviera shook his head. “Unless you count the cursed monkeys.”

“Sure?” Cornelius jabbed with his cutlass again, causing Riviera to move back as the tip bit into his neck, leaving a scratch.

“No. I was marooned. I am alone, I swear.” He looked about. His musket was out of reach, and as he started to move, Cornelius brought the cutlass up to his neck again, so he fell back, looking up at the man, deciding compliance for the moment would be best.

“You had better not be lying,” the second man said.

“I’m not, I swear to God.”

“Get up,” Cornelius said, nodding as he lifted the blade away from Riviera’s neck.

Riviera scrabbled to his feet. Being rescued was something he had dreamed of this past half year, but not like this.

“What do you want?” he said. “I am no harm to you, I am alone, stranded. But a passage on your ship…”

“Shut up and walk.” Cornelius prodded him with the tip of the cutlass, and Riviera fell silent, walking ahead of the two men, stumbling occasionally as the jungle fought back, throwing fronds and foliage in their faces, the bleariness of the sudden awakening blurring his thoughts.

They descended the escarpment down into the jungle and eventually to the sandy beach of the cove, while above, the sounds of the night continued. Cicadas chirruped, the capuchins rustled the canopy, and somewhere a screech as a predator struck its prey. Riviera shivered. He thought about the men who were shepherding him to the longboat at the water’s edge, where another man waited. Too late, it occurred to him that he could have led them to one of the traps that Calabran had set for Blackthorne’s men. He cursed inwardly at his slow thinking. Something nagged at the back of his mind. Their dress was oddly eastern, not European, yet they spoke a European language. They looked European.

The third man waiting by the longboat was dressed similarly, and at his belt was a scimitar. Riviera frowned,

It couldn’t be. Not out here.

“Is that all there is, Jan?” The man by the longboat said to the tall, fair man, Jan de Groot.

“Yes, Barend, this poor specimen is all we could find.”

“And he won’t fetch much of a price,” Cornelius said, prodding Riviera with the tip of his cutlass again.

Riviera swore inwardly, and his spine tingled. He knew what they were. This wasn’t a rescue. In that moment, he longed for the solitude of abandonment. Suddenly, Solomon Black’s Island seemed like a safe haven.

Anchored in the cove was a ship unusual in these waters. Silhouetted against the pale moonlight, it cast a strange, alien shape. Square-rigged on the foremast and lateen-rigged on the main and mizzen, a xebec-polacca hybrid. He had never seen one before, but he knew of them, the corsairs who sailed the Mediterranean.

What is it doing here, so far from its hunting grounds?

That shiver returned tenfold. This was no ordinary pirate ship. The booty the crew sought wasn’t gold or jewels, but a different cargo entirely.

A chill went through his body, and he swore under his breath again. He turned and looked at Cornelius Meijer, prodding him to the longboat with Jan de Groot walking alongside, where Barend Staal waited. Like the other two, he was dressed more for Africa than for Europe or the Caribbean, confirming his suspicions.

“Get in.”

Riviera stood for a moment. “Blast and rot me, a slave ship.”

“Ja, now get in,” de Groot said.

He silently complied, stepping easily into the boat, escape plans already running through his mind.

He sat motionless in the gunwale as Staal rowed the longboat across the lagoon to the corsair while the other two maintained a sharp watch on their prisoner, the silver light of the moon catching on the water disturbed by the oars. After a few minutes, it bumped alongside, and his captors reached out for the nets.

“Up,” Cornelius said.

“Talkative fellow, aren’t you?”

“I said up, now go.”

Riviera grabbed the net and clambered up, scrabbling with his feet for a foothold, breathing heavily from the exertion, landing on the main deck, feeling the smooth timbers beneath his bare feet. He looked around him, assessing the vessel with some small admiration. The ship was well-armed with twenty guns on deck, as well as small three-pounders fore and aft. The salt air was accompanied by the scent of timber and tar, drifting through the light breeze, and somewhere he caught the faint odour of sweet tobacco smoke. The decks were clean and tidy, the ropes all coiled, the marlin spikes neatly stacked in their holders. These men cared for the ship well, he thought.

Nothing handy to use as a weapon, though.

As she rocked on the slight swell, the timbers groaned and creaked, and a flag displaying a crescent flapped lazily in the breeze. Despite the situation, he felt strangely at home being on board a ship again.

On the quarterdeck stood a figure who looked down at the boarding party. Like his men, he wore brightly coloured clothing. On his head was a red and purple turban with dangling lengths of cloth falling down the back. His coat was ornately embroidered in red velvet, and his yellow trousers were tucked into brown sea boots. From his baldrick hung a scimitar, and tucked into holsters two pistols. Blue-grey eyes peered out from behind a mass of sandy hair that covered his face.

Riviera stared at the man, something crossing his consciousness.

“Dutch? Dutch, is that you? It is you, Hendrik Janszoon!”

Hendrik Janszoon, usually referred to as Dutch to those who knew him, stepped down from the quarterdeck, and Riviera stepped forward but was stopped with a prod from Meijer’s cutlass.

Janszoon waved Meijer back, and he dropped the cutlass. For a moment, Janszoon looked at Riviera, his eyes narrowed as he assessed the prisoner, saying nothing, just staring as if seeking something from the past.

“Santiago Riviera?”

“Yes, Dutch, it’s me.”

For a moment, the narrow squint and frown remained. Then he smiled, exposing tobacco-stained teeth.

“May Allah be praised, it is you! When did we last meet?”

“Jamaica, Dutch. Long time ago now. You said you were going home. What happened?”

“I am Harun al-Bahr dese days. But, ja, I recall. You were chased out of some tavern for selling fake treasure maps. So, vat are you doing here, eh?” 

Riviera sighed. “Long story, Dutch… Harun, but it all started with selling fake treasure maps…”

Janszoon let out a roar and slapped Riviera on the shoulder.

“Come, have some wine. Tell me your story.”

Janszoon walked him to the door below the quarterdeck, which led to his cabin, watched by the bemused crew who then returned to their duties. Cornelius Meijer shrugged and sheathed his cutlass.

Once in the cabin, Janszoon poured two glasses of red wine and handed one to Riviera. He downed his own in one gulp and refilled his glass.

“So, Santiago, vat have you been doing since we last saw each oder?”

“Spent most of my time in Jamaica. Until Rose Clancy and Bastian Calabran came asking questions. I got dragged into their feud with Elias Blackthorne. That’s why I ended up on this godforsaken island. They marooned me here.”

“How long?”

“Half a year now. I was hoping a ship would pass this way, and here you are. You fellows had me worried for a bit there, I can tell you.”

Janszoon gulped down the second glass and reached out to refill Riviera’s.

“Mmm, bad choices, my friend.”

“What about you? A slave ship?”

Janszoon shrugged. “I converted to Islam.” He grinned, looking down at the wine and swirling it in the glass. “Well, maybe dat’s vat de Arabs think. But de booty is good.”

“But slaves?”

“Gold, slaves, vat’s duh difference? We take vat is to be taken.”

“And… You are content with that?”

Janszoon frowned. “Vy, you have a problem wid it?”

Riviera paused for a fraction of a second. In that moment, an idea formed in his mind. “Where do you take them from?”

“Duh coastal villages. But much of our original hunting grounds are barren now. They moved inland. And the Royal Navy has been making my life difficult of late. So I thought there might be some rich pickings over here. After all, if they can take slaves from Africa to the American colonies, why not return the favour, eh?” He laughed at his own joke while Riviera looked at him, his mind busy with possibilities

“What about taking ships at sea? Have you thought about that?”

“Ja. We have taken a few. We have the guns.”

Riviera grinned as though crystallised. “Then maybe you could take the crew of the Black Rose.”

Janszoon placed his glass on the table and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “If we come across them, why not?”

Riviera raised his glass with a smile. “Then you will take me on?”

“Ja, you can join the crew. No special favours, you understand. You earn your keep on this ship and the booty from the Arabs is shared evenly, you understand?”

“I understand.” He smiled inwardly. It might take a few weeks, months or even years, but large though the seas were, he would find Bastian Calabran and send him to the slave markets in Africa. A fitting revenge.

As it was, it was sooner than expected.








  
  

Chapter 2

The Caribbean Sea





The Black Rose rode the swell as she headed east, away from Nassau. Bastian Calabran stood on the Quarterdeck, gazing out to the horizon, his quartermaster, Omar Graves, beside him. He breathed into the salty spray as the ship heeled into the wind. Time spent in the Green Parrot and Rose’s bed kept his thoughts warm while at sea. Much as he savoured their time together, the sea drew him back. The hunt for booty, the flavour of the salty tang of the sea, the feel of the deck moving beneath his feet. Sometimes, he felt that he lived two lives. One with Rose and the tavern and the other here on the ocean, feeling the heaving swell rolling through his blood. 


      ***She stood in the doorway, her dog, Bones, by her side as she leaned forward and placed a light kiss on his cheek, feeling the roughness of his unshaven skin and inhaling the faint musky odour of his body. “Come back safe, Bastian.”

He doffed his hat and grinned. “Don’t I always?”

“One day, Bastian, ye might not and then what?”

“Then, my sweet, you will come and rescue me.”

She had watched him go, swaggering slightly, his long blond hair moving in the light breeze, and she was again reminded that he looked like an eighteenth-century Viking in his long coat, sea boots and ostrich feathers in his cocked hat. In that moment, she wondered if he would ever be truly hers or if the sea would forever be his mistress.

He looked back briefly at the woman who waited for him, lifted a hand in one final wave and then turned away, carrying on to the ship that also awaited him.


      ***Omar, standing next to him, leaning against the rail, broke his thoughts.

“Wind be getting up, Bastian.”

He blinked and looked at Omar, then at the grey waves with white tips. The seabirds that usually followed in the Black Rose’s wake were gone now, and the only sounds were the creaking timbers, flapping sails and increasingly loud slapping of the waves against the hull. Spume came up over the prow, stinging the eyes and smelling of salt and seaweed.

“Aye, a storm, I reckon.” He shifted his gaze for’ard, where dark clouds were hanging sullenly in the eastern sky, and the air tasted heavy. His head felt like a headache was coming on, and he rubbed his temples.

“Tack to port, we can ride it out in the lee of those islands.”

“Aye, aye,” Omar called aloft to the men in the rigging to furl the mainsail.

At the helm Jaxon Rook lifted his eyebrow, dark eyes in unspoken question.

“Ten degrees to port, Jaxon.”

“Aye, aye, Omar.” He looked at the dull, purple sky hanging heavy on the horizon. “Reckon we’ll make it?”

Omar was gripping the rail, his jaw tense. “I hope so.”

The wind started to moan through the rigging, and the topsails snapped angrily, as the men scrambled down to the deck.

“I hope so, too,” Bastian said. “It’s coming in fast.”

The ship heeled over in response to the rudder and moved northeast towards the atoll Calabran pointed out.

Omar looked aloft. “That wind is whipping up too fast, Bastian. We need to furl the topsail or we will lose it.” 

As the moaning grew, it whipped the breath out of their mouths. The sky lit up with a flash of lightning, followed soon after by the ominous clap of thunder, and the wind increased its banshee screech.

“We will founder!” Bastian said.

“Aye, but better adrift with sails to use when it dies down. We aren’t going to make the lee of that island, Bastian.”

He called down to Bald Jim. “Jim, get yourself and Toby aloft; we will lose those sails.”

Jim lifted a hand in salute. “Aye, aye, Omar.”

He grabbed Toby Raines’ sleeve and guided him to the beam, where they both scrambled up the ratlines, their bodies swinging wildly with the movement of the ropes.

Omar looked back at Jaxon, who was now struggling to hold the wheel. Water dripped from his hat, stinging his eyes, and down his coat. Spray was spattering across the deck. The bow dipped beneath a wave. The ship staggered, timbers creaking and groaning. Slowly, she struggled to lift out of the water’s clutch. Water poured through the decks. Men clung to whatever they could hold onto to avoid being dragged overboard, their feet slipping on the wet deck. One thrown against the rail retched as he clung on against the brutal force of nature, trying to drag him to the depths

Bastian nodded. “Get them aloft. We have no choice. Blast and rot me! You were right, Omar. We ain’t going to make it.”

A rending broke the sound of the wind as the main topsail ripped into shreds, the canvas flapping loosely in the howling wind.

Bastian looked across at Omar and up at the two men clinging to the shrouds. Too late. “Curses.”

Omar raised his hand and shook his head as the men scrabbled back down the rigging to the deck, only to be soaked by a wave that swept across the ship, dragging the bow down towards the deep again. The timbers shuddered as the forces of nature threw everything at the tiny ship on the tormented sea.

“I’ve lost the helm!” Jaxon shouted as the wheel spun freely with nothing to stop it. “We are adrift.”

As he spoke, a wave crashed across the deck, throwing the ship to port, the masts dipping into the crest of the wave.

On the main deck, Finn Sullivan, the big Irishman, lost his grip on the rail and slid along the deck, crashing into the beam on the port side, knocking the wind out of him. As the wave crested, he managed to reach out and hold onto the port rail, disappearing for a moment in a surge of water. As it subsided, he reappeared, coughing and spitting out salty water.

“I be alive,” he grinned, looking up at the quarterdeck where Omar and Bastian thought he had been lost.


      ***Sometime in the night, the wind died down. The Black Rose, with what sails she had left furled to the yards, and bereft of a rudder, had drifted aimlessly with the storm. Bastian’s idea of the leeward side of the nearby islands happened anyway as she ran aground a mile or so offshore. The howling of the wind was now replaced by an ominous peace, broken only by the gentle lapping of the waves and the keening of seabirds hunting the shallow waters for prey.

The wet decks were steaming slightly as the water evaporated, leaving a salty tang mingled with the sour smell of wet ropes in the still air and the occasional drip as water fell from the ropes to the deck. Men, exhausted from the rage of the night, were slumped against the rails or sprawled on the deck, their clothes soaked and stiffening with salt as the sun started to dry them out.

“Is everyone alive?” Bastian said, looking around, breathing more easily than he had the previous evening. Despite the ship being aground, it remained intact. He took out his pipe and filled it with tobacco, lighting it with a tinderbox.

Omar clambered up the steps to the quarterdeck. “Aye, Bastian. We were lucky. Everyone is alive. A few bruises, but nothing of consequence.”

“At least we were spared a visit to Davy Jones. Thank the lord for that, eh?” Bastian handed him the pipe, and Omar took it, sucking in the sweet tobacco. “What about the ship?” Bastian said after a few minutes smoking and taking in the calm air.

“Ah, that be a different tale. Two spars down, as you see.”

Bastian followed his gaze. The main and top spars on the foremast were dangling, brushing the deck, held only by the rigging, gently swaying and creaking in the light breeze, the remnants of the sails flapping idly with nowhere to go.

“But worse, the rudder is gone,” Omar continued. “We need timber to fashion a new one.”

Bastian lifted a hand to his brow, shielding his eyes as he looked out to the west. “The tide is out,” he said. “Reckon it will be in again come evening. We may be able to get the Rose afloat then.”

“I reckon we could find some timber on the island,” Jaxon said, sidling up to the rail and standing alongside them. Me ’n Finn can cut down some timber, work it ashore, then bring it back in the longboat.”

Bastian looked at Omar.

“Good plan,” Omar said. “I’ll go with you.”

Bastian grunted, looking across at the island, cloaked in dense jungle, the faint odour of damp loam drifting in the air. He could hear the sounds of animals calling and screeching carried across the still water. “Take your muskets with you. No knowing what’s out there.”


      ***They lowered the longboat, and Finn took the oars with Jaxon at the helm. Finn rowed steadily, and thirty minutes later, they were aground on the sandy beach. They leapt out and hauled the boat above the waterline. They drove a stake into the sand and secured the boat to it with a rope. 

Looking up and down the beach, Omar decided to head directly inland.

“Mahogany,” he said, pointing inland. “Be a bit of a trek. Mind how you go for snakes and insects, boys.”

They hacked their way through the dense jungle for several hours, tripping over vines and creepers. Buzzing insects homed in for fresh meals of human blood, and the men slapped them away, sweat dripping into their eyes as they wielded machetes in the cloying heat, the sap from the cut branches mingling with the loamy odour from the forest floor. Omar paused from time to time to check his compass and slap at the biting insects. In the canopy, a steady droning noise told them there were more where that came from. Birds called and screeched, but they were out of sight somewhere in the branches that gave some welcome shelter from the harsh sunlight. The humidity caused their shirts to cling to their bodies as they laboured through the heat of the early afternoon.

Eventually, well inland of the landing site, they found what they were looking for. A dense forest of mature mahogany trees.

Finn lifted his axe. “Best be gettin’ to it, then.”

They chose a suitable tree, and Jaxon likewise lifted an axe. They set to cutting the timber, grunting with each swing. Omar remained on watch, musket at the ready. They had seen no sign of predators or any human habitation; he felt they would be better taking no chances.

“Stand aside,” Jaxon said, followed by a groaning from the tree as it started to move. Then, with a crack, it fell crashing through the branches of its fellows. The great tree landed with a thump and flying leaves and debris to the jungle floor, sending birds flying into the air and monkeys chattering in alarm in the canopy.

Wasting no time, Jaxon and Finn started cutting out a slab suitable for fashioning into a replacement rudder. They spent the next two hours or so working, pausing from time to time to gulp water from their canteens and wipe sweat from their brows.

“I have a blister, Finn,” Jaxon said with a grin, holding up his sore hand.

“Aye, me too. There’ll be a few more to add to those by the time we are done, I reckon.”

They discarded their coats and shirts, and their backs glistened in the little light that filtered through the branches as they swung their tools to cut the piece to a suitable size, grunting with the exertion and the heat. As the afternoon wore on, the pauses became more frequent.

None of them was aware that it was all for a lost cause.

They heard the sound like distant thunder carried across the treetops. Far off, but close enough to hear.

“What was that?” Finn said, pausing in his work, looking up as birds startled by the sound lifted into the air, squawking and screeching.

“Sounded like gunfire,” Omar said, gripping the stock of his musket a little tighter. “Get moving with that work. We need to get back to the Black Rose. I don’t like the sound of it.”

“Me neither,” Jaxon said. He shivered despite the heat. “Come on, Finn, put your back into it.”

For once, Finn refrained from a jovial retort. The atmosphere was too tense for levity.

Needing no further encouragement, the two men hewed out a slab. Once satisfied, they hefted it onto their shoulders and retraced their steps back to the beach. The going was slightly easier as they had hacked down the worst of the undergrowth on the way out.

As they broke free of the jungle and walked down the sandy beach, they stopped.

“Oh, sweet Lord!” Omar said as something flipped in his stomach.

Jaxon and Finn dropped the mahogany slab with a thud onto the sand.

“Thunder in Heaven,” Jaxon said.

They stood, looking out to sea, not knowing what to think or say. The Black Rose, or what was left of her, lay in the shallows. Her timbers floated on the sea, spars sticking up above the waves. Gulls wheeled overhead, diving for scraps left in the wake of the destruction. The salty air had another tang to it. Gunpowder. Out on the horizon, they saw another ship. A ship that sent a shiver down Omar’s spine. A ship unusual in these waters. The square-rigged foremast and lateen-rigged main and mizzen were unfamiliar to Jaxon and Finn, but Omar knew what he was looking at, and his blood chilled in his veins.

“Our beautiful ship,” Finn said for want of something to say in the ominous silence. “She served us well from the day we took her from the Royal Navy. I reckon we’ll never sail her like again.”

“And our shipmates, where be they?” Jaxon said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “I see no bodies.”

Omar sighed and pointed out to the ship rapidly disappearing over the horizon. They could see men moving about in the rigging, the sails billowing in the trade wind. “A Barbary corsair.”

The other two looked at him, eyes wide. Finn clenched his fists as he looked back at the wreckage

“A cursed slaver,” Omar said. He swore. “That’s what we heard. The guns. The bastards have taken the crew.”

“All of ’em?” Finn said.

“Aye. That’s what they do. We hunt for booty, they hunt for men to sell in the slave markets. But what is one of those doing here, so far from home?”

He scanned the sea, but as Jaxon had noticed, no bodies were floating among the wreckage, so they were alive, which was a relief. For the moment.

“How do you know?”

Omar relaxed his grip on the musket slightly. “When I was a matelot, we chased a few of ’em down. They raided the south coast of England and Ireland. Bastards!” He looked around, but saw no signs that the slavers had landed ashore. “Keep out of sight. We don’t want ’em coming back.”

“What now?” Finn looked at him. For once, the big Irishman looked at a loss, and Omar felt he looked like a puppy that had its bone stolen.

“Now,” he said. “We set sail in that.” He pointed to the longboat.

“And where to?”

“Nassau. We find Rose Clancy.”

Jaxon dropped his bag of tools. “We need to scout for water and provisions. We have precious little for a long trip in that.”

“Aye,” Omar said. “Better get to it. ’Tis a long stretch o’ sea twixt here and there.”


      ***“I heard the sound of running water when we were looking for the timber,” Jaxon said.

“Better find it and fill as many water containers as we can,” Omar said. “Jaxon, you do that. Finn and I will go out to the wreck and forage for anything salvageable.”

Having foraged in the edges of the jungle, they had enough provisions to keep them alive for a few days at least, along with enough water, which, if they were careful, would last for about a week.

It wasn’t, Omar pointed out, going to be an easy trip, but he had to make the best of it. The other two didn’t complain.

They pushed the boat out into the sea, Finn swung the oars into the water, the waves catching the sunlight in a myriad of spots of light, the boat riding the swell as the tide was coming in, and Finn rowed out to the Black Rose. Part of the hull remained aground on the reef. They brought the longboat alongside. The hull bumped, and the wreck shuddered; shrouds and ratlines now dangled in the water, an ominous reminder of a ship that was once alive but now deceased.

They secured the boat with a line and clambered aboard the hull’s remains. The lean angle made walking the deck dizzying, their brains disoriented by the forty-five-degree tilt. Omar made his way across the deck carefully, grasping at whatever he could to steady himself. His head spun with the unnatural slope and he swallowed to stifle the queasiness.

Somewhere, he could hear something banging as the wreck moved with a gentle swell. In the clear sky, seabirds swooped and squabbled over jetsam that drifted around the Black Rose’s remains.

The air was still, and the odour of the sea mingled with the smell of wet ropes and timber, but no sweet sickly smell of death. Rum, he could smell a strong odour of rum.

“Like a night in the Green Parrot,” he said with a half smile that never reached his eyes. Finn didn’t laugh. He hadn’t intended him to. Mostly, he was trying to convince himself as he cast an eye about for any dead bodies, but they found none. There was little left of their crewmates. Some items of clothing were clinging to the rails, and a seaboot was stuck on the marlin spike rack.

Finn looked up at the western horizon, holding a hand to shade his eyes.

“You won’t see anything, Finn,” Omar said. “They be long gone by now. If they was comin’ back for us, they would have done it already.”

“Ain’t right,” Finn said. “Booty is one thing, but taking men as slaves…”

“I know. Goes against the natural order. ’Tis an abomination.”

“They say Rose was a slave,” Finn said.

“Aye, so they say. She never said herself, but we knew. She won’t be happy to find out Bastian has been taken by slavers.”

Finn grunted. “I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes when she catches up with ’em.”

“Shark bait, as happened to Cole.” Omar shivered, recalling the moment Ambrose Cole fell into the water. The battle-hardened crew, used to violent death, had been shocked at the casual killing. “Even now I can’t quite believe she did that,” he said. “Makes my blood run cold.”

“Aye,” Finn stood still for a moment following Omar’s gaze as he recalled Cole’s fate at Rose’s hand. Shark bait was what she had promised, and she kept that promise.

“Come on,” Omar said. “We have work to do.”

Eventually, they came to Bastian’s cabin. What was left of it. Omar pushed the door aside and went in, emerging after a few minutes with what he was looking for. A sextant and spyglass. For a moment, they paused before clambering back down to the longboat. This vessel was their home. It was as much a part of the crew as the men who sailed her. Only this morning she was alive, now she was dead. They spent those few moments alone with their thoughts. Finn brushed a hand lightly along the rail, and Omar stared up at the tangled remains of the rigging, then back to the rudderless wheel, which moved back and forth with the movement of the swell.

“Come on, lads, let’s be getting out of here,” Omar said, breaking the reverie.

They returned to the longboat and rowed back to the beach, where Jaxon waited with several water carriers full of fresh stream water, leaving the wreck of the Black Rose to the seabirds and the fish.

Having provisioned the boat, they cast off, hoisting the triangular sail.

“Sou’ sou’ west,” Omar said.

“Aye aye,” Jaxon held the helm as Omar took his readings.

None of them spoke of it, but the Caribbean Sea in a long boat was a big expanse of water.
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