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PROLOGUE​​
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June 1592

James Smith paced the narrow passage outside his chamber. The wooden floor creaked beneath his boots with every step. He paused, looking at the closed door; the silence all around seemed heavy with worry. Rachel’s cries had filled the house moments before, each one reminding him of his first wife’s passing after Blake was born. James clenched his jaw, fear pressing in on him. Would Rachel suffer the same fate?

James glanced at his sons, Ruben and Blake, sitting quietly on the bench. They looked small against the woven tapestry behind them. Ruben’s face was pale, his fingers drumming against his knee. Blake swung his legs restlessly, his eyes darting between James and the door.

A sharp cry from Rachel made James flinch, his gaze snapping once more to the chamber door. He swallowed, the weight of uncertainty pressing upon him. Rachel was his true love. Though he had cared for her elder sister, who had given him Ruben and Blake, with Rachel, it was different—she was the companion of his heart and soul. He could not bear to lose her to childbed as well.

James looked to Blake. The boy could scarcely keep still, fingers drumming and legs swinging, impatience written plain upon his face. The strain of the moment seemed to glance off him, untouched by the dread that gnawed at James’s heart. If only such ease might find its way to him, and quiet the storm of worry within.

Suddenly, the cries stopped. James halted, breath caught in his chest. All he could hear was his own heart pounding. Sweat broke out on his brow as he stared at the door, hoping it would open.

Then, the weak, wavering cry of a newborn broke the stillness. Relief swept over James, and he grabbed the wall for support. He bowed his head and let out a shaky laugh, silently thanking God for answering his prayers.

The door opened, and Mistress Sarah Johnson, the midwife, stepped out. Her apron was stained, and her hair had slipped loose from her cap. She gave James a tired, gentle smile. “Master Smith,” she said softly, “Rachel is well, and... you have another son.”

James let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. “A son,” he repeated, tasting the word. A broad smile broke across his face, the burden on his shoulders lifting. “Praise be to God! Rachel and the child are safe!”

Mistress Sarah nodded, her eyes softening at his joy. “Give me a moment to clean them,” she said.

James nodded, though he longed to see his wife and child. He made his way downstairs, his steps lighter. At the kitchen door, he paused, seeing his staff watching him. Their faces showed they’d heard the news. He rested his hand on the doorframe for a moment, torn between his joy and the pull to be with Rachel.

“I have another son!” James called, his smile wide. The servants cheered, their faces alight with happiness. James nodded his thanks but soon turned back to the stairs.

“Excuse me,” he said softly, his voice full of urgency. He hurried back up, eager to be with his family.

Ruben and Blake sat waiting. Mistress Sarah appeared at the chamber door. “Sir, you may come in now.”

James did not wait another moment. He went in at once, eyes searching for Rachel. She lay in bed, pale but at peace, a tiny bundle in her arms. James came to her side, brushing a strand of hair from her brow. She looked up at him, tired but smiling, and together they gazed at their new son.
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Meanwhile, Blake watched from the hallway, his small hands gripping the edge of the settee. He glanced at Ruben, noticing his older brother’s clenched jaw and the worry lines that etched his young face. Blake, too young to fully grasp the complexities of their father’s divided attention, nudged Ruben.

“What’s wrong, Ruben? It’s just a baby. At least it’s not a girl,” he said with a half-smirk, trying to lighten the mood.

Ruben shot him a sharp look, his voice low and tight. “You don’t get it, Blake. Father’s got a new son with Aunt Rachel. What if he loves this son more than us?”

Blake frowned, his brow furrowing as he tried to piece together Ruben’s meaning. To him, the arrival of another brother was little more than a curiosity, a new playmate perhaps. But Ruben’s unease stirred something uncomfortable in him, a question he didn’t want to face.

James emerged, cradling the baby with a tenderness that made Blake’s chest tighten. “Ruben— Blake—come here,” James called, his tone light, his smile broad. Blake leapt to his feet, trailing behind Ruben as they approached. The baby, Joe, squirmed slightly in his father’s arms, a tiny fist waving in the air.

The baby was handed over to Ruben first as he sat on his father’s settee.

Blake leaned closer, his eyes wide with anticipation. Unable to keep his patience, he reached out impulsively, eager to hold Joe, but his grab was clumsy, too forceful. Joe’s cry cut through the moment, sharp and piercing. James’s expression hardened as he took the baby back protectively. “Blake, you need to be careful! You can’t just grab him like that.”

Blake recoiled, his hand dropping to his side as if burned. He hadn’t meant to hurt the baby. He just wanted to hold Joe like Ruben did, to share in the pride shining in their father’s eyes. But now, he could only watch as James turned his back, his focus once again solely on Rachel and Joe. Blake stepped back, a knot of resentment twisting in his chest. He crossed his arms, glaring at the floor as his father cooed over the newborn.

James barely noticed his sons retreating from the room. He was lost in the sight of Joe, the promise of new beginnings wrapped in a small, swaddled form. As he gently placed Joe beside Rachel, he caught a glimpse of Blake’s sulking form in the doorway, but the joy of the moment pushed the concern aside.
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Arriving at Smith Island, April 1608

Ruben leaned against the ship’s railing, his eyes on the horizon, lost in memories that churned like the waves below. The years had widened the rift between his brothers, Blake’s resentment sharpening into a blade, and Joe’s determination hardening like steel under their father’s tutelage. Ruben had been left adrift, helpless to bridge the growing divide.

Blake’s bitter accusations still echoed in his mind—“You’re taking everything that should’ve been mine.” Those words, once whispered in anger, had carved deep scars in their family. And then there was the memory of Rachel’s illness, the catalyst that shifted everything. Ruben could still see his father, James, sitting vigil at Rachel’s side, her faint plea lingering: “Take care of Joe.” The weight of her words had pressed heavy on all of them, but none more than Joe, who had taken the mantle of their father’s heir without question, leaving Blake seething in his shadow.

A sharp voice broke Ruben’s reverie. Across the deck, Blake was speaking to Joe, his tone low but cutting. Ruben tensed, watching as Blake, emboldened by ale, stepped closer to their younger brother. “How does it feel, Joe? Being the favorite son?”

Joe’s calm reply only fueled Blake’s anger. “I’m just doing what Father taught me.”

Blake scoffed, his voice rising despite himself. “Of course you are. And where does that leave the rest of us? Watching while you take everything!”

The tension crackled like a brewing storm, but Joe held his ground, his steady gaze fixed on the horizon. “We’ll talk later, Blake. Get some rest.”

Blake muttered under his breath and stalked away, leaving Joe alone at the helm. Ruben sighed, gripping the railing tighter. The wounds in their family felt as raw as the salt air whipping across the deck.

The next morning brought no relief. As the ship neared Smith Island, James appeared on deck, only to trip over a loose rope, twisting his ankle badly. Joe and Ruben rushed to his side, but James waved them off. “It’s nothing,” he grumbled, though his grimace betrayed the pain.

“Stay off it,” Joe insisted. “We’re nearly home. Let us take care of things.”

By the time they docked, the crew carefully carried James ashore. Joe watched him disappear into the house with their butler, John, before turning back to oversee the preparations for their next voyage. The trip to Seferad was crucial, and there was no room for error.

At dinner that night, James’s frustration simmered as his injured leg rested on a cushion. “I should be going with you,” he said, his voice heavy with regret.

Joe met his father’s gaze, firm but calm. “You’ve trained me for this, Father. Let us handle it. Ruben, Blake, and I will see it through.”

Blake leaned forward, eager. “He’s right. We’ve got this.”

Joe glanced at him, wary but silent. The conversation shifted, but the tension between the brothers lingered.

As the days of preparation passed, Blake’s mind turned toward darker ambitions. The thought of sailing without James’s oversight sparked something dangerous. Watching Joe oversee the crew, Blake smiled faintly to himself. By the time they reached Seferad, things would be very different.
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CHAPTER 1​​
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The Storm

​Joe’s gaze scanned the churning horizon, where the familiar route to Seferad stretched out like an old, trusted companion. He had sailed this path many times, its open waters a second home, but now it seemed unrecognizable. Dark clouds brewed on the edge of the sky, rolling in like a living force intent on blocking their way. The sharp tang of the wind bit at his face, carrying the unmistakable warning of an approaching storm.

His grip on the wheel tightened, the wood slick beneath his hands. There was no escaping it now—only surviving it.

“Secure everything!” Joe’s voice rang out, cutting through the mounting roar of the wind. “Tie down all loose items!”

“Aye, Captain!” Smitty replied, disappearing into the hatch as the ship groaned under the pressure of a rising swell.

Joe held the wheel steady, his knuckles whitening with the effort. The storm was not just coming—it was bearing down on them, and they had precious little time to prepare.

Ruben and Blake darted toward the rigging, their voices barely audible over the rising howl of the wind. Along with a few sailors, they worked feverishly to reef the sails, their hands moving quickly to loosen and secure them into place. The ship groaned beneath their feet, each wave a menacing prelude to the tempest bearing down on them.

Lightning split the sky in jagged streaks, illuminating the chaotic deck as the first heavy drops of rain pelted down. Thunder cracked, a deafening roar that seemed to rattle the very air. Joe gripped the wheel, his knuckles white, his body braced against the sharp tilt of the ship. Waves slammed against the hull with relentless force, some surging over the sides and drenching the deck in icy torrents. Crew members clung to the rigging and rails, their faces taut with fear, while others battled the winds to steady the jib and trysail.

The wind whipped around them, a feral howl that tugged at the ship like it had a will of its own. The deck lurched violently, water pooling and sloshing with each tilt, only to be replaced by another crashing wave. Joe gritted his teeth, the salt spray stinging his eyes as he fought to keep the wheel steady.

“Stay in your positions and hang on!” he bellowed, his voice cutting through the chaos.

The ship climbed a towering wave, then plunged into the trough with a stomach-churning drop. Joe’s heart hammered as he glanced upward, the sky a stormy canvas of flashing lightning. His thoughts turned heavenward. God, I know You can get us through this! Please, Lord, help us.

Another wave struck, nearly knocking him off balance. His arms strained against the wheel’s resistance, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. Each moment felt like a battle against the sea itself, the ship barely holding together as the storm sought to tear it apart.

“Come on...come on...” Joe whispered through clenched teeth, his voice a desperate plea drowned out by the roar of the storm. Wave after wave battered them, but he held firm, praying that they would outlast the tempest.

—Turn the ship into the waves.

The voice pierced through the chaos—not a shout, but a calm, steady command that cut through Joe’s thoughts. He took a sharp breath. His hands tightened around the wheel as his wide eyes scanned the horizon. Was it God? His voice speaking in the stillness of his soul.

Joe closed his eyes for a fleeting moment, listening to the voice could result in causing the ship to be pulverized by the waves.

—Trust Me. Turn into the waves.

Swallowing hard, his jaw tightened as he gripped the wheel. His muscles burned, his arms screamed with effort as he turned the ship sharply, angling it toward the monstrous swells looming ahead. Everything he knew about sailing told him to avoid the waves, to steer away, but the voice had spoken. And he chose to trust it.

The ship lurched, the deck tilted violently as the bow climbed the first towering wave. Spray lashed at Joe’s face, stinging his skin, and the howling wind fought to tear the wheel from his grip. Each crest felt insurmountable, each trough a near-vertical plunge, but the ship held. It climbed, steadied, and rode the waves instead of being crushed beneath them.

Joe’s heart thundered in his chest as he felt the storm’s fury begin to relent, the chaos dimmed with each moment of obedience. His shoulders sagged with relief. “Thank You, Lord,” he whispered, his voice trembled as his body did. Despite the storm’s might, his heart felt calm, assured that God had guided them through.

As the last of the tempest faded into the distance, Joe adjusted the ship’s course, steering them back toward the path to Seferad. The once-violent sea now rippled with an uneasy calm, and the distant horizon promised clearer skies. Exhaustion pressed down on him, his drenched clothes clinged to his skin. He barely noticed the salty spray drying against his face.

“Captain Joe,” Smitty’s voice broke through his thoughts. The first mate stood beside him, his expression equal parts respect and concern. “Let me take over. You need rest.”

Joe hesitated, then nodded. “Thank you, Smitty.” His voice was hoarse but steady. He released the wheel, his fingers ached as he stepped aside.

Below deck, the cabin greeted him with the soft flicker of the secured lamp swaying with the ship’s gentle motion. Joe peeled off his soaked clothes, every muscle in his body protested the movement, and replaced them with dry ones. The cot beckoned, and he sank onto it with a heavy sigh, the weight of the storm lingered in his mind.

“Thank You, Lord,” he murmured again, clutching the leather necklace that held the cross his mother had given him. The memory of her gentle hands placing it around his neck stirred warmth in his chest. His thumb brushed over its familiar surface as he prayed, “Thank you, God, for  helping us. Please protect the ship, the crew, and my father.” Joe yawned, his exhaustion mingled with the lingering peace of his prayer. As he exhaled a weary sigh, he added softly, “Amen.”

As his eyes closed, his thoughts drifted to Blake. They’d never had a good relationship; Blake’s resentment had shadowed Joe since childhood. Yet during the storm, Blake had obeyed orders without hesitation. It was unexpected, and Joe found himself hoping it would remain that way on their return trip.

A distant rumble brought him back to the present. His grip tightened briefly on the cross before his exhaustion pulled him into sleep.

Above deck, Blake and Ruben moved with practiced efficiency as they unraveled ropes and checked the sails for damage. Each gust of wind tugged at their clothes as they worked, but the storm’s worst had passed. The sails unfurled without issue, their movements a welcome reassurance that the ship remained sound.

Ruben retired to his cot once his tasks were finished, his weariness evident in every step. Smitty remained seated at the secured captain’s chair behind the helm, his vigilant eyes scanned the horizon for any signs of trouble.

Blake lingered at the stern, his hands gripped the railing as his gaze stretched toward the black expanse behind them. The sky still bore the storm’s remnants, flashes of lightning flickered occasionally through the thick clouds, followed by low rumbles of thunder. His expression was unreadable as he stared into the night, his thoughts as restless as the sea.

The ship pressed on, the faint rhythm of the waves carried them toward Seferad and drew Blake closer to putting his plan into action.
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​​CHAPTER 2​
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Land of Seferad

“Land ho!” Smitty’s voice rang out from above deck, cutting through the early morning stillness.

Joe awoke to the familiar sound, his eyes blinked against the dim light filtering through the cabin. His body ached, his muscles sore from wrestling the wheel through last night’s storm. He sat up slowly, stretching the stiffness from his back, his hands automatically rubbed at his forearms, still stiff from the strain.

Footsteps echoed down the stairs, and Smitty appeared in the doorway, his face weathered but alert. “Captain Joe,” he said, his voice rough but respectful.

“Yes, Smitty?” Joe yawned, still feeling the weariness from the storm.

“We’re within sight of Seferad. Winds are in our favor, and we should reach shore by noon,” Smitty reported, leaning slightly against the doorframe, exhaustion seen in his features.

Joe nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “Thank you, Smitty.” He stepped toward the door, grateful for the calm after the storm. His arm muscles still throbbed, a reminder of the night’s battle against the sea, but he pushed it aside. “Why don’t you take my cot and get some rest? I’ll handle things from here.”

Smitty hesitated, his eyes betraying just how little sleep he’d had. “Thank you, sir,” he said with a faint smile. The relief was visible in his posture as he nodded and turned toward the cot, his movements sluggish.

As Joe ascended the stairs, the cool morning breeze greeted him, brushing against his face like a welcome friend. He tucked the small cross his mother had given him back inside his shirt and stepped out onto the deck. The horizon stretched out before him, the dark silhouette of Seferad just visible in the distance, a promise of land and business.

Ruben stood at the helm, his eyes fixed on the approaching shoreline, but he looked worn out. Joe clapped his hand on his brother’s shoulder as he took over the wheel. “I’ve got it from here,” he said, offering Ruben a tired smile. “Get some rest. I’ll wake you when we dock.”

Ruben gave a small nod, too tired to argue. As he left, Joe glanced up at the clear skies, relieved to see no sign of another storm on the horizon. The wind was steady, the sea calm—a stark contrast to the chaos they had faced just hours before. He let out a long breath, allowing the tranquility to settle his mind.

One by one, the rest of the crew emerged from below deck, yawning and rubbing their eyes, their movements slow and stiff from the previous night’s exertions. Joe greeted them with a nod. “Morning, all,” he said, his voice carrying over the deck.

They answered with tired waves or low grunts, dragging themselves to their posts, ready to resume their duties. Joe smiled faintly. He knew too well the exhaustion they felt. He could feel the weight of his own fatigue in his bones, but the thought of arriving at Seferad spurred him forward. If they finished their trade before nightfall, they could sail out by dusk. The sooner they returned home, the sooner he could relieve his father of his worries.
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The docks of Seferad buzzed with activity as Joe and his crew disembarked. The smell of salt and wood mingled in the air, accompanied by the clatter of carts and the shouts of dockworkers loading and unloading goods. Joe’s boots thudded against the weathered planks as he led his men toward the town, his thoughts already on Andrew Barr, their trusted business partner.

Behind him, Blake lagged, his eyes scanning the bustling streets, though his mind was elsewhere. The coins in his pocket served as a constant reminder of his secret plan—a plan that would unfold soon enough.

Joe greeted Andrew with a firm handshake as they approached the merchant’s stall. “Good to see you again, Andrew.”

Andrew returned the smile. “Always a pleasure doing business with you, Joe. What have you brought me this time?”

As Joe engaged in negotiations, Blake slipped away, his footsteps soft and deliberate as he veered toward the saloon. The familiar scent of ale and sweat hit him the moment he pushed through the heavy doors. Dim light filtered through grimy windows, casting shadows on the weathered faces of the patrons. And there, in the far corner, sat One-Eyed Ganiff, his one good eye gleamed like a predator in waiting.

Blake crossed the room, his heart pounded in his chest, though he kept his expression calm. He slid into the seat opposite Ganiff, nodding to the barkeeper for a round of drinks.

The pirate grinned, his blackened teeth visible beneath his scraggly beard. “Blake,” Ganiff greeted, his voice low and gravelly. “Thought I’d be seeing’ ye.”

Blake leaned back in his chair, turning his empty glass idly between his fingers. “What can you do for twenty shillings?” he asked, his voice quiet but tense.

Ganiff chuckled, the sound like gravel scraping against metal. “Yer brother given’ ye trouble again?” He leaned forward, the sharp smell of ale on his breath. “For twenty shillings, I can make sure ye go home with one less brother.”

Blake’s heart quickened at the pirate’s words. He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “It needs to look like an accident. No one can know I was involved.”

Ganiff’s grin widened, his one good eye glinting with malice. “Consider it done.” He downed his ale in one gulp and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before nodding toward the door. “I’ll handle it quick and clean.”

Blake’s mouth went dry. The thought of Joe being gone—permanently—filled him with an odd mixture of dread and excitement. He couldn’t back out now. His hand slid into his pocket, fingers brushing the small bag of coins. He passed it to Ganiff with a subtle nod. “It’s a deal.”

Ganiff pocketed the coins with a crooked smile and rose from his seat. “I’ll be off, then. Things to tend to.”

Blake watched as the pirate slinked out of the saloon and disappeared into the midday crowd. A sick thrill ran through him. Soon, Joe would be out of his life, and he’d finally be free.
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Ganiff felt the coin bag when Blake shook his hands. He covertly held on to it as they ended their shake. He nodded his agreement with a wide grin. “Excuse me while I leave to tend to matters.

One-Eyed Ganiff rose from his seat and exited the saloon through the back. He secretly summoned a beggar boy, who was scrounging in some trash along the street.

He called the lad over to where he stood, hidden from view. After the boy came to him, Ganiff took a shilling out of his sack to entice the young boy.

“How would be like to earn one of these?” Ganiff’s eyebrows lifted.

“Yes, sir!” The boy grinned. “What would you need me to do?”

Ganiff pointed around the corner to where he saw Joe standing in the distance. “You see that man there? The one with dark hair talking?”

The boy shook his head. “Yes, sir.”

“All ye need to do is stop him when he comes this way and tell him ye need his help with something.” Ganiff turned the lad toward the docked ships. “Then, take him over there by those trees, and I’ll give ye your shilling.”

The boy grinned. “Sir, you can count on me.”

“Very good. Now go ye out into the open area there and wait fer him.” As the boy did what Ganiff said, the pirate’s expression turned serious. He quickly strode over to the trees where his men normally sat with their bottles of drinks.

When he reached them, he told them the plan. Some went to the ship to prepare to sail while the others kept themselves hid behind the trees. His men were very eager to each earn the shilling Ganiff offered them if they succeeded in capturing their victim. He knew he could get much more if he sold Joe.

[image: A silhouette of a ship

Description automatically generated]

Blake returned to the docks, his heart still racing. He took his place among the crew and pretended to focus on his duties, but his eyes darted toward the road. He couldn’t help but glance toward the spot where Ganiff had gone, his pulse quickened with every passing minute.

As he unraveled a rope, he spotted a beggar boy standing near the path. His brow furrowed. Where was Ganiff?

Just then, he saw it—a quick, subtle movement. Joe was talking to the boy. Blake’s breath caught in his throat as he watched the lad gesture toward the trees near the ship. Joe, ever the helpful one, followed the boy toward the secluded area.

Blake’s heart hammered in his chest. This was it.

From behind the trees, shadows moved. Ganiff’s men appeared like specters, slipping silently toward Joe. Blake held his breath as he watched them surround his brother. Joe never saw them coming. A brief struggle, a flash of movement, and then Joe’s body suddenly went limp, collapsing to the ground. His shout for help was cut short, swallowed by the distance and the shadows closing in around him.

Blake’s grip tightened on the rope, his knuckles white as he forced himself to remain calm. No one else seemed to notice the violence that had just unfolded. The crew continued their work, oblivious to what Blake had set in motion.

Ruben’s voice jolted him back to the present. “Where’s Joe?”

Blake swallowed and forced himself to keep his expression neutral. “Last I saw, he was talking with Andrew.”

Ruben nodded, though suspicion flickered in his eyes. “Let’s go check.”

Blake watched Ruben and Smitty leave, his heart pounded as he cast a final glance at the horizon. Ganiff’s ship was already disappearing into the distance, carrying Joe with it.

Ruben glanced at Smitty. “Let’s go down to see if he went with Andrew somewhere. You men keep preparing the ship. Once we find Joe, we’ll leave for home.”

The ship’s crew went about their business as Ruben and Smitty disembarked the ship to find Andrew Barr.
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The beggar boy scowled, his lips pressing into a tight line as he watched the crook, One-Eyed Ganiff, disappear down the street. The shilling the pirate had promised him never came, and now anger simmered in the boy’s chest. His hands clenched into fists as he glanced back at the docks and searched for an opportunity to get his revenge.

He spotted Ruben striding across the wharf, his eyes scanning the area, clearly searching for someone. The boy’s lips curled into a sly grin. Perfect.

Tugging at the hem of Ruben’s breeches, the boy looked up with wide, earnest eyes. “Mister, are you lookin’ for the man that was with you earlier?”

Ruben stopped, the urgency in his expression made his voice tremble as he asked, “Yes, I am. Have you seen him?”

The boy pointed out to sea, where a ship was already shrinking into the horizon. “They took him. On that ship.”

Ruben’s eyes widened, the color drained from his face as he stared out at the vessel now slipping away. “Thank you, son,” he muttered, already moving, his legs propelling him toward the ship.

Smitty followed close behind, his boots pounding against the dock as they sprinted toward their vessel. “We need to catch that ship!” Ruben’s voice carried over the wind, desperate and filled with dread.

The boy stood back, arms crossed over his chest as he watched them scramble. “I hope they catch those scoundrels for not payin’ up,” he huffed under his breath, his gaze fixed on the sea. 
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Ruben stood at the bow, the wind whipped at his hair as he peered through the telescope. His heart pounded in his chest as the vessel he pursued raised a tattered flag—the unmistakable skull and crossbones of pirates. A sickening realization washed over him like cold water. Pirates. Joe was now in their hands.

His stomach twisted into knots, bile rising in his throat as he watched the ship speed ahead, its sails catched the wind with ease. The distance between them grew, and he knew, deep down, that their own ship couldn’t keep up. They were too slow, and the pirate ship was built for speed.

With a heart heavy as stone, Ruben lowered the telescope. “It’s no use,” he called, his voice cracking under the weight of his failure. “There’s no catching them.”

The crew fell silent, the weight of his words sinking in. Heads hung low as Smitty quietly lowered their flag halfway. The first mate, his voice thick with emotion, spoke softly to the crew. “Shipmates, today we mourn the loss of one of our own. A true captain, whom I will greatly miss.”

Ruben glanced at Smitty, catching the glint of tears in his eyes. Others in the crew wiped their faces, their grief palpable. But as Ruben’s gaze shifted to Blake, his stomach churned. Blake’s face was dry, his expression cold. No tears. No sorrow.

Ruben’s hands balled into fists as he strode toward his brother, his heart pounded with anger. His voice came out low and bitter. “I presume you’re happy Joe is gone?”

Blake’s face glistened with sweat, his eyes flickered with discomfort. But he didn’t meet Ruben’s gaze. He turned his head, avoiding the accusation that hung in the air between them.​

Ruben needed to escape the heavy weight pressing down on him, so he descended below deck, his steps heavy on the wooden stairs. He paused at the entrance to Joe’s small cabin. The door remained open. The space was simple, but his eyes were drawn to the rumpled blanket on the cot. Beneath it, something caught his eye—Joe’s Bible.

Ruben’s chest tightened as he approached. Gently, he lifted the book, the worn leather felt cool in his hands. He sank to the floor, his back pressed against the cold wooden bedframe, cradling the Bible in his lap. His fingers traced the creased pages, lingering on the places where Joe must have spent countless hours reading. The helplessness he’d tried so hard to bury finally broke through. His shoulders trembled as bitter sobs shook his body. Tears blurred his vision, and the guilt of failing to protect Joe crushed him.

For what felt like an eternity, Ruben sat there, his tears soaked the old pages. But eventually, he wiped his face, his breath still uneven as he opened the Bible. His eyes fell on the verse at the top of the page—Philippians 4. His gaze landed on verse six: Be careful for nothing; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.

The words seemed to glow, their meaning sinking into him like never before. His throat tightened again, but this time it wasn’t grief. A strange, unexplainable calm began to spread through his chest, pushing aside the storm of fear and helplessness. He blinked back fresh tears, but these weren’t for Joe. No, this time he cried because something had shifted inside him. He could feel it—the peace Joe always talked about.

“God,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “I don’t know if You can hear me, but I need Your help.” He paused, the weight of the moment settling over him. “I’m sorry ... for everything.”

The cabin felt warmer, as though someone else were there with him, comforting him. Ruben’s eyes squeezed shut, his heart pouring out with words he didn’t even know he had inside him. “Forgive me, Lord. Thank You...for being with me now, when I need You most.”

He sat there, clutching Joe’s Bible against his chest as the last of his sobs subsided. The peace, the warmth, it was real. He had felt it—just like Joe had always told him. His life, he knew, would never be the same again.

With a shaky breath, Ruben stood, still holding the Bible close. His heart was changed, and he knew now that Joe’s God was his God, too. He only hoped that somehow, somewhere, Joe was still alive.

“God,” he whispered one last time, his voice barely audible. “Keep Joe safe. Let us meet again.”
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​CHAPTER 3​​
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Joe’s eyes fluttered open, his vision blurry and disoriented. His head throbbed, and a dull ache pulsed through his jaw. Instinctively, his hand reached up to rub his chin and cheek, his fingers brushed over the tender, swollen skin. Slowly, he pushed himself upright, the rough floor beneath him cold and sticky, the stench of mildew and rot assaulting his nose.

He grimaced, blinking against the dim light. Where was he? The air was thick with the foul odor of sweat and decay, making it hard to breathe. As his vision cleared, Joe glanced around, piecing together fragments of his memory. He remembered a boy—young, dirty—asking for help. Then, shadows. Men emerging from nowhere. The sharp pain of a fist connecting with his face. And then, darkness.

How long had he been out? Where were Ruben and Blake? Did they even realize he was gone? Did they care?

Joe shifted, pushing himself to his feet, but the room swayed, and he reached for balance. His fingers latched onto the cold metal of the bars, and as he wiped at his lip, he noticed fresh blood smeared on his knuckles. His lip was bleeding, and he winced as his fingers brushed the tender spot where the blow had struck.

His surroundings came into focus—bars, more bars, and beyond them, dim shadows of other cells, all empty. The ship rocked beneath his feet, and the familiar sound of waves crashed against the hull filled his ears. The rhythmic sway of the vessel, the creaking of the wood—it was unmistakable. He was on a ship. A brig.

Why had they taken him? His father had no enemies that he knew of, at least none that would go so far as to kidnap him. Joe’s stomach twisted. Was it ransom? His father’s wealth? He gripped the bars tighter, straining to see further down the dim corridor. A stairway led up to what he assumed was the main deck. To his left, barrels—old and weathered—stood stacked, some leaking their contents. Glass bottles rolled back and forth with the sway of the ship, clinking softly against the wooden planks.

He swallowed, a knot of anxiety rising in his throat. There was no escape—at least, not from here.

The sound of creaking hinges snapped Joe’s attention to the stairwell. A door swung open, and a brief shaft of light sliced through the darkness before it quickly vanished. Footsteps. Heavy, deliberate.

Joe backed up and pressed himself against the cold wall. His heart raced. Panic fluttered in his chest, but he forced it down. Now was not the time to lose control. He had the strength to handle a lot, to endure more than most his age, but at just seventeen, he knew he couldn’t stand toe-to-toe with men like his father or older brothers could.

A hulking figure appeared, ducking beneath the low ceiling as he descended. The man was a brute—easily seven feet tall, with thick, corded muscles straining beneath his filthy shirt. His bald head gleamed under the dim lantern light, and his sneer revealed a row of yellowed teeth. He stepped closer to the bars, eyes gleaming with malicious delight.

Joe swallowed hard, trying to steady his breath as the man loomed over him.

The giant grinned, his eyes locking onto Joe. “Come a bit closer, boy,” he growled, his voice like gravel. “I’ll show ye just how strong these are.” He flexed his biceps, the muscles bulged grotesquely beneath his skin. He leaned forward, gripping the bars with meaty hands and giving them a rough shake, his laughter rumbling like a thunderclap as Joe instinctively flinched.

Joe’s pulse raced, his mouth dry. He stayed rooted in place, his back pressed against the wall, but his mind raced. He had no choice but to endure the man’s taunts.

Before the man could torment him further, another creak of the door echoed through the brig. Sunlight flashed briefly before being swallowed by the darkness again. The footsteps stopped mid-step and a voice barked, “Shaqar! I told you not to bother the prisoner!”

Shaqar, the hulking brute, immediately shrank back, the grin wiped from his face. “I was just havin’ a bit of fun,” he muttered, slouching as he backed away from the cell.

“Get back to your post,” the new arrival snapped.

Joe watched as the leaner man, dressed head to toe in black with a hat pulled low over his eyes, made the hulking brute recoil.

With a grumble, Shaqar stomped up the stairs, his massive form disappeared into the shadows. The ship groaned beneath his weight as he lumbered out of sight.

Joe’s gaze shifted to the man now standing in front of him. This one was smaller, but the air around him was far more dangerous. His eyes glinted beneath the brim of his hat, and when he spoke, there was a coldness to his voice.

“I see ye’ve crossed paths with me first mate,” the man growled, a sly grin spreading across his face. “They call me One-Eyed Ganiff.” He paused, his gaze sharp as he watched Joe. “Reckon ye know who I be?”

Joe shook his head slowly, his muscles tensed. He said nothing.

Ganiff’s smile widened, revealing blackened teeth. “Well, ye’re in for a real treat, lad. I’m a pirate, aye, and I take on jobs...when the coin’s right.” He tipped his hat, his one good eye narrowing. “And someone’s paid a fine sum for ye.”

Joe’s throat tightened. His mind raced with questions. Who would pay to have him taken? And why?

He gathered the courage to speak, though his jaw ached with every word. “Where are you taking me?”

Ganiff chuckled, shaking his head. “Oh, I’ve got me plans for ye, Joe. But don’t ye fret. Ye’ll be findin’ out soon enough.”

Joe’s stomach twisted at the sound of his name on the pirate’s lips. How did he know who he was?

Before Joe could ask another question, the pirate whistled sharply between his teeth. A moment later, a short, stocky man appeared, carrying a tray of bread, an apple, and a metal cup. Ganiff unlocked the cell, swinging the barred door open with a metallic creak.

Joe’s eyes darted between the two men as the stocky one shoved the tray toward him. Hesitant, Joe reached out, taking the food without a word. His hunger gnawed at him, but unease sat heavy in his stomach.

Ganiff sneered, stepping back. “Eat up, lad. Ye’ll be needin’ yer strength for what’s comin’.”

The cell door slammed shut, the finality of the lock clicking into place sent a chill down Joe’s spine. The two men turned and left, leaving Joe alone once more in the cold, dimly lit cell. The bread and apple sat untouched in his lap as dread settled in the pit of his stomach.

Joe bowed his head and gripped the small cross hidden beneath his shirt. God, I need Your help. I don’t know what they’re planning, but I trust You. Please, Lord, be with me.

Tears stung the corners of his eyes, but he swallowed them down, refusing to give in to fear. He forced himself to eat, chewing slowly, wincing with each bite as the pain in his jaw reminded him of his captivity. The apple, too solid for his aching mouth, would have to wait—unsure when his next meal would come, he carefully hid it beneath the straw scattered across the floor.

With nothing left to do but wait, Joe gathered the straw into a rough, piled-up pillow and lay down, clutching his mother’s cross as though it were the only thing keeping him grounded. The ship creaked around him, the sway of the ocean lulled him into a fitful sleep. His last thoughts lingered on his father. Please, God, help him stay strong. Help me find a way back to him.

As Joe drifted into a restless slumber, the distant crash of waves against the hull was the only answer he received.
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​​CHAPTER 4​​


[image: ]




Back Home

Smith Island loomed on the horizon, but the familiar sight brought no comfort to Ruben. The joy of returning home, once a feeling that would swell in his chest, was replaced by a hollow ache. The thought of telling their father what had happened to Joe cast a dark shadow over the deck, weighing down the crew like a heavy fog. Three weeks had passed since the trade deal, but the victory felt meaningless now.

Ruben’s heart pounded in his chest, his boots pacing a frantic rhythm across the deck. He couldn’t stop moving, the nerves twisting tighter with every step. His mind spun, filled with the weight of the conversation that awaited him. Blake, as usual, stood against the railing, arms crossed, watching his brother with disinterest.

When Ruben passed him for the third time, Blake reached out and gripped his arm. “Ruben, stop fussing over Joe.” His voice was calm, almost dismissive. “Father will get over it, just like he did with Aunt Rachel. He still has us, and we’ll manage everything.”

Ruben yanked his arm free, his eyes narrowed at Blake. “Do you even hear yourself?” His voice came out sharp, full of disbelief. “It’s as if you don’t care what happened to Joe. Father didn’t fare well after Rachel’s passing—he was broken for years. It’ll be even worse with Joe gone!”

Blake sighed dramatically, brushing a hand through his hair as if Ruben’s words were nothing more than a nuisance. “Look, Joe’s going to be fine. You’ll see.” But Ruben caught the subtle hesitation—the way Blake’s fingers combed nervously through his hair, the way his gaze flickered to the side, refusing to meet his.

Ruben stepped closer, his heart pounding in his chest. “How do you know Joe is going to be fine? Do you know something I don’t?” The accusation was clear in his tone. Could Blake have been involved in what happened to Joe?

Blake shifted, eyes dropping to the deck. Silence hung between them, thick and heavy.

Ruben’s breath quickened, his muscles tightening with anger. He grabbed Blake by the shirt, pulling him close, his voice low and dangerous. “What did you do?”

Blake’s expression faltered, and he rolled his eyes, annoyed but finally speaking. “Come with me.” He led Ruben below deck, out of view from the crew. Inside the captain’s cabin, Blake faced him, his tone calmer but laced with frustration. “I was tired of Joe getting all the glory while you and I did all the hard work. He was Father’s favorite, and before long, he’d take over everything. Where would that leave us, huh? I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

Ruben’s eyes blazed with fury. “Blake, you best tell me now what it is you’re hiding!”

Blake sighed again, but this time it was more resigned, his voice quieter. “All I know is a pirate kidnapped Joe,” he said, though the shiftiness in his eyes gave away his lie.

Ruben clenched his fists, his body trembled with the weight of it all. Blake was hiding something—he was sure of it. But what could he do now? The damage was done. Who knew where Joe was, or even if he was still alive?

With heavy breaths, Ruben gave Blake a hard look. “Don’t you dare mention the pirates to Father. Do you hear me? Don’t you say a word.” His tone was icy, but Blake just shrugged.
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The Unwelcomed News

The ship slid into the dock at Smith Island, the familiar creak of the ropes and clank of the anchor breaking the heavy silence. Ruben stood at the wheel, watching the crew move about in quiet efficiency. One by one, the sailors finished their duties and disappeared below deck, leaving Ruben alone with Blake.

His stomach twisted as he spotted their father coming toward them, his face bright with joy at their return. Ruben’s heart sank. How was he going to tell him?
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