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DISCLAIMER

Bound by Silk & Salt Water is a work of fiction. All characters, events, organizations, ships, conversations, and incidents portrayed in this novel are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, actual events, or historical incidents beyond the general historical setting is entirely coincidental.

While this story is set during the late seventeenth century and references real nations, monarchs, trade routes, and historical tensions, the plot, characters, relationships, ships, and events have been created for entertainment purposes and should not be interpreted as historical fact.

The author has taken creative liberties with historical timelines, customs, political relationships, naval operations, and cultural interactions to serve the needs of the story.

This novel contains depictions of piracy, warfare, violence, betrayal, discrimination, and other themes reflective of the harsh realities and prejudices of the era in which it is set. These depictions are presented solely in the context of the narrative and do not represent the views or beliefs of the author.

The romantic relationships portrayed in this work are fictional and are intended to explore themes of love, loyalty, sacrifice, identity, and personal freedom.

No endorsement of criminal activity, violence, or unlawful conduct is intended or implied.

Copyright © Jerrimiah Stonecastle.
Published by Stonecastle Publications LLC.
All Rights Reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except as permitted by applicable copyright law.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be resold, copied, or redistributed without the express written consent of the copyright holder.
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The port of Vlissingen had long ago given up pretending it was safe. A working harbor, Vlissingen smelled of pitch and brine and poverty. Tar-streaked docks. Salt-crusted rope. Gulls that screamed like the damned. Ships in every stage of repair lined the quay, their hulls groaning against the tide.

Hendrik DeWitt was not yet called the Demon. He was a shipbuilder, nothing more. His yard sat near the far end of the quay, where the North Sea rolled in thick and gray. The locals respected him, though not for wealth — he had none. They respected his hands. Those hands could coax beauty from raw wood. Warships, merchant frigates, coastal defense vessels. His hulls rode steady and cut fast.

But the British sailors did not care about craftsmanship.

They came ashore in clusters during what they called “tax collection,” a term that stretched to cover whatever they wished to take. Orange banners flew from British masts now — William of Orange had claimed England’s throne — yet Dutch ports did not feel liberated. They felt occupied.

The sailors took bread and called it duty. They took coin and called it crown privilege. They took women and called it recreation.

Locals lowered their eyes when redcoats passed.

Hendrik did not. He spoke little, but when British boots thudded down the plankways near his yard, his jaw tightened until the muscle pulsed beneath his beard.

“Keep your head down,” his wife would whisper.

Her name was Marijke.

She was small and dark-haired, with hands that smelled of flour and lavender. She sang while mending nets. She sang while brushing their daughter’s hair. She sang even when the cannons thundered offshore during British demonstrations of power — as if to prove that music could exist alongside menace.

Their daughter was Katarina. She was five years old.

She believed ships were alive. She believed the sea listened. She loved watching her father carve figureheads, standing on a wooden crate to see over his workbench, asking questions he patiently answered even when she did not yet understand the answers.

* * *
[image: ]


THE DAY IT HAPPENED, the tide was high. Hendrik had sailed at dawn to test a newly built warship commissioned by a coastal defense guild. He kissed Marijke once on the cheek and lifted Katarina into the air.

“Guard the yard,” he told her solemnly.

She nodded as though given command of an empire.

By midday, the harbor had grown loud. British sailors poured ashore in numbers that turned heads. They were shouting, laughing, already drunk. A crate overturned near the market. A fishmonger protested and was struck down. A seamstress screamed as bolts of cloth were torn from her stall.

Katarina watched from the doorway of their small home beside the yard.

Marijke pulled her inside. The hand on her shoulder was not gentle in the usual way — it was urgent, almost rough. The door closed. The latch dropped.

“Under the bed,” her mother whispered. “Now.”

Katarina had never heard that tone before. Not play. Not fear. Something in between. Something worse.

She dropped to her belly and slid beneath the wooden frame.

Boots hit the threshold before Marijke could reach the door. The wood splintered inward.

From beneath the bed, Katarina saw only fragments.

Red wool. Mud on boots. Her mother’s hand reaching toward something — toward her, she would later realize, though at the time she understood nothing except that the hand stretched in her direction and then was not stretching anymore.

A glass bottle shattered. Laughter. The sharp smell of ale. A scream cut short before it could become what it wanted to become.

The room tilted sideways in Katarina’s mind.

She pressed her small hands against her mouth so hard her teeth cut into her palms. She did not make a sound. She did not know if that was courage or terror. It did not matter. The result was the same: silence.

Something fell into her field of vision. A hand. Still. Then dragged away across the floorboards, leaving a wet smear.

Boots shifted. Coins scattered. A sailor laughed and said something she could not parse.

One of them knelt to look under the bed.

Katarina squeezed her eyes shut. She saw the inside of her own eyelids, red and pulsing. She waited to feel fingers close around her ankle. She waited to be pulled out into the light.

A voice above the kneeling man barked something impatient. The man rose.

Then they were gone.

The door hung crooked on its frame. Dust floated in the thin afternoon light. The harbor outside resumed its noise — gulls, voices, the creak of ropes — as if nothing had happened. As if women were currency. As if grief were a tax.

Katarina did not move.

She counted her heartbeats. She counted to one hundred. She counted again. She did not know how long she lay there, only that the light through the window shifted from gold to amber before she finally crawled out. Her knees trembled so violently she thought the floor would open.

She found her mother.

Marijke lay among splintered wood and spilled flour. The song she had been humming that morning — a nonsense rhyme about a fisherman’s daughter — was gone from the room. Her skirts were torn and her breasts were exposed. Her face was turned toward the wall. The floor beneath her was dark and wet.

Katarina did not understand everything she saw. Five years old does not understand assault, does not understand violation, does not understand why a body that sang and baked bread and braided hair now lay still and wrong.

But she understood enough.

She knelt beside her mother and placed her small hand on Marijke’s cheek. The skin was already cooling.

She did not cry. She did not scream. She simply stayed there, her hand on her mother’s face, as the afternoon drained into evening.

* * *
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HENDRIK RETURNED AT dusk.

The sky burned copper over the North Sea. He knew before he reached the yard — knew by the silence, by the neighbors who would not meet his eyes, by the way the air itself seemed to hold its breath.

The door hung broken. The threshold held blood.

He did not shout. He did not weep at first. 

He stepped inside and found Marijke where Katarina still knelt beside her, the child’s small shadow stretching across the floor in the dying light.

Hendrik knelt on the other side of his wife’s body. He touched her hair as though she might wake. His hand trembled. His breath came in a long, ragged exhale that seemed to pull something loose from his chest.

Then the sound came. Not a sob. Not a scream. 

Something lower, something animal — a grief that had no name because no name could hold it. He pressed his forehead to the floorboards beside Marijke’s shoulder. His shoulders shook. The harbor wind moved through the broken doorway like a witness.

And then a small sound behind him.

Wood creaked. Not the door — Katarina shifting her weight.

Hendrik turned slowly.

His daughter stared at him. Her face was pale, her eyes far too old for five. Her hands were still folded against her mouth, though she had not made a sound in hours. He saw the blood on her palms where her teeth had cut.

He rose, crossed the small room, and knelt before her.

She did not cry. She did not speak. She simply stared at the drying blood on the floorboards, at her mother’s still hand, at the broken door, at everything that had been taken.

Hendrik gathered her into his arms. Her body was rigid. Unyielding. She did not clutch him. She did not bury her face in his neck. She sat inside his embrace like a small statue carved from something harder than stone.

The grief that consumed him was tidal, a flood that would drown any other man. But what he saw in his daughter’s eyes was not grief.

It was memory.

And memory, he would come to understand, does not forgive.

* * *
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OUTSIDE, A BRITISH warship fired a ceremonial cannon salute across the water. The sound rolled over Vlissingen like thunder approving of what had been done.

Hendrik DeWitt closed his eyes.

Something inside him changed that night — something that would grow teeth and learn to hunt.

And something inside five-year-old Katarina broke. But breaking, for her, would not mean weakness. It would mean sharp edges. It would mean silence where other children screamed. It would mean, in time, a ship with black sails trimmed in crimson.

The widow was not yet widowed.

But the sea was already listening.
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The harbor no longer welcomed him. In the days after Marijke’s burial, Hendrik DeWitt walked the docks like a man already half-drowned. The townsfolk spoke softly when he passed. Some pressed food into his hands. Others simply nodded, as if acknowledging that something irreversible had occurred — not only in his home, but in the fragile balance between the port and the red-coated men who claimed authority over it.

Katarina did not cry at the funeral.

She stood beside her father in a plain wool dress, her small fingers clenched so tightly around his coat that her knuckles blanched white. The priest spoke of heaven and justice. Hendrik heard none of it. He watched instead the British warship anchored just beyond the harbor mouth, its flag snapping proudly in the wind.

He memorized it. 

That night, he burned his shipyard ledger. The flames consumed years of contracts and debts. Smoke coiled toward the rafters as Katarina watched from the doorway, her face expressionless.

“They took what was mine,” Hendrik said quietly, not to her but to the fire. “Now I take.”

Within a fortnight, he sold what he could not carry and quietly dismantled what remained. A half-finished hull meant for a merchant guild was refitted under darkness — reinforced, hardened, armed. The work was done in whispers, by men who knew how to keep secrets.

Men began to seek him out. Dockworkers who had lost brothers to British impressment. Fishermen whose daughters no longer walked alone. A blacksmith who had watched his forge “taxed” into ruin. Hendrik did not speak of revenge. He spoke of balance.

“You take from those who take from you,” he told them. “And you leave the poor to breathe.”

They believed him.

Katarina watched as men became crew. She watched as her father’s grief calcified into command. He moved differently now — not faster, but with a weight behind each motion, as if the world had become something to push against rather than move through.

On the morning they left Vlissingen for the last time, Hendrik lifted her onto the deck of the refitted brigantine. It was not the grand warship he had once tested for guilds, but it was fast and lean, built for pursuit and escape.

“What is her name?” Katarina asked.

Hendrik studied the vessel’s dark hull. 

“Retribution.”

The word tasted like iron.

They sailed before dawn.

* * *
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THE FIRST BRITISH MERCHANT vessel they encountered flew complacently through the Channel, its cargo hold swollen with textiles and silver. The crew laughed as the brigantine approached under false colors. They saw a Dutch trading vessel, nothing more.

Hendrik did not fire first. He let them see him. Let them recognize him.

Then he raised his true flag — a black field marked only with a crude red slash across its center.

The boarding was swift. Katarina watched from the quarterdeck as her father crossed the gap between ships like a storm given legs. He moved with purpose, not frenzy. His blade struck once, twice, clean and deliberate. He did not kill indiscriminately. Only officers. Only those who barked orders and wore authority like armor.

When the British captain fell to his knees, Hendrik leaned close enough that only the two of them could hear.

“You remember Vlissingen?” he asked.

The captain’s confusion answered him.

Hendrik ran him through without ceremony.

They stripped the vessel of its wealth and scuttled it. The sea swallowed the wreckage as if complicit. That night, around a quiet lantern, one of the crew muttered that the English would call him demon.

Hendrik did not correct him.

* * *
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YEARS BLURRED INTO salt and smoke.

Katarina grew beneath canvas sails and gull cries. The sea became her ceiling, the deck her floor, the horizon her only boundary. Hendrik did not coddle her. He placed a dagger in her hand before she was seven.

“Weight,” he instructed.

She practiced until her wrists ached. By nine, she could climb rigging faster than grown sailors. By ten, she could load a pistol without looking down. By eleven, she no longer flinched at the sound of cannon fire.

But some nights, when the wind shifted and the ship creaked in a particular rhythm, fragments returned. Boots. Red wool. Laughter.

She would wake gripping her blade.

Hendrik found her once on deck long past midnight, staring at the water. She did not hear him approach.

“Do you remember her voice?” he asked quietly.

Katarina nodded without turning.

“Then remember that,” he said. “Not what they did.”

But memory is not obedient. It does not ask permission before it arrives. It does not wait for invitations.

* * *
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RETRIBUTION GREW BOLDER.

British ships began to alter course at rumors of a dark vessel that struck without warning and left no officers alive. Merchants called him pirate. Admirals called him insurgent. Dockside whispers grew sharper.

DeWitt the Demon.

He carved the red slash of his flag into captured helms before sending the vessels drifting. A mark. A warning. A signature written in wood and blood.

Katarina stood beside him during each boarding. He let her watch first. Then he let her act.

Her first kill came during a skirmish off the coast of Brittany. A young British lieutenant — no older than twenty — lunged for Hendrik’s blind side, saber raised high. Katarina did not shout. She stepped forward and drove her blade beneath the man’s ribs.

The sound was wrong. Not the wet puncture she had imagined from stories. Not the clean shick of a blade sliding into practice straw. This was a dull, low thump — the sound of a fist striking a full barrel, or a door closing in a house made of meat. The blade met resistance, then gave, then found something soft that did not want to be found.

The man made a noise. Not a scream. A breath forced out through a throat that had forgotten how to shape words. It came from somewhere deeper than his mouth, somewhere that did not know it was
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