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To Sophia and Anthony. I’m so proud of who you are and who you will become. I can’t wait to see you two captain your own ships.







CHAPTER 1





Anne


Anne’s father had often told her that a smooth sea never made a skilled sailor, but this morning she was grateful for the tranquility as the Providence cut the surface like a finger trailing in the water. The blue sky overhead stretched to the horizon with lazy white clouds floating on the breeze.


She tried to convince herself that her calm surroundings made her present task somewhat less repellant, but the expressions of her fellow passengers told her otherwise, which was why the duty had fallen to her. No one else had stepped forward to help.


Kneeling on the deck, the skin on Anne’s arms and face was tight from prolonged exposure to the sun and seawater. The dull needle in her hand pierced the bloody canvas with a gentle pop as she pulled the edges of the hammock closer together to create a makeshift shroud.


She avoided looking at the dead man’s eyes as they stared sightlessly up at the heavens. Holding her breath against the rancid smell of his rotting teeth and gums, she said a silent prayer, hoping he had not felt the rats gnawing on the soles of his feet as he lay dying.


The sailor standing beside her shifted, momentarily blocking the sun. “That’s only twelve stitches. He’ll come back if you don’t have thirteen.”


“Perhaps you’d like to do the last one,” Anne snapped up at him, unable to hold her tongue any longer.


The sailor took a hasty step back, shaking his head, his eyes wide with fear. These men and their silly superstitions, she thought.


Bracing herself, Anne pushed the needle through one side of the canvas before passing it through the dead man’s nose. She winced as she tugged at the thread to complete the last and final stitch to close the hammock. The sailors claimed that the law of the sea demanded it, a way to make sure that the person wasn’t simply sleeping.


Anne knew for a fact that the man before her was dead, for she was the one who had found him. Hidden behind a large crate on the quarterdeck of the Providence, he had crawled away to suffer the scurvy alone and in silence. He’d had no family on board, no one to claim him.


Her task complete, Anne sat back on her haunches, waiting as a few sailors lifted the body. Gaunt and exhausted themselves, they rested it briefly on the railing before rolling it over the edge into the serene sea below.


Anne closed her eyes when she heard the splash, knowing the cannonball they’d placed in the hammock would drag the emaciated form down to the murky depths of the ocean. A small part of her couldn’t help thinking that perhaps he was the lucky one. His suffering was over. For the rest left on board, their hardships would continue.


In the five weeks since they’d left the shores of England behind, he was the sixth person to succumb to the disease, and unless they reached their destination soon, he would not be the last.


From the beginning, the vessel had been plagued by exceptionally bad luck.


A lack of foresight or funds had left them with an inadequate supply of provisions. Their salted pork and dried fish had long run out, with only hardtack remaining. The biscuits themselves were barely edible, teeming with beetles and weevils. After her mother’s death, Anne had thought she’d known hunger. That was nothing compared to the famine she endured now.


The weary people surrounding Anne wore threadbare clothes and haunted expressions, resembling the ship on which they sailed. It was a miracle the Providence had made it this far, with its tattered sails and slowly leaking hull.


While the other onlookers drifted to different parts of the deck, Cara helped Anne to her feet. “How do you do it?” Cara asked, her freckled face pale underneath her sunburn. Her once plump features had significantly thinned in the weeks since their departure.


Anne had told Cara and her brother, Coyle, how she’d been taken from the Drummond estate and put on the Providence against Richard Drummond’s instructions. In turn, Anne had learned that Coyle and Cara’s uncle had sent them enough funds to sail on a grand ship, but someone had robbed them, and the two were left to sail on the Providence as well. Anne was grateful for their friendship.


Looking up from the needle in her hand, Anne gave Cara a sad smile. “It’s not much different than mending the sails.” Cara had a fine hand for stitching and had been invaluable to the crew of the Providence for patching and repairing the old canvas sails ripped during the storms they’d encountered. Cara hoped to earn a living as a seamstress one day, and put her talent to use.


“I don’t believe you. Some of these lads have been sailing for years and none of them offered to help the poor man.”


“It was the least I could do. I like to think that if anything happened to me, someone would take the time to give me a proper burial at sea.”


Cara crossed herself before shaking her head at Anne. “Don’t be talking like that. Nothing’s going to happen to you. Coyle won’t allow it. And neither will I.”


“Aye, she’s right,” Coyle said, coming toward them. His blond hair, so similar to his sister’s, had lightened considerably in the sun, while his fair skin had darkened. He’d lost at least two stones since they’d set sail. “We’re glad you’re here, even if we were all supposed to be on the Deliverance.”


Cara linked her arm with Anne’s. “And when we get to Nassau, you can stay with us. I’m sure our uncle would welcome an extra hand in his tavern. From what we’ve heard, he seems to be doing well, with plenty of thirsty folk on the island.”


“It will only be until I can earn enough to continue my journey. I don’t wish to be a burden,” Anne said, hating the fact that she was once again penniless, with no way to send word back to Teach. Every time she thought of him, the pain of his absence was like a cruel fist squeezing her heart.


It would take weeks for any letter to reach Bristol, but she had to try something to get in touch with him. Perhaps he’d left word with her father’s solicitor. It was quite possible Teach had quit the country, in an attempt to find her.


If she closed her eyes, she could almost picture him aloft in the rigging of a ship, adjusting the sails and making repairs. The work of a sailor was physically demanding, yet Teach would never shrink from his responsibilities. He wouldn’t have hesitated to sew the dead man up in the hammock. Not because he was unfeeling, but because Teach knew there was enough filth and disease on a ship without a decaying body adding to the misery.


A part of Anne couldn’t help being grateful that she would soon reach land and have to stay there for some time. The trip across the Atlantic had been more challenging and difficult than anything she’d imagined. They’d endured unending hours of monotony, only to be surprised by storms so violent and fierce that Anne had been convinced the ship would send her to a watery grave.


Cara gave Anne a comforting squeeze. “You could never be a burden. If you hadn’t allowed me to share your cabin, I would still be forced to sleep with the passengers below and Coyle would never get any rest.”


“I still don’t get any rest. But at least I don’t worry as much,” Coyle said, striking the small biscuit in his hand on the railing. Several weevils fell out and he brushed the tiny black insects overboard, before dipping the hardtack into a mug of diluted brandy. “Care for some?” he asked, offering it to Anne.


She shook her head. They’d all learned the hard way that the simple wafers were unbreakable and had to first be immersed in liquid in order to make them edible. Hardtack might be inexpensive to make and long-lasting for a voyage, but flavorful it was not.


Coyle shrugged and took a bite. Cara wrinkled her nose at him. “Aren’t you going to offer me anything?” Cara asked.


“No. George ate your portion.”


“Which George?” Cara had taken it upon herself to try to name every rat on the Providence. An impossible task considering how many there were, but it was a simple game that helped fight the monotony of the voyage.


“How should I know?”


“Was he missing a hind foot? If so, it was George III. If part of his tail was gone, then that’s George I.”


“I’m too bloody tired for this, Cara,” Coyle muttered, rubbing his weary eyes.


Anne shook her head at him. “You don’t need to sleep outside our cabin, Coyle. You’ve heard Captain Oxley. He’s said no harm will come to us.” After weeks observing the coarse crew, Anne had come to realize that the sailors mostly kept to themselves, leaving the passengers alone. Cara’s outgoing nature bordered on flirtatious, but the men were too busy trying to keep the ship afloat to pay much attention to her. Especially with Coyle remaining nearby.


“I want to be close by in case anything does happen,” Coyle said, looking off the port side.


Anne followed his gaze, a thread of unease winding its way through her chest. In the distance, two ships cruised the open waters, their dark outlines visible against the stark blue of the sky. For weeks, the Providence had sailed along, separated from familiar landmarks without a glimpse of another vessel on the horizon.


But two days ago as they neared their destination, the call had gone out that a ship had been spotted. And shortly after, a second ship had appeared. Like two shadows, they followed the Providence, but made no move to get any closer.


Anne drew a deep breath. “Have they shown their flags?”


“No. We’re too far for them to raise an ensign,” Coyle said.


“What do you think they want?” Cara asked, her eyes narrowed. “We don’t have anything worth taking.” The Providence was a pitiable merchant vessel. With rotting timbers and old rigging, the ship transported more people than cargo. Whatever goods she did carry, it couldn’t have amounted to more than a few hundred schillings at best.


“I don’t know,” Coyle said, downing the rest of his brandy. “But it’s not normal.”


“It seems to me that they’re waiting for something,” Anne said.


“Like what?” Cara asked, her voice sharp.


Coyle wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Don’t know, but I think Anne’s right. See how they keep their distance?”


Cara looked between her brother and Anne. “But we’re only a few days away from Nassau. It’s to be expected that we see other ships.”


“Yes, but they should move on, shouldn’t they? If they’re merchants, they would be heading to their next port,” Anne said. “Do you think the tales are true?”


A few of the crew members had claimed that life was difficult for many settlers in Nassau. The Spanish had burned and destroyed the town in 1684. English settlers had arrived two years later and more continued to arrive each year, but stability was difficult to maintain, even with a governor in residence. In order to survive, many in the population had turned to piracy to earn their living. Nassau was rumored to be a lawless nest of adventurers and thieves.


“Surely they wouldn’t attack a ship flying under the English flag,” Cara said.


Anne remained silent, the Providence rising and falling gently beneath her feet. Was it possible that the life she’d left behind in Bristol was better than the one she now faced, living amongst thieves in Nassau?


The first part of their journey was nearly complete. In a few days’ time, they would make port. But what kind of future awaited her?


“Sail ho!”


Looking up, Anne raised a hand to shield her eyes, squinting against the brightness of the sun. In the distance, the unmistakable outline of another vessel dotted the horizon.


A murmur spread across the deck like a wave approaching shore as other passengers and crew crowded along the railing. If they hadn’t been so spooked by the two ships already following them, Anne doubted the appearance of a third would have caused such a stir.


But cause a stir it did.


The downy hair on Anne’s nape prickled. Glancing back up at the cloudless blue sky, she saw that there was no sign of an approaching storm, but she sensed danger on the horizon nonetheless.







CHAPTER 2





Teach


The coppery scent of blood tainted the briny air. A thin trail of red trickled across the slick deck of the Deliverance. The cat-’o-nine-tails whistled once more, striking the young boy’s back with parallel stripes and lacerating the skin. He let out an anguished cry as tears ran down his grimy cheeks.


“Captain Murrell, surely that’s enough,” Teach ground out, his shoulders tensing at the agony on the boy’s face.


The thin man at Teach’s side shot him a stern look, his cold gray eyes unforgiving. “If I don’t maintain discipline on this ship, then someone else might try to steal from you.”


“I realize that, sir. But perhaps the punishment does not fit the crime. After all, Matthew didn’t get away with it.”


“Because I saw him when he exited your cabin. Would you have reported the theft if I hadn’t caught him in the act?”


If Teach had caught young Matthew stealing the small chest of coins, he would have dealt with it in a different manner. Scarcely twelve years old, Matthew did not belong at sea.


“If you don’t have the stomach for disciplining the crew, perhaps I should have Peter replace you as first mate?” Murrell said. His thin lips curled in a sneer.


Peter weighed the whip in his hands and gave Teach an impassive stare. Teach suspected he enjoyed the whippings as much as Murrell did. In truth, Teach was not supposed to be second in command, but back in Bristol it had been a simple task to forge his father’s signature and falsify Teach’s papers. A significant bribe had helped the real first mate decide to stay behind, and Teach had assumed his responsibilities on board the Deliverance.


At times, Teach had regretted his decision. He detested Murrell, but Teach had been desperate to be on the first ship leaving Bristol to go in search of Anne. His father’s vessel had been his only option, with Nassau as its first port in the West Indies. Since the Providence was also scheduled to stop in Nassau, Teach had had no other choice.


Peter raised his arm once more, ready to deliver another blow to the small figure bound to the mainmast. He was one of the few men loyal to the captain. With his pale blue eyes and equally pale skin, Peter reminded Teach of a fish.


Teach stepped forward, his pulse pounding in his ears, but Captain Murrell caught Teach by the arm, halting him.


Teach glared down at the offending appendage before meeting the captain’s eyes. “Do not touch me again,” he said, his quiet voice filled with malice.


Murrell slowly removed his hand, his nostrils flaring. “Do not interfere with my orders again.”


The man grasping the whip looked askance between the two, and the crew seemed to be holding a collective breath, waiting to see who would win the confrontation. It had been like this for weeks, the will of the captain at odds with the will of the first mate. The few passengers who’d booked passage on the great ship had learned to retreat to their cabins when Murrell decided to discipline his men.


A soft whimper escaped from Matthew, and Teach clenched his fists at his sides. Murrell caught the slight movement, and a wicked gleam entered his eyes.


“Do you have something you’d like to say?” Murrell asked.


“No, sir,” Teach said, fearing more punishment for the young boy.


After an interminable pause, the captain gave a negligent flick of his wrist. “Cut him loose. I have no wish to have his death on my hands.”


Teach muttered an oath, sliding his knife from the scabbard in his boot, before moving forward to free the boy.


Matthew’s breathing was ragged, his eyes narrowed from pain and fear, as Teach knelt at his side, slicing through his bonds.


“Take him to my cabin,” Teach murmured to the two sailors who also came forward to help. “I’ll be there shortly to see how he fares.”


“Aye, sir.”


Grabbing a bucket, Teach filled it with seawater from a nearby barrel and splashed the deck where Matthew had knelt. The crew, including Murrell himself, watched silently as Teach filled bucket after bucket, dousing the spot until the blood was gone. Teach wished he could make Matthew’s pain disappear just as easily, but he knew from experience that it would take several days for the welts on the boy’s back to heal.


There was a much larger stain still visible on the deck, one Teach hadn’t been able to wash away. Beneath the baking sun, it had darkened to black, but it, too, had started out a bright crimson.


“Would you rather I had him keelhauled?” the captain asked.


Teach replaced the bucket before turning. “I don’t think dragging Matthew beneath the ship is necessary. Since he stole from me, I’d rather you let me determine the punishment, sir,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. Although it was November, the weather was warm, indicating their proximity to the West Indies. Teach could not wait to get off the ship and be rid of Murrell once and for all.


“Yes, well, I’ve taken control of the chest and had it locked in my cabin.”


Teach froze. “That’s not necessary, Captain.”


“The name on the inside of the chest reads Anne Barrett. How did you come by it?”


Hearing Anne’s name spoken by Captain Murrell caused Teach’s stomach to clench and his heart to contract painfully. Robert Murrell was one of the most repulsive men he had ever had the misfortune to meet, and he sincerely hoped Anne’s passage to the West Indies had been easier than his.


“The chest belongs to my betrothed,” Teach said tightly.


Murrell’s eyes widened. “Waiting for you back in England, is she?”


Unwilling to let the captain know the truth, Teach gave a short nod. Teach would never forget the last time he’d seen Anne in Bristol. He’d asked her to go into town with him, but she’d refused. He’d kissed her, a kiss that still haunted his dreams. By the time he’d returned to his father’s house, she was gone.


Every time Teach thought about her, it drove him mad not knowing how Anne fared. Was she frightened? Did she suffer from seasickness? Did her fellow passengers leave her in peace? It was the uncertainty of her situation that caused Teach the most pain. He would withstand a hundred lashes if only he could be sure that she was safe.


Murrell opened his mouth once more, but a cry from overhead arrested everyone’s attention.


“Sails ho!”


A murmur went up around the deck as sailors lined along the rails. They’d been too preoccupied with Matthew’s whipping to keep a proper lookout.


“I spy three ships, Captain. Two sailing portside, the other to starboard.”


Captain Murrell held out his hand for the spyglass at Teach’s waist. Now that young Matthew was out of harm’s way, Teach slapped it into Murrell’s outstretched palm, wishing he could break it over the captain’s head.


“They’re most likely English or French,” Murrell said, studying the distant ships. “It’s to be expected. This is one of the busiest shipping lanes in the Atlantic.”


“Aye, but we’re still a good distance from Nassau. They could be Spanish,” Teach said. It was no secret that Spain struggled to maintain their stronghold in the Caribbean. The battle for dominance was fierce.


Murrell’s head whipped around. “We’re too far from the Spanish main. They wouldn’t attack us here. They could be Dutch.”


In the end, it didn’t truly matter what flags the two ships flew. Their appearance meant trouble.


For the hundredth time, Teach wondered how Murrell had ever secured his post as captain of the Deliverance. He was a skilled navigator, with an uncanny ability to sail close to the wind on a course that led him directly to his destination. But his conceit often got in the way of his logic. Instead of inspiring his crew’s respect, Murrell resorted to violence and fear to maintain control. “Sir, the Deliverance is one of the largest merchant ships ever built, and this is its maiden voyage. We’ve been a target since we left port,” Teach said, unable to control the disdain in his voice. Teach was surprised they hadn’t been attacked before now.


Frowning, Murrell seemed to consider Teach’s words before glancing around at his crew. When they’d left Bristol, the men had stood straight and eager, most of them former soldiers and proud to be chosen for such a grand vessel. But after four weeks under Murrell’s leadership, they were now skittish and tense, never sure when they would be on the receiving end of the captain’s brutal tirades.


“Ready the ship,” Murrell said.


“For what, exactly, sir?” Teach asked, studying the captain. If the vessels were friendly, there was no need to ready the Deliverance for anything. Did the captain wish them to fight? If so, then it was Murrell’s job to rally the men. He needed to give the final order. Teach had learned that to assume anything under Murrell’s command was a grave mistake. Although it had been three weeks, the wounds on Teach’s back had not fully healed. He’d carry the scars for the rest of his life.


“We’ll try to outrun them,” Murrell said dismissively.


“That won’t work. The Deliverance is too large and sits too low in the water,” Teach said.


Captain Murrell flushed a dull shade of red. “Then we’ll throw some of the cargo overboard. And some of the cannons if we need to.”


“We can’t outrun them, Captain. They’re most likely in sloops that are swifter and more maneuverable than we are.” Teach’s gut told him a fight was coming. Although they were still some distance away, the other ships were clearly smaller. They had most likely spotted the Deliverance some time ago and were now giving chase.


Murrell pursed his lips. His eyes traveled once more over the crew, as if gauging their loyalty, before coming to rest on Teach. The anger in his eyes was palpable. “Ready the ship for battle.”


Teach nodded. “We’ll need all hands on deck, sir. That includes the men locked in the hold.”


Murrell glared at Teach. There was a strained silence as the two men regarded each other. “Fine. Let them out.” Turning, the captain stalked away, leaving Teach and the rest of the men to stare after his departing back.


•  •  •


The gun crew on the Deliverance rushed to roll the cannons into position in their lower deck ports, stacking twelve-pounders by their sides. Above, others raced to secure ropes and check the masts and mainsails.


The two men Captain Murrell had locked in the hold joined in the activity, but the four days they’d spent below in the cramped quarters had taken their toll, especially on Teach’s friend, John. Built with a broad back and stout legs, John winced every time he moved.


Teach had met John the previous year on board one of Andrew Barrett’s merchant ships. The two had been fast friends ever since. It was John who had help secure Teach’s position on board the Deliverance by bribing the original first mate to abandon the voyage, and Teach was grateful for John’s presence.


“Murrell’s addled,” John muttered to Teach as he readied his flintlock pistol. “Punishing us for a game of dice. How else does the fool expect us to spend our time? Perfecting our rope work?”


Cleaning his own firearm, Teach shook his head. “He didn’t lock you away because of the game. It’s because you and Thurston came to blows.”


John scowled. “We meant no harm.”


“That’s not how it looked to the rest of us,” Teach said. Jack Thurston was built much like John. Thurston had accused John of cheating at the game. Naturally, John hadn’t taken kindly to the insult, and the pair had seemed like two bulls charging at each other.


“I s’pose I should be glad he didn’t have me whipped. How’s young Matthew?” John asked.


“He’ll live. But it will take several days for him to heal,” Teach said, his voice grim.


“How are you faring?”


The tightness across Teach’s back was lessening as his own wounds healed. “I’m fine.”


“You should be in control of this ship. Not that fool captain.”


“Careful what you say, John. That smacks of mutiny,” Teach warned in an undertone, glancing over his shoulder. After years of living under his father’s control, Teach was less than heartened to find himself under the command of a tyrant even worse than his father.


John followed Teach’s gaze.


At the moment, Murrell was berating the helmsman for the direction he had chosen. “I don’t care if they are leeward. I want you to stay on course.”


John rolled his eyes. “The man’s daft. He doesn’t know the first thing about fighting.”


“We have no choice. Those ships are going to attack.”


“Aye, and when they do, he won’t have any idea how to respond.”


“Then it will be up to us to make sure they don’t board us.” During his year at sea, Teach had developed some skills with the saber, but he wouldn’t stand a chance in a close fight with more experienced swordsmen. He simply relied on his size to intimidate any opponents.


“Don’t know if we can stop them. We’ll be exposed to their shot between wind and water, and with Murrell leading us, we won’t stand a chance.”


“Yes, we will.”


John looked at Teach. “How do you know?”


“Because I know this ship. And I have a plan.”







CHAPTER 3





Anne


As the day progressed, the sun arched across the sky, and the Providence’s shadow grew on the sea. In the distance, the two smaller vessels veered toward the larger one. Now that the Providence was no longer a target, the crew went about their usual tasks. The able seamen tended to worn or split riggings. The ordinary seamen were charged with coiling rope or touching up tar to prevent further leaking, while the green hands were left to swab the deck.


Only Anne stood immobile, riveted to the spot, as she witnessed a hunt on the open water, the sight before her giving proof to her fears


“I’ve never been on a ship that grand before,” Cara muttered, coming up to her side.


Anne had. Even from this distance, the familiar outline of the Deliverance was unmistakable. When she’d first recognized it, her heart had fluttered with hope. It was like looking at an old friend, a tie to her past. And there was a very real possibility that Teach could be on it.


But when the two ships had changed their course and sailed toward it, that hope had turned to dread.


“We have to do something,” Anne said, gripping the railing until her knuckles turned white. “We can’t just sit by and let them attack.”


“We don’t know for sure that’s what they’re going to do,” Cara said.


Anne couldn’t help the scornful look she threw at her friend. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s one of the largest vessels in the world. Do you think those ships are planning on escorting it into port?”


Cara flushed, and Anne immediately felt guilty. If it hadn’t been for Cara’s friendship and Coyle’s protection, Anne could have suffered a much harsher voyage than the one she’d endured.


“I’m sorry, Cara. I didn’t mean to be cruel. It’s just . . . there are people from Bristol on the Deliverance. It’s strange to think I might know one of them.” Just mentioning the name of her hometown caused Anne’s throat to tighten, and she swallowed with difficulty. Although she hadn’t left under the best of circumstances, she had grown up in the English port. It was all she’d known for the past sixteen years, and until her father’s death, she’d been content there, secure in her mother’s love. “I can’t stand the thought of people suffering, or worse, dying, if we don’t come to their aid.”


“What can we do?”


“Speak with the captain.”


Cara shook her head. “My father always said it’s not wise to quarrel with the boatman when you’re crossing the river.”


“Wise words, I’m sure, but this is no river. And if our roles were reversed, wouldn’t you want the people on that other ship to come to our aid?” Anne could tell from the look in Cara’s eyes that she’d struck a nerve.


“All right. But let me go get Coyle.”


“I can’t wait. It might be too late already.”


“But—”


Anne placed a hand on Cara’s arm. “Let your brother sleep, Cara. He needs the rest. I know what to say to the captain. Trust me.” Turning, Anne lifted her skirts, but Cara stopped her.


“Then I’m coming with you. It wouldn’t be right for you to face him alone.”


Nodding, Anne allowed her friend to follow her down the dank stairway and along the dark hall to the captain’s cabin. She preferred to spend as much time as possible on deck, for the cramped and damp quarters below felt like a tomb.


Knocking on the door, Anne waited until Captain Oxley called out for them to enter. His eyes widened when he saw the two girls. Anne could understand his surprise. Aside from a few exchanges in the last five weeks, neither the captain nor Anne had gone out of their way to speak to each other.


An older, severe man, Oxley was balding on top with the rest of his hair pulled back in a queue. He was slender of frame and by the look of his tanned face, a seasoned sailor.


“Yes?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.


“I’m sorry to interrupt you, Captain, but I was wondering what you intended to do about those two ships,” Anne said, fighting the urge to squirm beneath his direct gaze. His small cabin was cluttered, the papers on his desk untidily stacked, and books littered the floor.


“I hadn’t planned to do anything.”


“But, sir, they’re going to attack that other ship.”


“Better them than us,” was his deliberate response.


Anne went hot and cold at the same time, gasping at his words. “How can you say that? There are passengers on board, possibly women and children.”


“We have women and children on board our ship as well. Do you think that just because those people paid more money for their passage on the Deliverance, their lives are worth more than the poor souls on this ship, yourself included?” It was clear Oxley had heard of the large merchantman. He’d recognized it from this distance as well.


“No, but if we don’t do something, they’ll—”


Captain Oxley snorted. “Look around you. You’ve been on the Providence long enough to know its condition. Do you think it could handle a hit from a cannonball?”


Although a single cannonball would not likely sink the Providence, Anne knew it wouldn’t take much more to send the ship to the bottom of the ocean. “It might not come to that. If they see us coming to the aid of the Deliverance, perhaps they’ll change course.”


“It’s not my job to come to anyone’s aid. I’m paid to deliver my passengers and cargo.”


Anne refused to give up. “But the owner of the Deliverance is one of the wealthiest men in Bristol. I’m sure Richard Drummond would pay you handsomely for any support you could extend.”


“He can’t pay me if I’m not alive to collect. I’m sorry, but my answer is no.”


“How can you say that? People will die!”


Captain Oxley stood up and leaned forward on the desk. “Do you think they would come to our aid if our roles were reversed?”


“They just might,” Cara said.


“You’re wrong, Miss Flynn. I know the captain of that ship. Murrell’s a heartless bastard who cares more for his own skin than anyone else’s.”


Shaking with frustration and anger, Anne glared at Captain Oxley. “The same might be said of you,” she said, ignoring Cara’s sharply indrawn breath.


“You’re wrong, Miss Barrett. I care a great deal for my men, which is why I won’t drag them into a fight we have no hope of winning. I have no desire to send them to their deaths.”


“A brave man dies only once. A coward dies a hundred times,” Anne said, lifting her chin.


“Anne!” Cara interjected, but Oxley raised his hand, his face a dull red.


“You may call me what you like, but my main concern is to see that we make it safely to port.” He strode toward the door and pulled it open. “And I will not discuss the running of my ship with a woman. If you don’t wish to be confined to your cabin, I suggest you leave now.”


Feeling heat rise to her own cheeks, Anne refused to move.


Cara touched her arm. “Anne, please.”


Struggling to control her fury, Anne gave the captain one last withering look before stalking out of the cabin.







CHAPTER 4





Teach


Captain Murrell’s expression grew progressively more alarmed as the day wore on, and his skin took on an ashen hue beneath his tan. He combed his hands through his receding hairline repeatedly. Teach was convinced Murrell would be bald by the end of the day.


Murrell was a coward. Teach could easily picture him meeting Richard Drummond and regaling him with stories of grandeur about his life at sea. If only Teach’s father could see the man he’d chosen for the Deliverance’s maiden voyage. Drummond had gone to the trouble of hiring soldiers to sail his precious ship, but somehow he’d failed to provide a fit leader.


Teach wished the captain would retire to his cabin like the rest of the wealthy passengers, but Murrell roved the deck like a squawking rooster, his arms flailing while he shouted commands. Peter trailed after him, like a silent shadow following a storm. At first Teach had done his best to ignore what the captain was saying, but the more directions he gave, the more Teach feared they would lose their lives before they ever reached land. The thought of leaving Anne alone in the world was incentive enough for Teach to take action.


Most of the crew now looked to Teach once Murrell and Peter stalked away. Teach gave them a slight nod if they were to indeed follow the captain’s orders or he would give them brief instructions once the older man was out of earshot. Murrell was too agitated to make sure if his directions were carried out or not.


Teach’s behavior was a criminal act, but there was no other option. He’d tried to reason with the captain, but Murrell wouldn’t heed anyone’s advice. Murrell had made enemies of almost everyone on board the Deliverance, and very few would think to speak against Teach. They seemed to understand that now was not the time to switch direction or lower half of the sails. Teach intended to meet the other ships head-on and not show any signs of weakness or vulnerability.


“What do you make of the ships?” John asked, standing at Teach’s side as Teach viewed the approaching vessels through a spyglass.


“The smaller one has eight cannons, all of them six pounders. I count twelve cannons on the larger one.”


John whistled beneath his breath. “They’ve come looking for a fight.”


Teach lowered the spyglass and attached it to his belt. From a distance he could see men scurrying back and forth across the decks of the two approaching ships. Unconsciously, he reached for the thin leather cords hanging around his neck. They were attached to a small leather pouch containing the ring he’d intended to give to Anne. Teach kept it with him at all times, often toying with the twine. “We can’t outmaneuver them; they’re too small. But they won’t try to sink us. They want our cargo.”


“They might not want to sink us, but I’ll wager they’d be only too happy to take out some of our crew.”


“We’ll have to do our best to stop them, then, won’t we?”


Jack Thurston approached, his expression harried. “Teach, we need you belowdecks.”


Teach frowned. Jack never called him Teach. He’d given Teach the nickname Blackbeard when he first boarded the Deliverance. “What’s wrong?”


“Murrell is trying to send our cannons to the bottom of the sea.”


Turning, Teach rushed to the stairs that led below. He found the captain along with Peter and another of his loyal sailors crouched on the gun deck. Murrell gestured wildly to the cannons. “I want them gone! All of them! Everything that isn’t strapped down needs to go!”


The two men moved to follow the captain’s instructions, but Teach snapped his fingers and sent Jack Thurston and another sailor to bar their way. “Captain! It’s too late to get rid of our guns and supplies. We can’t outrun them!” Teach insisted for what seemed like the hundredth time, the blood pounding in his head. From his vantage point on the stairs between the top and the gun deck, he took in the worried looks of the crew. It was clear to most of them that Murrell was close to collapsing beneath the stress of the impending battle. The two ships were practically upon them, their decks swarming with men.


“We’re a merchantman! We have no need for so many cannons!” Murrell shrieked, looking worriedly out the port side.


“We’ll need them to fight!”


“I’ll raise the white flag! I can negotiate with them.”


“If you surrender, we’re dead. There’s no guarantee any of us will live.”


Murrell whirled, pointing an accusing finger at Teach. “You tricked me into this! This is your fault!”


It took all of Teach’s self-control not to slam the man into the wall. “You said to ready the ship for battle!”


“Because you told me we couldn’t outrun them!” Murrell shouted back.


“We can’t! Throwing the cannons and cargo overboard would only have delayed the inevitable and left us defenseless!”


“Mutiny! This is mutiny! I’ll have your head for this! See if I don’t!”


The telltale shot of a cannon in the distance prevented any response. It was accompanied a few seconds later by a resounding splash next to the hull of the Deliverance.


It was only a warning shot. The next one would not miss.


“Captain! Captain Murrell, what are your orders, sir?” Peter asked.


All eyes turned to the captain.


Teach clenched the railing, convinced it would splinter beneath his grip.


“Raise the flag. We’re going to surrender,” Murrell said.


“No!” Teach bounded down the rest of the stairs and shoved his way past the captain.


Peter grabbed Teach by the arms to restrain him, but Jack Thurston threw a punch, catching Peter squarely in the jaw. In the cramped space, Peter fell into Murrell and the two tumbled to the floor.


Nobody moved to help them as they struggled to their feet.


Murrell pulled his pistol and pointed it at Teach, his hand shaking like a leaf in the wind. He motioned to the nearest gunners. “Take him. Lock him in the hold.”


The air was thick, the low beams of the upper deck pressing down on them. The two men hesitated. Peter was the only one to attempt to restrain Teach, but Teach easily shook him off, while Jack drew his own pistol, pointing it at Peter.


The hammer of Teach’s pulse caused his head to hurt. He knew what disobeying Murrell would cost them. They would be tried and executed for mutiny.


“Captain, please. Trust me. I know what to do. We can come out of this alive.”


Murrell stood there with his mouth gaping. He looked out through the gun ports, at the two ships, close enough now that they could see the men preparing their muskets. His eyes drifted over the gun crews before him, the cannons secured with thick ropes as the men of the Deliverance waited for their orders. Finally, he met Teach’s piercing gaze with a vacant look of his own, and shook his head. “We’re all doomed,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. He stumbled toward the stairs, with Peter close on his heels.


Not waiting to see where he went, Teach turned to the gunners, crouching low in the dimly lit space. Adrenaline coursed through his veins. “As soon as they come broadside, fire on the upward roll. They don’t expect us to fight. The only chance we have is to take out their rigging and canvas and make our escape.”


The men nodded, their bodies tensed as they waited for the first true shot to be fired. It didn’t take long. The Deliverance shuddered as two cannonballs crashed into her hull. Teach’s heart leaped in his chest, but he knew that his father had prepared for this and had purposefully reinforced the ship’s structure. Teach didn’t wait for the others to take another shot.


“Fire!” he yelled as the Deliverance rode up on the swell. The gunners jumped, touching their sizzling torches to the fuses.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Teach’s teeth shook with the impact as cannons went off in quick succession. He nearly choked on the thick smoke encircling his head. The deafening sound left his ears ringing as smoldering scraps of soft cloth drifted upward.


He did not see the flight of the balls, but in a matter of seconds, a hole appeared in the middle of the topsail of the closest ship. Another ball hit the bower anchor with an echoing clang.


From behind the safety of the cannon, Teach waited while the sponger cleaned out any powder char or burning cloth left behind before he loaded more powder into it. Working together, the gun crews prepared their cannons, ramming the wad in before rolling the balls home.


“Fire!” Teach yelled once more. The cannons responded with another round of resounding booms. This time Teach heard the shouts and screams of men as the balls ripped through the other ships. He hoped they’d disabled more of their sails.


Musket fire exploded from the other vessels as their big guns ceased. If the Deliverance didn’t get away soon, their attackers would send them all to the ocean floor.


“I want you to continue firing. Don’t stop! As soon as you have the cannons loaded, send them off!” Teach cried out.


Grabbing a musket from a nearby barrel, Teach raced up the stairs to check on the men stationed on the top deck of the Deliverance. With a practiced eye he saw that thus far, none of the riggings had been damaged.


Something soared passed Teach’s ear, and splinters of wood flew through the air. Diving behind a crate, he took a second to secure a target and fired. One of the men from the other ships fell over the railing into the ocean below. Another sailor quickly took his place as someone handed him a loaded musket.


Teach heard an agonized cry. He turned in time to see Murrell drop, clutching his neck as blood gushed over his hands and arms. Peter was at his side in an instant, his usually emotionless face contorted with shock.


Scrambling toward the captain, Teach did his best to try to stanch the flow, but it was no use. Murrell was losing too much blood.


Peter grabbed the nearest musket and reloaded it. Taking aim, he downed one of the nearest assailants.


After a few more seconds, the Deliverance sailed clear of one of the ships. The smoke lay heavy, but Teach could see where the stern and quarter had suffered on the other vessel. A quick glance off the starboard side showed that the smaller ship still sailed on a parallel course with the Deliverance, so Teach called for the cannons once more. John raced past him and down the stairs to do his bidding.


The entire time, Murrell clutched Teach’s wrist, gurgling noises emitting from his throat, his eyes pleading with Teach to do something. But Teach could do nothing more than stay with him and watch the life slowly ebb from the older man’s face. Peter was like a man possessed, loading and firing without hesitation, and shooting at anything that moved on the other ship.


The battle raged on around them and each vessel hammered the other with a continuous din. Murrell’s grip loosened until his hand finally fell to the deck. As much as Teach had disliked the man, he had not wished for him to meet such a grisly end.


The sound of men shouting and the incessant cracking of muskets propelled Teach forward. He picked up another musket, reloading it with an expert hand. Sweat poured down his back and his blood hammered in his ears as he watched the small ship reel beneath the impact of three cannonballs. One went through her mizzen topsail, the other two crashed through the deck. Surely she could no longer give chase, Teach thought.


The men surrounding him gave a cheerful shout as the Deliverance hauled her wind. In a matter of minutes, she was free, benefiting from the favor of the breeze and sailing once more toward her intended destination.


Taking a deep breath, Teach sat back. The acrid smell of smoke choked the air. That had been close. Too close. Once again, Teach hoped that Anne’s crossing had been easier than his. The thought of her experiencing a battle left him cold, despite the heat of the day.


“Teach,” John called as he ran up the stairs, stopping when he saw Murrell’s body.


Peter stared down at the captain’s lifeless form, the telltale glint of tears in his eyes.


John crossed himself and muttered a prayer, before meeting Teach’s gaze. “The gunners are all accounted for. We cut up the ships’ rigging and ruined their looks. That’s the last we’ll see of them.”


Wiping his brow with the back of his hand, Teach nodded at John. “See to the wounded. And tell the men to start patching the sails and repairing the hull.”


“Aye, Captain.”


Teach turned to Peter. “Help me take care of him.”


“Aye, Captain,” Peter said, his voice bitter.


Ignoring Peter’s resentment, Teach sent him off to fetch a hammock. Once he returned, the two of them wrapped Murrell’s body in it with a cannonball, and Peter quickly sewed it shut. He didn’t bother with the stitch through Murrell’s nose. The dead man’s skin had already taken on a chalky hue. Several members of the crew stopped what they were doing to watch as Teach and Peter hoisted the body in the air before tossing it into the waves. As Murrell sank below the surface of the turquoise waters, there was almost a collective sigh of relief. The tyrant was gone.


About to turn away, Teach hesitated when Peter spoke.


“He wasn’t always like that,” Peter said, his voice soft. He continued to stare at the water, his eyes unblinking. “When I first saw him, he was a gunner on a naval ship. A press-gang caught me unawares in an alley of London. I was only eleven at the time and they turned me into a bloody powder monkey.”


Teach knew about the navy’s practice of using small youth, chosen for their speed and height, to ferry gunpowder from the ship’s hold to the artillery. It was a dangerous job. In inexperienced hands, the powder could often start fires or cause explosions, especially during a battle at sea.


“I tried to run away, but they caught me. And beat me. My fingers were broken and bruised. Murrell taught me how to carry the powder from the hold to the cannons without dropping it. He told me I had to be strong. Not to let them see any weakness.”


An image of young Matthew tied to the mast flashed before Teach’s eyes. “There are other ways to show strength. Kindness is not a flaw. Neither is mercy.”


Peter’s lips twisted as he finally met Teach’s gaze. “Where will those emotions get you? People take advantage of you. They don’t respect you, neither. Remember who was captain of this ship.”


Teach knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he couldn’t stand to see Peter looking so superior. “Where is your captain now?” Teach asked before striding away, silently cursing his own reckless words. It was possible that once they reached shore, Peter would accuse Teach of mutiny. It would be Peter’s word against that of the crew, but the danger was still there.


Knowing how the others felt about Murrell and Peter, Teach doubted anyone would corroborate Peter’s claim. But would the authorities believe him?


Once again, Teach reached for the cords around his neck, working the thin leather between his fingers.


Even in death, Murrell still posed a threat. What had made the older man become so cold and brutal? What kind of a legacy was fear to leave behind? Not one that Teach wanted for himself. He never wanted people to dread him or the sound of his name so much that the only emotion they felt at his death was relief.


What Teach wanted most in life was to find Anne and build a quiet life together somewhere, away from the rest of the world. Only then would he truly be happy.


Only then would he truly be free.







CHAPTER 5





Anne


The port of Nassau assaulted the senses. The azure sky overhead was a darker mirror of the aquamarine waters below. It was like viewing the world through a green glass, with everything more alive and vibrant than the gray-washed landscape of Bristol. Fish of various sizes swam with the current of the Providence, breaking the crystalline surface as it reached the port.


Anne walked with unsteady legs as she took her first steps on land in more than a month, the dock seeming to roll beneath her feet. The briny scent in the air was familiar and yet somehow different, richer. The breeze bathed the waterfront with a mixture of fragrances from spices and oils, combating the putrid smells of wet canvas and rotting fish.


Countless boats dotted the harbor—longboats and barges from Europe’s northern coasts anchored beside cutters, frigates, and men-of-war from Asia and Africa. Vessels from every corner of the earth swayed with the calming waves. Shouts and cries in different languages rang through the air as figures scrambled across the rigging and decks, loading and unloading merchandise as well as passengers. Warehouses lining the wharves opened their arms to receive cargo.
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