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This is a story for anybody who aspires to become something better than they are. Virtue isn’t its own reward, like the platitude would have you believe, its rewards are in what occurs because of it, and it seldom fails. Now the preachy bit is over, enjoy this novel.
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Chapter 1: Skipford
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TOURIST PAMPHLETS IN the Skipford General Store declared, “The church proudly stands on the western edge of the village, looking out upon the Westerton School for Young Ladies and the Upton Knoll Lighthouse.” 

Silas Engelton smiled at the preposterous description. Yes, you could see the church from both the school and the lighthouse, but only because it was built on a bare hill. As for ‘standing proudly’, well first of all it was a place where humility was meant to be taught and second, it was tiny! More than enough for the needs of the village, but still tiny. 

“Get you something?” Almyra Fleming smiled at Silas from behind the old wooden counter. She had dark hair, an enchanting smile and an unhealthy fascination with the handsome rector of the Westerton School for Young Ladies. Since she’d graduated, her desire was no longer forbidden.

For Silas, the handsome rector of the Westerton School for Young Ladies, it was uncomfortable.

“I want some folders and pads, thank you, Almyra,” Silas said. 

“Writing something new?” she asked.

“Yes,” Silas said. “Lessons for next year.”

“Don’t you still teach history?” Almyra asked.

“You know I do,” Silas answered.

“Then why do you need new lessons? I mean, history doesn’t change, does it?”

“No,” Silas said. “History doesn’t, but the curriculum does.”

“That’s good,” Almyra said. “I’d hate to think all your good work two years ago was wasted.” She smiled and walked to the office, swinging her hips too obviously.

Silas directed his attention to the bags of flour. He’d been rector of the school these past five years. Well, really the principal, since a rector should also be a priest. Since the diocese of Westerton couldn’t find a priest willing to take the position, they settled for a secular candidate without giving the job a secular title. Almyra was one of the girls he’d taught. She had a crush on him then. Nothing had changed.

She returned with a small pile of foolscap sized folders and quarto sized exercise books.

“It’s what we got,” she said.

“It’ll have to do,” Silas smiled. “Let me look.” He started rifling through the folders.

“You going to be coming to the dance Friday night?” Almyra asked.

“I’d love to, but I’ve so much work—”

“It’s girls ask boys this time,” she smiled. “I’m asking you.”

“I’m flattered,” Silas said. “I really have to get these lessons done and I’m not sure I’ll get it done before term begins.”

“Then not coming to the dance won’t make any difference then, will it?”

“Thanks Almyra,” Silas smiled. “Maybe next one.”

“That’s only four weeks away,” she said brightly. “I’ll have a new dress by then. I’m looking forward to it.”

Silas nodded. “I’ll take these,” he said.

“On account?”

“On the school’s account.”

She wrote something in a ledger behind the counter. “You won’t forget you asked me out to the next dance?”

Silas shook his head. “I don’t think I can,” he said.

“I’ll remember you, just in case.”

“Remind,” Silas said as he took his stationary.

“What?” Almyra asked.

“Remind,” Silas said. “You won’t remember me, you’ll remind me.”

“I’ll do both,” she said as he walked out of the store. “Be careful you’re home early! There’s a horrible storm coming. Our mum’s arthritis is telling her that, and it’s almost never wrong.”

“Thanks Almyra.”
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Chapter 2: Gabriella Sheldrake
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IT WAS A COCKTAIL PARTY, that’s what it was. But it was cold, and Gabriella couldn’t breathe.

The cocktail party went late. The band played a tune Gabriella felt she should know, she should remember. Her dress pulled her deeper into the coldness as the panic of asphyxiation took hold of her consciousness.

Lightning. Everything was light followed by darkness. Oppressive darkness. Gabriella took a deep breath and everything was alright. Her shoes now off, she felt freedom in the darkness. The Ocean Venture, that was its name. It wasn’t her dress that pulled her into darkness, it was the vessel, and now she was free.

***
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THE NIGHT WASN’T DARK any more. The storm subsided as quick as it came, and now the ocean was lit by the rising sun. Mercifully, Gabriella was near land, very near land. She kicked her way through her exhaustion, allowing herself to be taken to the shore by some kindly waves. Within minutes she found herself crawling onto a sandy beach. That was when the first spasm hit her. 

It was as if her stomach needed to expel whatever it contained with such violence it didn’t care what important organ it ejected with it. All that came was sea water, and as Gabriella gasped for breath she realized it wasn’t her stomach that ejected its load, it was her lungs. She coughed and spat another gush of water, amazed her lungs would hold so much water.

“Don’t be silly!” she growled. If that much water had come from her lungs, she’d be dead. The second gush must have come from her stomach. She coughed and gushed again. This time the water was mixed with bile. Gasping for breath, she tried to stand. She couldn’t, so she crawled away from the ocean. If she collapsed, she didn’t want the tide taking her unconscious body out to sea where she would drown for real.

She coughed again, spitting more salty water onto the sand. Her chest hurt; her stomach muscles hurt and her head hurt. She glanced at the dress she’d worn to the party. It was ruined, but it covered her decently enough. It was also wet and cold, like her.

She turned to look along the beach. She couldn’t be the only survivor, there were hundreds on the... on the what? Memories seemed to drift away... she wasn’t on a cocktail party; the cocktail party was on something. It was a... why was it light? Had it been so long?

She coughed again, this time a little blood came with the water. It scared her.

There was no debris along the shoreline, no evidence of anything other than seaweed and waves. No evidence of other survivors, but survivors of what?

There was a light house about a mile away, behind it was a church and a little behind that there was the faint glow of lights, perhaps a town, or a village. Gabriella didn’t know where she was, but she knew she was cold and in need of help. She started to crawl toward the lights, and vomited again. This time she took an even deeper breath. It gave strength to her aching limbs. She stood and stumbled toward the lights.

***
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IT TOOK AN AGE BEFORE Gabriella reached the outskirts of the village. The sun wasn’t rising, it was setting and had set before Gabriella reached the first cottage. She’d been coughing most of the way, occasionally spitting a more water and mucus. Although the worst of the cough had subsided, her chest hurt. Also, she’d peed on the way. It was a surprise. She was walking and then she peed. It had no smell which was a small mercy. If it had, she’d have been forced to return to the water to wash it off. 

Soon after that thought, it rained. And not politely, it was a violent torrent. Gabriella coughed again. She was just starting to dry.

She looked up and opened her mouth. The rain on her tongue made aware of her thirst. She shook her head. With all this water, she was thirsty. Damn thirsty. She almost never swore, even silently, inside her head where no one could hear, but this time the only way she could express it was damn thirsty. 

The rain abruptly stopped.

Well, she was among people who could help her. She just needed to find someone. She looked down a street which had a light on every corner. This must have been one of the more progressive villages. The gas light on the first corner that was the first odd thing about the place she noticed. It didn’t seem to have a wick, or the wick it had was very strange. Surrounded in glass, the wick was very narrow and glowed along its entire length. She wondered what sort of oil could produce such a glow, and where it was stored. 

She coughed again. 

Maybe this was another country. Another country? 

Where was she then? Did they speak Anglese? 

Where did she come from and how did she get there?

Panic gripped her chest. She coughed again.

“You best be getting home, missy. That cough sounds mighty bad to be out at night with and what you’re wearing’s not going to keep the chill out.”

She turned. It was an old man wearing a plaid jacket and leaning on a cane.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“You had a bit to drink, have ya?”

“No, but I’m very thirsty.”

“Where you from then?”

Gabriella shook her head. “I don’t know. I washed ashore at—”

“Washed ashore?” His face became a mask of concern.

“Yes,” Gabriella said. “I need help. Could—”

“If what you’re sayin’ is the truth, then you best be getting back to where you come from. You’ll get no help from folk around her.” He strode off faster than Gabriella thought he should for his age. 

She tried to follow, but her legs wouldn’t keep up.

She spent the best part of two hours stumbling around the village, looking for assistance. Most folk looked at her dress and refused to talk. Some ran away. Finally, she couldn’t talk, she was so damn thirsty. Then she remembered. There was a church.

She could smell the salt on the breeze. It directed her toward the ocean. She stumbled along a road, past a general store, and kept stumbling along the road. Her legs, weak with exhaustion and... well, weakness, protested as she began to climb the hill to the church. Finally reaching what felt like the hill’s mighty summit, she cried. The church was closed. She sat on the path, put her head between her knees and sobbed. Perhaps it would have been better to drown.

There was another flash of lightning from goodness knows where, and clouds started covering the moon. In the resultant darkness, Gabriella saw a glow from a building near the church. In fact, it was from a building near a building that was near a lot of buildings that were near the church. 

Gabriella pushed herself onto her aching legs and started walking again. At three paces it started raining, at four paces it was raining heavily and at five paces it was torrential.
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Chapter 3: Refuge
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THE RAIN DISTURBED Silas. He needed to finish his lessons, but the torrent outside became too bothersome. There were leaks in the roof that rain this heavy found easily. He had pails ready in the kitchen to catch the streams in case the weather turned like this. His first stop was the upstairs bedrooms. As expected, water was dripping onto the foot of his bed. 

He placed a pail beneath the leak, determining to spend the night in the spare bedroom opposite it. There was no leak there. He was considering whether he should make this change of sleeping arrangement permanent when he heard banging downstairs.

Shaking his head, he went downstairs to find the unlatched shutter. Surveying the living area at the foot of the stairs, he couldn’t see which of the windows were unlatched. He’d need to check though. He couldn’t have a window being broken by a shutter he’d neglected to latch.

The banging started again, this time followed by a voice. “Hello! Can you help me please! Can someone please help me!”

He quickly went to the front door and opened it. There was a young woman wearing the remnants of an evening dress and not much else.

“By the gods,” Silas snapped. “Come inside quickly. You’ll catch your death out there.”

She stepped onto the slate tiling in the doorway and Silas closed the door against the now howling winds. Once the storm was safely latched outside, Silas turned to the young woman. She had brown hair which was contrasted by her extremely pale appearance. What struck Silas about her were her nails. They weren’t pink like they should be, they looked bleached. Her eyes were also very pale, like her irises had no colour. She was swaying and appeared to be barely standing on her own.

“Come to the kitchen,” was all Silas could think to say and he stood aside.

The woman didn’t move.

“This way,” he said. somewhat agitated. “I don’t have fire in the fireplace but I have a wood stove. You need to get warm, and I’ll need to get you some warm clothes.” He started to notice what the rags she was wearing didn’t cover.

The woman still didn’t move.

“Please.” He extended his hand.

She took it.

Her hand was cold, like it had come off ice, like fish from the village fish market. 

He led her beside the staircase and into the kitchen where he had his little table with two chairs beside a pot-bellied wood stove. He motioned for her to sit beside the stove, then put a cast iron kettle on top.

“Warm yourself here,” he said. “I’ll find something warm you can wear, something that’ll cover you a lot better than what you’re wearing. What’s your name?”

She sat and shivered.

“Of course,” Silas said. “Warm first.”

He left the kitchen and ran up the staircase. There was a linen closet at the top of the stairs, between the two rooms. He found a large towel and a flannel bath robe. It wasn’t ideal, but it’d be warm. He looked at the pail at the foot of his bed and abandoned all thought of sleeping in the other room. The storm was getting worse and he couldn’t allow his visitor to go her way at least until it had abated.

He returned to the kitchen. She was still shivering by the stove. He placed the towel around her shoulders.

“Here, dry yourself and put this robe on,” he told her. “I’ll look the other way.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Because you’re unclad.” Silas turned and looked at the wall, then thought better of it and went to the door. “I’ll wait out here until you’re dry and robed.” He closed the door.

There was movement. Silas assumed she was drying herself and putting on the robe. After what he thought was a suitable time he opened the door again. She was sitting beside the stove wearing the bathrobe, but it was open.

“Oh dear,” Silas said. “I didn’t bring something to fasten it.”

He fled back up the stairs, found a flannel sash and returned to the kitchen.

This time she was standing in front of the stove, bathrobe still open.

“Here’s something,” he said and handed her the sash, trying not to look at anything other than the walls or her face.

“What’s this for?” she asked.

“You put it through the loops on the robe and tie it closed. Here.” He took the sides of the robe and closed it. “Hold this against you,” he said as he threaded the sash through one of the loops. He put his arm about her and threaded the sash through the back loop and then the other loop. Once he had it in place he went to tie it beneath her arms. “You can let go of it now,” he said. “It should stay closed.”

She had the most pleasing smile.

When she let go of the robe, it fell open. The sash hadn’t been tied tight enough.

“Oh dear,” Silas said. He closed the robe, tied the sash and sighed his relief.

She was no longer shivering and her fingernails had taken on a normal colour. Her eyes were now blue.

“I’ll get you some tea,” Silas said and he went to check the kettle on the stove. It was empty. “I’ll get some water first.”

He found a small saucepan and took it to the sink. He pumped the small lever over it a few times until water started flowing. Two more pumps and there was enough water. He took it to the kettle and poured it in, causing a hiss as the cold water struck the hot iron.

“I always do this,” Silas said, trying to sound natural. “I hate it when I do because the kettle becomes too hot. I’m sure I’ll burn the wood off its handle one day.”

The woman only coughed.

He went to one of the cupboards and returned with a small handful of tea leaves. 

“This makes a nice brew,” he said as he tossed the dried leaves into the kettle. “I don’t know where the general store gets them from, but it’s nice. Or at least, I like it.”

“My name is Gabriella,” the woman said.

Silas looked at her and smiled. “I’m Silas,” he said.

She flashed that pleasing smile again. “You might have saved my life.”

Silas nodded, remembering her state when she arrived. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Thirsty,” she answered. “Very thirsty.” She coughed again.

“Well we’ll do that too.” He found the lid for the kettle then went to the pantry to look for food.

***
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DINNER FOR GABRIELLA consisted of cheese with dried crackers, six cups of water and a cup of warm tea. Silas didn’t think he’d ever seen someone drink as much water in one sitting as Gabriella had at that one meal. 

“What happened to you?” Silas asked once she’d eaten.

Gabriella shook her head. “I don’t remember much,” she said. “There was a cocktail party on the ship, at least I think it was a ship, and then we hit a storm.”

“It must have sunk,” Silas said. “Was it near here?”

“Where is here?” 

“Skipford,” Silas told her.

“What country is that?”

“It’s not a country. It’s the name of the village. The country is Westerton.”

“One of the Eastern Isles?”

“No, we’re west. The Eastern Isles are much further west, across the ocean. Was your ship heading east?” Silas asked.

“Must have done,” Gabriella said.

“What was it called?” he asked. “I’ll need to call the coast guard or someone. If you survived, there could be others.”

“I didn’t see anyone else,” Gabriella said. “I didn’t see anything from a ship or anything at all.”

“Still, I have to alert the authorities.”

“And what will they do? Nobody else in the village was willing to help me.”

“How do you know? Did they say why?” Silas asked.

“Something about not wanting them from the sea. One old man even told me I should go back to the ocean and drown myself.”

“Damn stupid superstitions,” Silas snapped. “It’s not even bloody winter.”

“I beg your pardon?” Gabriella coughed.

“Nothing,” Silas said. “I’m going to prepare a bed for you to lay down in. I’ll have something decent for you to sleep in. There’ll be talk, but I can’t have you wandering around the village like that. My room will be across the hall. I’ll give you a key so you can lock your room. Not that there’s anything to fear from me. It’s for your own piece of mind. I’ll go to speak with the local constabulary and be back as soon as I can. And I’ll get you a doctor tomorrow.” Silas sipped his tea. It was hot, so he went to get some cold water.

“Why?” Gabriella asked.

“Because that cough of yours sounds awful. It could be the beginning of something terrible, water on the lungs or the likes.”

“I meant, why help me?” she asked. “Everybody else in the town shunned me.”

“The lord of this church taught that we should help the afflicted,” Silas gulped his now cool tea. “You look very afflicted,” he smiled.

She answered with a small sad smile.

“Drink up,” Silas said. “There’s no hurry just yet. It’ll take me a little time to prepare your room. It sounds like the storm has abated somewhat so I’ll show you how to get to the privy once your room is ready and you’re warmly dressed.”

Without waiting for a reply, he shot up the stairs to prepare the room and find something warm for her to wear.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: Jeremiah Parkes
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THE STORM WAS FINISHED when Jeremiah Parkes pulled himself onto shore. It was dark, the fault of the clouds. He wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t a full moon. 

Jeremiah pushed himself to his feet but a spasm in his gut caused him to double over and fall. He vomited so hard his stomach hurt, spewing sea water onto the sand. While he gasped for breath another spasm caused another rush of sea water, this time from his lungs. He drew a deep breath and started coughing. He pulled himself into a foetal position to choke a mix of water and mucus onto his face and the sand in front of him. Once the coughing abated a third spasm pulled his body into a tighter curl, but this time nothing would come.

He took a deep breath and regained his feet. He looked at his pale calico trousers and canvas shirt and decided a quick wash in the ocean would be a good idea. They would dry, but he didn’t want them to dry with bile on them. He could also wash his face and remove much of the sand that clung to him. Once he was sure his body wouldn’t attempt to vomit any more sea water, he rinsed in the ocean and returned to the shore to look around. 

There wasn’t a lot to see, certainly nothing familiar. A light to his right looked like it might have been a light house. 

The Ocean Venture, that’s right. He remembered what had happened, and what he was here for. The light was probably the light house. If he was to find anybody else, it’d be near there. Even if they’d been washed farther away, they’d see the light and move toward it.

He looked about. No debris. It was silly to expect some.

He took a deep breath. It resulted in another coughing fit. A minor one this time. He’d need someplace to get warm, or at least dry. An illness would be inconvenient. 

He had to return her to where she belonged. Nothing should be more important than that. The current that took her was strong and she was probably hurt, or if not hurt, afraid. Promises had been made. 

He shook his head. It wasn’t the time to think about anything other than his immediate needs.

He started toward the light.

***
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THE STONY BEACH LOOKED almost familiar, like somewhere you’ve seen many pictures of but never visited. Jeremiah fancied he was on one of the islands east of the mainland once familiar to him, but then the trees looked different, and sparse. When was the last time he’d been there? He’d need to find someone to tell him and he’d need to ask carefully. If the currents took them east, then this could be a dangerous place.

A lighthouse wouldn’t be the place to go. If there were any who would to be superstitious about him, it’d be fishermen and lighthouse keepers. They were most familiar with the unpredictable power of the sea and so had the most stories and rituals to give them a measure of perceived control. It was completely irrational and deep down even they knew it. 

He needed water, fresh, un-salty water. Food could wait, but water couldn’t. He’d likely die if he didn’t drink soon. If there was a lighthouse there should be a town or a village or at least a collective. 

He looked about again, this time scanning the darkness for... there it was. A glow of unnatural lights. A settlement of some kind. He started toward it.

There was another downpour on the way. Although uncomfortable, it was convenient. It rinsed the seawater from him and gave him an excuse for being wet. He was thoroughly soddened when he reached the little village which, according to the signs, was named Skipford. It was a relief to see the signs were written in Anglese, one of the languages he spoke. It would make it that much easier to find help.

What made it hard to find help was the fact that the streets were empty and the cottages were dark, except for one cottage. It was a small, two-storey, stone building and it had a faint glow in a downstairs window. 

The thought of drinking fresh water pushed Jeremiah toward that cottage. He strode through the front gate, along a bulb-flanked path to the old wooden door and rapped with a purpose inappropriate for the time of night.

“I’m coming!” came a woman’s voice from within with an accent Jeremiah didn’t recognise. It was some seconds before the door opened and Jeremiah could join a face to the voice. “So, what are you after?” She was tall and slim, not much older than thirty, with light brown hair, dark blue eyes and a fiery demeanour. She wore a man’s overcoat some sizes too big for her over what must have been a pale pink night shirt that hung just below her knees.

“Dear lady, I pray you forgive this intrusion but I found myself separated from my companions some miles back and have been walking a dreadfully long time.”

“Separated where?”

Jeremiah pointed the way he came.

“From the sea? Is that why you’re so wet?”

“No.” Jeremiah shook his head and chuckled. “Only a madman would swim in this weather, and if I was mad enough to swim I wouldn’t do it in my day-clothes.”

She crossed her arms. “You said it yourself, you’d be a madman if you were swimming. So tell me, if you were mad enough to swim, why wouldn’t you be mad enough to swim in your day clothes?”

Jeremiah smiled at her. “I hardly know you but already I know you must be quite a handful.”

“It’s what my husband says. Now what’re you here for?”

“A small thing,” Jeremiah said. “I’ve been walking for some time and I’m parched. Can you spare a stranger a glass of water?”

She sucked her top lip before nodding. “Wait here,” she said, went inside and closed the door. 

While he waited, Jeremiah looked about the garden. Although he was unfamiliar with the flowers he was sure they were bulbs of some kind. They were carefully lined and, it seemed, they were selected for their colour in the overall scheme of the garden, inconsistent with a woman who’d toss a man’s coat over a pink night shirt to greet a stranger.

The door opened. This time she was wearing long, dark blue pants with a matching shirt and holding a glass of water.

“You changed remarkably quick,” Jeremiah said as he took the glass.

She was silent while he gulped it down.

“Thank you.” He handed the glass back. “Could I trouble you for a little more?”

“Just a little?” she asked. “By the way you drank that one I’d say you hadn’t had anything to drink for a long time.”

“Years.” Jeremiah smiled. “Many, many years.”

She smiled as she shook her head. “Come on in,” she said. “It’s cold out here and you’re wet.”

“Your husband?”

“He’s not far and won’t worry, he trusts me.” She stepped aside to allow Jeremiah into the cottage. “He’s a big man though, and I’m well trained
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