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  1


  JANUARY 1723


  “Do not take the cutlass, Odin. It makes you look like a bloody pirate.”


  Odin stopped before the Phoenix Tavern’s swinging doors and glared back at Spider John Rush. Caribbean sunlight streamed in around him, and he stood in silhouette, with the wide-brimmed hat on his head and the cutlass dangling from his belt making him look every inch the sea thief. “And what should I look like, Spider John?”


  Spider swallowed his tot of rum—his third of the young morning—then swiveled on his barstool to stare into the one-eyed bastard’s face. The hideous scars where half of Odin’s face had been ripped off long ago were hidden in shadow, for which Spider was thankful. He had come to regard Odin, crazy though he may be, as a friend after all their shared adventures, but still had difficulty looking at the man.


  “I am serious, Odin. There are navy fellows out there looking for us. You think them dull, but they may be sharp enough to reckon we would show when Dobbin swings. They will be watching for us.”


  Odin drew the cutlass from its scabbard, stirring the sun-drenched dust motes. “Then I reckon I just might need this bloody goddamned thing. Aye? Ha!” Odin rushed out of the tavern.


  Spider winced. “Bloody stubborn Scot.” There was no talking sense into a man who had survived piracy as long as Odin had. The man was at least sixty, judging by his appearance and stories.


  “Is that fellow always so reckless?” Duncan, the barkeeper, deftly mopped up a spill on the scarred oak.
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  “Aye,” Spider answered quietly. “He owns an unlikely lifespan, for a man who was—was, I say—a pirate for most of his life. Dangerous profession, to be sure, yet Odin still lives and breathes. It has made him rather fearless, and he won’t heed reality.”


  “Reality?”


  “Odin and I are wanted men, Duncan.”


  The barkeeper nodded.


  Spider peered out a window and watched Odin shamble down a dirty road. The old man often bragged of sailing with Blackbeard and wrestling giant squid and screwing mermaids. If Odin wanted to wave a blade in front of King George’s valiant fellows, there probably was no stopping him.


  Most days, Spider found Odin’s unrepentant attitude amusing. Today was not one of those days.


  “You stay the hell away from me and the boy, then, Odin,” Spider muttered. “Me and Hob, we ain’t bloody pirates no more, even if you want to be one.”


  “More rum, John?” Duncan held up a bottle. The man leaned across the bar and whispered. “And, for God’s sake, quit talking out loud about pirates. I can vouch for most of these folk, but not all.”


  Spider took a quick glance around the taproom and nodded.


  “Maybe you have had enough rum,” Duncan said, scratching his neatly trimmed beard.


  “Jesus, no,” Spider replied. “I’m going to watch a friend die. And I may bloody well be next. There is no goddamned such thing as too much rum.”


  Duncan, an old sailing mate from long ago, sighed heavily and poured Spider another. It was gone within three heartbeats.


  An hour or so later, after slipping through the puddle-riddled streets and alleys of Port Royal and hopping aboard a wagon full of people eager to see pirates swing, Spider felt utterly alone in the crowd that gathered before the gallows.


  That could be my noose, he thought.


  The gallows, still dark and dripping from the morning’s brief rain, stood strong and sturdy in the brisk Jamaican wind, a counterpoint to the swaying palms nearby. Spider looked at the solid timbers and the dangling nooses and imagined himself up there, shaking, silently asking God’s forgiveness while awaiting the sudden final drop.


  That image had haunted him a long, long time. It haunted most pirates.


  Spider tried to convince himself that most of the danger to him and his friends had passed. His Majesty’s Ship Austen Castle, the frigate that was supposed to have carried them to England as prisoners on charges of piracy and espionage, had sailed from Port Royal a week ago. On that score, at least, his escape was complete. But years on the piratical account had taught him to be ever wary, and there was another navy frigate anchored in the harbor. So long as the king’s men were here, and so long as criers spoke of bounties, no pirate was safe. Not even one whose most fervent wish was to leave piracy behind and return to his wife and son. He touched the carved pendant dangling from his neck, and, for a moment, pictured himself handing it to her.


  Since the escape, Spider had assumed a false name, that of a good friend who had passed beyond this life and no longer had need of it. John Coombs, he was called now. Not John Rush.


  Spider also had been careful to alter his appearance; his long brown hair was now cropped short, and he had allowed his beard to grow shaggy to hide the vicious sword cut across his chin, earned in winning his unlikely freedom. That beard got in the way when he sawed wood, hammered nails, or did other tasks common to ship’s carpenters, and he vowed to cut it the first chance he got, but it was worthwhile as long as he was trapped here on land.


  Spider kept his hands tucked into his pockets as much as possible these days, to hide the stub where the small finger of his left hand used to be. That was the kind of telltale detail eyewitnesses might remember.


  Despite all those precautions, and even though he and his shipmates had managed to hide out at his old shipmate’s tavern, Spider was nervous. The unsettling nature of being ashore, where danger might step out of the crowd or any looming door or alleyway at any moment, always rattled him. But it was worse than usual now. The dangling nooses seemed to beckon him. He deserved to swing on the gallows as much as any of the poor souls who would be hung today.


  He’d never wanted to be a pirate, of course, and he prayed to God he would never have to be one again, but he’d been caught up in that world and he’d done the bloody work necessary to survive in it.


  A ship’s carpenter by training, he’d been forced to join a pirate band at a young age. The choice then—as it remained throughout the years of his pirate career—was to rob, fight, and kill, or be tossed overboard.


  Only good fortune had placed him here among the watchers instead of on the gallows.


  I will not squander this chance, he thought. I will work my way home, to Em and little Johnny. I will live a better life, by God.


  Spider scanned the throng gathered for the hanging, seeking soldiers or sailors or witnesses who might recognize him, but his eyes were constantly drawn back to the skeletal timber frame and to the long, ugly, choking ropes. One of those ropes soon would break the neck of a former shipmate.


  Spider inhaled deeply, hoping the familiar scents of fish and sun-heated tar riding the sea breeze would calm him. He wished he’d drunk a good deal more rum this morning, too. Instinct told him to flee this crowd that had hiked or ridden from Port Royal and Kingston to see the dreadful spectacle, but he needed to be here. Dobbin deserved at least that much.


  Several men accused of piracy were to swing this day. Such hangings were common now in Jamaica, though the island once had been safe refuge for those who made their own law and lived by their own wits on the high seas. Even notorious pirates such as dapper Calico Jack Rackham and his famed pirate woman, Anne Bonny, had not eluded the law. Rackham had ended his piratical reign on the gallows. Bonny had been jailed and, if rumor was true, had escaped hanging only by pleading her belly. Not even the bloody English government would hang a pregnant woman.


  “Watch when they drop,” said a fellow nearby, talking to a girl of about eight. “The eyes bulge, pop out sometimes. You’ll see. One lad’s eye plopped into my aunt’s lap, it did! Couple years ago. Damned truth, that is.”


  Spider figured a knife in the slobbering boor’s neck might make some eyes pop, too, but that would draw attention he could ill afford.


  “Is that true, about eyes poppin’ out?” Spider turned to see young Hob, munching on a sugar apple. He had not seen the boy approach but was glad to have him here now. “No. Eyes do not pop out of their heads. Not that I have ever seen. Now hush.”


  Spider peered at faces and listened to whispers. He saw one fellow, not far off, who had a sailor’s tan and a familiar look. Had he been one of the salts aboard HMS Austen Castle when Spider and his friends had escaped? Spider could not be sure, so he tugged at Hob’s sleeve and edged farther away, then tilted his hat to hide his face from the man.


  Some folks in the throng seemed eager to see justice done, while others bemoaned the end of the days when pirates gave Jamaica’s economy a bigger boost; there were many ashore who benefited from the illegal business conducted on the outlaw sea, and some here who even loved the men about to die. Spider noted a tear on one deeply tanned woman’s face, then wiped away one of his own.


  “The noose, Hob, is the inevitable destination for a man who sails the devil’s wind,” Spider whispered to the young man next to him. “You remember that.”


  “Are you unwell, Spider John?” Hob tilted his head, scrunching his boyish face against the sunlight.


  Spider gulped. “Be still, I am fine. I am glad you are here. You need to see this. Learn from this.” At fifteen years of age, Hob still had a great deal to learn.


  “I liked Dobbin. He doesn’t deserve this.”


  We all deserve this, Spider thought. We just got lucky, and Dobbin did not.


  Spider knew the sweat that dripped from him was not caused by the hot Caribbean sun. He was accustomed to hot weather, and the strong breeze would have been enough to cool him under normal circumstances. This sweat was the result of nerves and tension. The urge to simply turn and go raged in his mind, but he willed himself to remain. Dobbin would pass through the gates of hell today, once the sun reached its zenith. Spider would see him off.


  A quick glance at the sun over the waving palms behind him told Spider it would not be long now. A drumroll confirmed it, and the crowd hushed. A dozen English soldiers, armed and stoic and dapper in uniform, led four men to the gallows. Bayonets flashed in the sun. The gathered laborers, smiths, fishermen, bakers, whores, and sailors opened the way for the troops with practiced ease. This was not their first hanging.


  Beyond the gallows, ships anchored in the harbor began firing guns to mark the occasion. Those from the frigate HMS Southampton seemed to Spider to be the loudest, and rang out with a sense of omen. That was a navy ship, here to escort a merchant convoy to Boston. Spider, Odin, and Hob would be sailing with that convoy, and Spider hoped Southampton would keep her distance.


  Black smoke drifted swiftly across the waters, accompanied by thunderous echoes, and in moments Spider could smell it. The familiar odor prompted memories of combat, and he inhaled deeply. For one ridiculous moment, he envisioned himself stealing a sword from a soldier and hacking his way to the gallows to cut Dobbin free.


  Fairy tale thoughts, he told himself. This is reality. This is what happens to pirates.


  He caught sight of Odin nudging his way closer to the gallows. The horrid old bastard was easy to pick out of the crowd, being taller than six feet and wearing a ridiculously broad-brimmed hat he hoped would hide the ghastly scars where his right eye used to be. And, of course, he still had the goddamned sword. Spider wondered where the man had stolen the rusty thing.


  Odin wiped at his brow constantly with a white cloth, not to mop up sweat but as a further measure to hide his wretched face. No one who had seen that face was likely to ever forget it, and recognition could mean hanging. Spider noted that Odin’s other hand never strayed far from the hilt of his blade.


  Odin had heeded Spider’s request to keep himself apart, and moved farther away still after noting Spider’s gaze. Now the old man peered up at the gallows, which threw a shadow across his face. “Cover that damned gash,” Spider growled under his breath—though he was too far away from the old salt to be heard. Even so, Odin raised the cloth again to his face as though he’d actually heard his shipmate’s curse.


  On the wooden platform, holding an open Bible but reciting its words from memory, a dour minister quietly intoned a message of divine justice. “It is joy to the just to do judgment, but destruction shall be to the workers of iniquity,” he said, eyes gazing toward heaven. To Spider, the bastard looked as though he’d never known a happy day.


  After that opening, the dark-haired minister made no effort to be heard above the murmurs of the crowd, and few people paid him attention. The preacher gabbled on, softly, but most gazes were fixed upon the condemned men.


  Spider did not know three of the men being led to the nooses, but the third in line was Dobbin, the unlucky soul who had been captured while Spider and a few other prisoners escaped. Spider wondered how Dobbin had ended up in captivity. The last time he’d seen the man, Dobbin was being pulled into a rowboat by another fleeing shipmate while musket balls whizzed past them.


  Spider scarcely recognized Dobbin. The man’s face was all wrinkles, sweat, and ash, his hair matted like a gray tangle of dead seaweed. His eyes were closed, and he merely walked forward, stooping, and let the soldiers guide him. Dobbin mumbled softly, and Spider recalled how difficult it could be to discern the toothless sailor’s words. Spider was certain Dobbin’s words now were addressed to the one who would not have that difficulty, and he added his own small prayer as well. Be merciful, Lord. Lend Dobbin courage and strength.


  Poor Dobbin. Why had luck abandoned him, yet smiled upon others? Until a couple of days ago, when the impending hangings were announced and the names of the condemned were bandied about in taverns and on wharves throughout Port Royal, Spider had not known what had become of Dobbin. Spider had started drinking harder upon hearing the man was waiting for execution on the gallows. He scratched at his own neck, where he could feel the imagined rope’s bite.


  “Dobbin looks bad,” Hob whispered. “No life left in him.”


  Spider turned to the boy, who had become something of a surrogate son to him during their deadly adventures.


  “Aye. He is resigned,” Spider said. “Maybe that’s for the best. No use fighting now.”


  Hob whisked his wind-whipped blond hair from his wide blue eyes and took in the scene, his gaze following the condemned men up the steps and beneath the waiting nooses. Hob’s vision of piracy was fueled by too much imagination and romance and not enough hard reality. Not even the bloody capture of their ship and the ensuing arrest had wholly changed the boy’s mind. Spider hoped that seeing Dobbin die on a noose might shake those damned dreams of pirate glory.


  They had a chance now, legitimate jobs lined up on a merchant vessel shipping molasses and rum to Boston, thanks to a good word from Duncan. Spider would be a carpenter and Hob a carpenter’s mate—although the lad couldn’t saw a straight line if Jesus himself assisted. They would be able to start new lives.


  The idea bored Hob, of course, who preferred pirate gold and living beyond the reach of kings to learning how to join two pieces of wood. Hob thought he would live forever and win every cast of the dice.


  These condemned men had thought themselves beyond the law’s reach, too, but events had proven otherwise. Spider hoped Hob realized that now. Sometimes you learned the most by staring reality in the goddamned face.


  The minister closed his Bible with a stern “amen.” Spider, lost in his own thoughts and silent prayers, had not heard a word the man had said. Less than average in height, Spider tiptoed forward to get a better look. Wind-borne sand lashed at his face and neck, and he snatched with long, thin fingers at his broad-brimmed hat before the wind could carry it away. He congratulated himself on remembering to keep his maimed left hand in his pocket.


  Spider tried to catch Dobbin’s eyes. He wanted him to know that he was there. Dobbin, however, kept his eyelids clamped shut and continued mouthing his invocation. One of the other doomed men sobbed uncontrollably. Another spat and then stared into the sky with eyes that seemed already dead. The fourth, unable to pace under the clutch of his guards, let his eyes do it for him. He scanned the throng as though trying to decide whom to kill first.


  The lieutenant in command was reading the charges, and Spider started paying more attention.


  “On this day, Tuesday, January 12, in the year of our Lord 1723 . . .” Spider missed a few words as he tried to peer between taller men. “First, that these men piratically, feloniously, and in hostile manner did attack, engage, and take seven certain fishing boats and merchant vessels belonging to the kingdoms of England, France, and Spain . . .”


  Movement in the crowd nearby caught Spider’s attention. He looked and cursed. That familiar face he’d spotted earlier was peering straight back at him—and then the goddamned son of a bitch pointed at Spider and Hob.


  “Hey!” The man shoved his way through the crowd, straight toward Spider. “Pirate!”


  “Damn it!” Spider grabbed Hob’s arm. “Run, boy!”


  Quick as Spider was, Hob passed him, and the boy shouldered aside a fellow who was pulling a gun from his belt. Behind them, gasps and alarms rose.


  Several horses were tied just beyond the crowd. Spider freed one. “Hop up with me, Hob!”


  “No, Spider John! I will ride on my own!” The boy was clambering atop a roan mare and wielding a pistol he must have stolen from the fellow he’d bowled over.


  “Goddamn, Hob, we’ll be split up!” There was no time for further argument, though, because Hob’s horse was spinning like a dervish and the lad fired a shot that Spider prayed had not killed anyone. Then Hob’s horse dashed down the road toward the city, and Spider somehow managed to make the beast he rode follow suit. Mounting a horse was easy enough. He’d done that before. Riding at full gallop, however, was a new and frightening experience.


  “Full onward! Ho!” Hob whipped the pistol back and forth above his head. Spider, meanwhile, crouched low on his horse as the sound of muskets erupted behind them.


  Spider caught up to Hob, who grinned like a fool. “They cannot catch us now!”


  “Lead balls might catch us!” Spider slapped his mare’s flank. The horse raced ahead, and Spider hoped it would just follow the damned road, for he had no idea how to control such a beast. After a few seconds at a gallop, he wondered if his ass would survive the pounding. But the horse, at least, seemed to know its way.


  The thundering hooves could not quite hide the sound of drum-rolls and cheers from the gallows. Spider listened for the creaking hinges, thrumming ropes, and snapping necks that would tell him his friend was dead. He heard none of those, but he did hear the crowd’s collective gasp, followed by a loud cheer.


  I am sorry, Dobbin. I wanted to see you off. God damn this pirate life.


  Spider, a veteran of many scrapes, shoved the guilt pangs aside and concentrated on staying alive. He could hear the pounding of hooves behind him and was willing to bet his pursuers were better riders. The road bent, trees lined both sides, and Spider decided to seize an opportunity, desperate though it was.


  “You know how to stop a horse, Hob?”


  “No!”


  “Well, then, jump!”


  It would likely mean injury, but that was better than hanging. Spider leapt from the saddle, and Hob did likewise, both of them tumbling into underbrush. Branches and thorns scraped at Spider’s face and arms. The excited horses galloped onward.


  “Are you hurt, Hob?”


  “Just bruises and scrapes, Spider.”


  “Then follow me!” Spider grabbed his hat from the ground and plunged deeper into the underbrush, shoving aside branches. Hob followed.


  Once they were well away from the road, Spider grabbed Hob’s sleeve and they stopped. Crouching together, they heard the pursuit thunder past and continue down the road, hooves pounding like drums. Spider exhaled the breath he’d been holding.


  “May God damn a world that won’t let a couple of gentlemen see their old friend off to hell, Hob. It ain’t just.”


  “Aye.” The boy wiped at a scrape on his cheek. “It ain’t just.”


  “Come, Hobgoblin, let us sneak our way back to the Phoenix. We’ve got other business ahead of us.”


  “Aye.”


  “Legitimate business,” Spider added, and he was damned proud to say it. “Not more of this pirate business. We are done with that. Honest men, by thunder! But rum first. God, yes, rum first. A toast to old Dobbin.”
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  “Spider, Odin seems worried about something. Truly worried.”


  Hob, breathing hard and wiping disheveled blond locks from his face, stood in the doorway of the cramped room they shared above the Phoenix Tavern. They would leave this safe harbor for good today. Tonight, they were to sleep aboard Redemption. In the morning, they would sail with the tide as part of a convoy bound for Boston. Spider, finally, would sail away from a life of piracy and toward Emma and his son. And he prayed he would never see Port Royal again.


  Spider closed his eyes, and he could see her—the long hair, brown or blond depending on the light and the season, the broad smile that brightened his heart every time he saw it, the nose that crinkled when she flashed that smile. He could not envision the boy; little Johnny had been bald and wrinkled and pink in Em’s arms the last time Spider had seen him, before walking away to board a whaler. He was supposed to have been gone only a couple of years. Pirates had intervened, and two years became something more like eight, although he had lost track. By now, little Johnny was dreaming of the sea, most likely.


  Spider opened his eyes, and Em was gone. He gulped. Dear Lord, whatever it is that troubles Odin, don’t let it keep me from home.


  If Odin was worried about something, that was a bad omen. Odin had shown no concern when Red Viper headed into battle with another pirate vessel, and none when the king’s frigate Austen Castle had come swooping down on them, and none even when he was in chains aboard that very same naval ship. Odin, who had sailed with the notorious Blackbeard and made sure everyone he met knew it, worried?


  That worried Spider John.


  Spider, sitting on one of two cots set up in the upstairs room and leaning against the wall, sucked on his pipe and let the fumes fill his head. In his right hand, he held a French throwing knife, a gift from Odin. The old man had stolen it and presented it to Spider with a wink. Spider had always been good at throwing knives, and this balanced beauty was the best he had ever owned. He’d been practicing with it this morning to help him stop thinking about Dobbin, two days dead. He shifted his gaze to the water spot on the wall ahead of him, then casually flipped the knife right into the very heart of that stain. The tip sank into the wood with a satisfying thunk.


  “Damn,” Hob said.


  “Ten in a row,” Spider replied. “Fetch the blade for me. Now what is it that concerns Odin?”


  “I do not know,” Hob answered, scurrying over to the wall and pulling Spider’s knife free. The boy ran a finger across the tight grouping of slots left by the blade. “Jesus, Spider, you could cover all these with a shilling.” The boy examined the weapon for a few seconds, eyebrows arched in admiration, then handed it to its owner. “Wish I could throw like that.”


  “I shall teach you. It’ll be easier than teaching you to saw a plank, because you’ll actually pay attention. Which reminds me . . .”


  Spider reached into the sack by his cot and fished out a walnut-handled knife. “This is for you.” He handed it over to Hob.


  “This is very nice,” the lad said. “It has my name on it!”


  “Aye,” Spider acknowledged. He’d carved the letters into the handle himself, after getting the tavern keeper to write the letters for him to use as a guide. Hob could not read much beyond his own name, but in this case, it was enough.


  Hob tucked the knife into his belt. “Thank you, Spider John.”


  “Now, tell me of Odin, lad.”


  “We were up on the mizzenmast, making sure all was snug, and Odin was showing me some knots, and some new fellows came aboard. Odin went white as a ghost, I swear, and he turned away so the new men could not see his face.”


  “Nobody wants to see Odin’s face,” Spider said.


  Hob scowled. As someone who had sailed with the notorious Blackbeard and lived on the Spanish Main longer than Hob had been alive, Odin was a bright star in Hob’s universe. “Odin told me the lesson was done, real sudden, though we’d scarcely got started, and he said to go away. He seemed very, very concerned. Scared, I should say. Britches-shitting scared.”


  Spider took another deep inhalation of tobacco smoke, then let it stream from his nostrils. “I do not like the sound of that,” he said, “not at all. Odin would laugh at the devil himself if ever they met. Hell, the devil might run from Odin.”


  “I know,” Hob said. “That’s why I am here, instead of waiting for you on board. What the hell shall we do?”


  Spider stood and tucked the dagger into his belt. “I suppose we’d best get to Redemption, and see what it is that has Odin fretting. Perhaps one of the new fellows knows him of old, and he worries he’ll be found out as a pirate.”


  Hob gulped. “Will we be revealed as well?”


  Spider stared into the boy’s blue eyes and put a hand on his shoulder. “I do not believe Odin would tattle on his shipmates, if that is what concerns you, not if burning bamboo shoots were thrust under his fingernails, not if a flaming brand was rammed hard against his balls. You may rely on that, Hobgoblin.”


  The boy smiled. “He is a tough son of a bitch.”


  “Toughest I ever knew. Sailed with Blackbeard, he did. Ha!” It was a fairly good imitation of Odin’s raspy voice, and they both laughed. “Let us go to the ship. We’ll see what has Odin fretting, and if we can do anything about it, by thunder, we will.”


  Spider grabbed his hat, which smelled of sea and salt, and the small leather sack that held his few belongings. He checked to make sure the heart pendant he’d carved for his Em was still hanging from his neck, then headed through the door behind Hob.


  Spider’s chest felt tight as he descended the stairs. He did not look forward to the walk through Port Royal. In his reckoning, every alley hid a thief, and every pair of eyes belonged to a spy. But he had to traverse those streets one more time to reach the ship, and Em, and so he would.


  They stepped into the taproom. Hob headed for the swinging doors that led outside, but Spider stopped as Duncan proffered a bottle of rum. “Fair winds, my friend. It was good seeing you, Spider John.” He placed the bottle on the bar and reached for a pair of wooden cups.


  “Thanks for the port in a hell of a storm,” Spider said as Duncan poured. “And thanks for easing my way with Cap’n Brentwood.”


  “Just promise you won’t squander it,” Duncan said. They both drank.


  “I will not,” Spider whispered. “No more pirate life for me. I go by the name of John Coombs now, honest ship’s carpenter.”


  “So you will be paying for the rum this time?”


  “I will, by thunder.” Spider poked around in the sack and pulled out some coins. He plunked them down on the bar. “Heh, feels strange to do that.”


  “Well, now. Never thought I would see this.” Duncan scooped up the coins quickly, as though they might vanish if he didn’t.


  Spider followed Hob out the door and into the overwhelming Jamaican sun. He tilted the hat until its wide brim shielded his eyes. A few steps later he emptied his spent pipe and tucked it into the band of his hat, and together he and Hob strode toward the wharfs. Spider’s good mood of a few moments ago was gone now, dashed on the rocks like a ship in a storm. This was a city of spies and thieves, with many people willing to cut a throat or turn a pirate over to the authorities for a few coins or to gain favor, as if the favor of those in power ever really meant a goddamned thing.


  The town, once known as a pirate haven and decried as a wicked rebirth of the biblical Sodom, was arranged rather haphazardly, with taverns propped against brothels next to churches in narrow alleys and winding streets. People of every hue between white-burned-to-red and darkest ebony moved quickly between the shady areas. They fanned themselves, or huddled beneath parasols, and drank steadily from flasks and wineskins. Sutlers rolled carts, setting up to sell everything from hats to nuts, fruit to gunpowder, plantains to cockatiels. Spider growled when one of the birds squawked at him.


  Hob laughed. “Why do you jump from birds so?”


  “They move too goddamned fast, and have too many sharp parts, and I think the devil created them to shred men. And have you looked in their eyes? No more soul than a shark.”


  Hob just shook his head.


  Piles of shingles and busted timbers lined the streets; those and a number of boarded windows and cracked walls testified to what must have been a hell of a recent storm, although the weather had been fair since Spider arrived. Even cobblestones had been ripped up in places.


  Mules pulled a creaky wagon laden with crates and barrels toward the harbor. Children threw stones at rats, and women emptied chamber pots from upper windows in brothels while men tried to drag the ladies back to bed. The breeze, although cool on Spider’s skin, carried a disturbing mix of scents—urine, fish, sweaty animals, and perfume. His stomach reeled a bit, and he momentarily regretted the rum.


  “Once we sort out Odin’s concerns, Hob, you can show me if you’ve learned to fashion a proper dovetail joint.”


  “Jesus, Spider, do I really have to learn all that?”


  Spider stopped dead in his tracks. “Do you know why I am not a dead man right now, Hob?”


  “Because you are too stringy for sharks?”


  Spider slapped the back of Hob’s head, but laughed. “Because I have a skill. When Jed Carter’s bloodsucker crew came pouring over Lily’s rail—I was not much older than you when I was mate to Lily’s carpenter, you know, and then carpenter myself after Herman got sick and died—Jed didn’t take on many of our crew. He already had plenty of men who could fight, plenty of men who could sail. But he needed a carpenter, by thunder. That saved my life. Jed sent most of Lily’s crew overboard to fight against the sea for their lives, but he kept me aboard. I would be dead and deep, boy, but I knew how to wield a saw and a hammer. That, and that alone, saved my life.”


  “You know how to wield a gun and sword, too.” Hob nodded hard, as though he had scored a point. “That has saved your life more than once, and I was a witness.”


  “When I met Jed Carter, I didn’t know any fighting ways.” Spider drew a deep breath. “I learned all that after. Because I had to, not because I wanted to.”


  They continued walking, but Spider’s mind was turned inward now. The dark memories made him wince. Spider had hoped to mind his own business, work hard as a carpenter, and avoid the bloodshed until he could find means to escape. But he had quickly learned that every man aboard a pirate vessel was expected to fight, and he had just as quickly learned that in the thick of things he’d rather fight than die. Spider had gotten blood on his hands right away, and it would never all wash off. Never.


  Hob whistled softly. A winking trollop crossing the narrow street in front of them left a sweet scent in her wake, and Spider punched the boy in the arm. “No time for that, and no money.”


  “I have money. I have been saving,” Hob said. “I have enough, anyway. And Cap’n Brentwood gave me liberty, told me to enjoy my last day in Port Royal.”


  “And what of Odin’s worries?”


  “Thinking they might be the kind of worries that might get me hung or shot, I would as soon take my leave for a bit and follow her. Might be my last opportunity.” The woman, gazing back, turned away with a smile, a flash of green eyes, and a swirl of blond curls that were wilting in the morning heat.


  Spider relented. “Very well, then. Go enjoy life. It can be goddamned short enough, I guess. I will try to have all our problems settled by the time she has emptied your purse and your balls.”


  “Thank you.” Hob scurried off, and Spider headed toward the wharf.


  Spider turned to watch the boy go. He understood Hob’s eagerness. He had been younger than Hob when he had first become enthralled with Em’s charms. He had been unable to think of anything besides bedding her. He remembered those times now, the long looks, the sneaking away, the frantic lovemaking. Hob’s dalliance was not the same, of course. It would not likely result in a wedding. But Spider certainly understood the lad’s urges.


  Like an apple at the end of a branch, Port Royal sat on the tip of a long spit called the Palisadoes. The spit divided the harbor from the Caribbean; as Spider proceeded westward, the busy harbor lay to his right beneath a bright, cloudless sky and swirling gulls. Farther above, a majestic black-and-white frigate bird tilted toward the open ocean. Spider’s distaste for birds did not apply to this fork-tailed wonder. He assumed it had dagger claws and a sharp beak just like every other bird he’d seen, and perhaps even the same evil eyes, but he’d never seen a frigate bird up close. Indeed, he’d never seen a frigate bird do anything but soar aloft, and he longed to know that kind of freedom. So long as frigate birds kept their distance, Spider could get along with them.


  He kept his eyes on the damned gulls, though.


  In a short time, which seemed longer because Spider averted his eyes anytime he encountered someone looking in his direction, he came within view of Redemption, sitting at anchor in water shining in the bright sun. If Spider was to know freedom, Redemption was the key. He hoped Odin’s concerns would not be an obstacle. Perhaps someone aboard suspected Odin’s pirate past? That could end with Odin, Hob, and Spider in manacles. So he was eager to learn what worried the one-eyed rigger.


  But first, he had to cross a harbor of ghosts.


  Spider stepped from the wharf and into a tender, flipping a coin from his sack to one of the two oarsmen. “Redemption,” he said, pointing toward the triple-masted, Dutch-built beauty some two hundred yards away. Pointing probably had been unnecessary, since harbor men always knew every ship by name, perhaps better than they knew their own children, but Spider liked calling attention to the fluyt. She was the finest ship he’d ever served, tall and straight with woodwork that only impressed more the closer one got. She was a floating work of art. As the men slipped the lines and dipped their oars, Spider tried to concentrate on the ship that was their destination and to keep his mind off the dead in the waters below.


  “You worried about the ghosts, sir?” The bald oarsman nodded toward the water.


  “No.”


  “You seem worried.”


  “Just row.”


  It had been about thirty years since an earthquake and the resulting tidal wave had laid waste to Port Royal. The quake—hailed by many as a justly deserved divine retribution for the people’s wickedness—had leveled two-thirds of the town, and the wall of water had reduced the hard-packed sand beneath Port Royal to sludge. Buildings and people slid into the harbor, to be buried beneath the stirred mud.


  At least three thousand people had died, if the tales were true. Spider doubted every one of those people deserved God’s wrath, but he was no expert in such things.


  The storm had assaulted the dead, too. Hundreds of graves had been ripped asunder and dashed into Kingston Harbour. Henry Morgan, famed privateer and once governor of Jamaica, had been among them, and his spirit was now said to haunt these waters. They’d talked of it over beer and rum at the Phoenix, Hob wide-eyed, Odin nodding, and Spider trying to convince himself that ghost talk was just talk. He realized now he had not quite succeeded.


  Spider kept his hands away from the gunwale, because he had seen men lose fingers and hands to sharks in this very harbor. Local harbor men insisted the ever-present sharks hardly ever bit a man, but Spider wouldn’t trust a fucking shark any more than he trusted a naval purser, or those hovering gulls.


  Spider fixed his gaze on Redemption. She towered there, and because her bow was aimed at them, her shape was evident. Narrow above and wider below, the Dutch fluyt had been built to haul cargo efficiently. She would never be swift in any sea, but she was steady and sturdy and could be handled by as few as eighty men. She had no guns mounted, but she would be part of a convoy of East Indiamen escorted by the naval frigate HMS Southampton. The frigate would pack guns aplenty, by God, and would be a nimble ship. Spider could see her beyond the harbor, riding the wind smartly under full canvas, brilliantly white, and no doubt her captain was drilling the crew with disciplined efficiency. Spider could envision Southampton’s men running out guns, firing broadsides, loading and running and firing the guns again and again, until it could be done to the captain’s satisfaction. He’d never been in the navy, but he’d been on the opposing side in such battles and had a deep respect for navy skill. He and his pirate mates had escaped capture or death mostly by luck, and by racing their sloops into waters too shallow for the king’s ships. But vessels like Southampton had rid the seas of most pirates.


  Redemption should be safe enough, Spider thought, before spitting overboard for luck.


  Most of the heavy stores—barrels of water, salt pork and salt fish as provisions, cordage, and the several tons of molasses and rum to be sold in Boston—were stowed in Redemption’s large holds already, but three boats crowded the ship to starboard to load trunks, cages of squawking chickens, additional canvas that Odin had insisted upon, and more.


  Other tenders plied the waters, too, and so the shortest path to the ship was not available. The tender gave Redemption plenty of leeway and took Spider around the ship’s stern. The captain’s cabin doors were open onto the stern gallery, perhaps Spider’s favorite feature of the ship. That stern gallery, akin to a back porch on a home, allowed the captain to step directly from the confines of his cabin and into the open air, where he could take his tea, gaze upon Redemption’s wake, and ponder whatever plans and dreams crossed the minds of captains.


  Captain Josiah Brentwood was not out on the gallery now, but Spider could hear the man’s gentle voice emanate from the cabin, intoning, “. . . nearly forty yards in length, and ten abeam, and as sturdy a ship as I’ve ever sailed. Beautiful. You’ll find her quite accommodating, and we’ve worked below to see to every comfort.”


  The ship would be any captain’s pride and joy, Spider thought, and he was glad to realize Captain Brentwood, a recent widower and much distracted by the loss of his wife, had noticed. Spider hoped this journey would give the captain some spark, and this was certainly a ship to inspire a seafaring man.


  The fluyt had once been used as a pirate’s flagship and had been captured by the Royal Navy and sold off. Brentwood now owned it and had personally overseen the work done to erase what he called the “stamp of thievery and debauchery” left by her previous crew. Spider’s key task in recent weeks, aside from all the ordinary carpentry jobs involved with getting a ship ready to sail, had been to make certain the cramped passenger quarters below were as comfortable and attractive as possible, and to sequester one section for the captain’s daughter, Abigail. Captain Brentwood had been quite clear that his daughter should be as comfortable as possible, and Spider had gone so far as to build a rolltop desk for her, with copious drawers for papers and such and deep wells for ink jars, where she could write in her journal. Spider also had gutted an adjacent passenger cabin and turned it into a sitting room of sorts. Captain Brentwood had smiled and deemed it all acceptable.

OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
the
DEVIL'S
WIND

A Spider Fobn Mpystery

STEVE GOBLE

SEVENTH STREET BOOKS®

59 JOHN GLENN DRIVE « AMHERST, NY 14228
www.seventhstreetbooks.com





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
the
DEVIL'S

WIND

SEDY L NSAUE LIS





