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Chapter 1

 

“Abigail,” her mother said, nudging her arm, “This is no time for daydreaming. Your father says that Captain Wood wants to catch the morning tide.”

Abigail jumped – she had been miles away. “Sorry, Mother.”

She had had no idea the ship would be so vast, at least to her eyes. Her heart began to beat faster as the raucous calls of the gulls wheeling overhead filled her ears, and the steep wooden sides of the Sweet Sarah loomed up in front of her, bobbing and tilting at the quayside. In spite of the resentment she still felt towards her father for uprooting all their lives, she could not help feeling excited now that their adventure was about to begin. It was the 6th of April in the year of Our Lord 1665, and their little band of pilgrims – twenty-eight men, women and children under the impassioned leadership of her father, Pastor Thomas Winters – were about to set sail from Southampton. Leaving England, leaving the security of the world they knew, because her staunchly Presbyterian father could not live under the tyranny of Charles the Second.

The Sweet Sarah was about seventy feet long from bow to stern and had three masts with square rigged sails. The crew, many of whom Abigail was secretly afraid, with their rough clothes and rougher ways, outnumbered the pilgrims by five to one. The greater part of the space below the deck was filled with a cargo of finished goods the New World settlers were crying out for. As she searched for the small cabin she would be sharing with three other women and her little sister, Faith, the thought crossed her mind that their inclusion on this voyage was very much an afterthought of Captain Wood’s, to maximise his profit.

Abigail was proud of her father’s status as one of the Ejected, the two thousand clergymen who had refused to conform to the tenets of The Book of Common Prayer in 1662.Even if it had led to this uprooting of their lives. Last year’s Conventicle Act had been the last straw for him. She remembered him ranting about it as they sat around the supper table, in the little house they had now left behind – forever, she supposed. She could hear him now…

“That devil Clarendon means to make our lives and worship impossible,” he had said, his face dark with anger. “This Conventicle Act makes it impossible for us to worship according to our consciences.”

“What does it mean for us?” her mother had asked, her voice calm and soothing, as always. 

Yet even her mother had been unable to pacify him – not that time. Abigail suspected it was no easy task to be married to her fiery father, but her mother generally knew how to manage him, how to lull him into complacency. As her father was the head of the family, her mother was their gentle guardian, to whom they all, her turbulent father included, turned with their troubles. Abigail adored her.

“What does it mean?” her father had shouted, trembling with the force of his emotion. 

Even now, months later, Abigail could feel her stomach clench as she remembered her father’s answer.

“It means that we, the Dissenting ministers, are forbidden to hold religious assemblies of more than five people outside the auspices of the Church of England. This will be the ruin of us. We have to leave. Soon.”

“Leave?” her mother had said, dismay in her voice. “How can we leave everything and everyone we know?”

Abigail had been with her mother. She had spent all of her seventeen years in that house. Tears stung her eyes as she remembered the little bedroom in the eaves, which she shared with her little sister, Faith, with its sloping walls, its two narrow beds, its built-in cupboards, the scent of honeysuckle coming in through the window on summer evenings. And he had forced them to leave it all behind. Resentment burned in her chest. Until now, she had rarely even left their little village, only visiting the nearest town, Andover, on special occasions.

“The Pilgrim Fathers managed it,” her father had snapped. “I don’t see why we shouldn’t do the same.”

“As you say, my husband,” her mother had said soothingly. “But it will take a good deal of organising.”

 

Her mother had been right. It had taken her father months to find a captain willing to take them to the New World. But now Abigail – in spite of missing home – was beginning to relish the experience. She soon became accustomed to the privations of life aboard ship, and was relaxing into the novelty of the voyage.

Once she had got her sea-legs, which had taken a couple of days, she was enjoying the thrill of being at sea, watching the endlessly changing formations of the clouds and the waves buffeting the sides of the ship, sending spray high into the air. The invigorating scent of the ocean was always in her nostrils, promising adventures to come. If only she could do something which would make a difference, when they reached the New World. She wanted more from her life than home and family.

How she wished she could take off her confining coif and let her hair blow free. But her father would have a fit. He was very strict about seemly appearance, especially for women. One of his favourite quotations from St Paul was from the eleventh chapter of the Epistle to the Corinthians, “every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head.” Abigail sighed – she knew that one off by heart. It was easier to fall in with her father’s strictures than to defy him. She hoped the New World would mellow him. What was she thinking? That would never happen.

There was only one other fly in the ointment. In the confined area of the ship, it was difficult to avoid the attentions of Matthew Sanderson. He was at least ten years older than her, a thick-set man with a brutal face. Abigail disliked and distrusted him but knew her father had plans to marry her off to him. Never, never. Even if she and Jacob had to run away together, she would not marry Matthew Sanderson. Would not.

Jacob, tall, weather-beaten, his strong hands gentle when they touched her. Jacob, with his deep brown eyes, his dark curly hair, which she loved to run her fingers through. They had been meeting in secret for nearly a year now. In spite of her father’s plans for her, she would not give Jacob up. Absolutely would not.

“You could stay here with me,” he had said, as they had walked in the wood near the village one evening the previous autumn, safe from prying eyes.

“I can’t, Jacob,” she had protested. “My mother relies on me to look after the little ones.”

“In that case, I’ll have to come with you.” 

“Would you really do that, for me?”

“Of course I would, my little love.” 

The following Sunday, he had turned up at their secret meeting place in a friendly farmer’s barn and, after attending a few meetings for worship, asked to join their band of pilgrims. Abigail had held her breath, afraid her father would reject him. And yes, Pastor Winters had been suspicious at first, but the addition to their party of a strong young man with a useful skill had been too tempting to let pass. And Jacob was clever enough to seem sincere in his protestations of faith. Her joy was complete. She could face any trial, any deprivation, as long as she had Jacob by her side.

One day, when there were no other pilgrims in sight, they leaned against the weathered rail of the ship, revelling in the uncomplicated pleasure of each other’s company. Jacob once more expressed the doubts she was beginning to share.

“Your father seems to think we will simply turn up in the New World and be accepted with open arms,” he said, his hand over hers, warm and reassuring, “but I’m not convinced it’s going to be as straightforward as that. Why should the established communities welcome us?”

The freshness of the air, together with the warmth of Jacob’s lean body next to hers, were intoxicating. Abigail didn’t want to think about future problems. “Surely they will not turn us away?” 

“No, I expect we’ll be allowed to stay, but I’m sure we will have to work for others, earn their trust, before we can set up our own place.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she sighed. “Oh, why couldn’t my father have been someone ordinary?”

“Cheer up, my dear. At least we are together.”

She kissed his cheek. “I do love you, Jacob. I’m so glad you are here with me.”

 

One evening, when they had been at sea for seven weeks, a late Spring storm blew up out of nowhere, turning sky and sea alike a dark, threatening grey. The small ship, its masts creaking, its sails bellied out, ran before it, helpless to do aught else. The waves were high and ferocious, sweeping over the deck, and Abigail fled to the comparative safety of the area belowdecks. Even here, she could hear the deep voice of Captain Wood, shouting hoarse orders to his crew. Down below, a sailor gruffly ordered them to close all the portholes, stow their belongings away and cling on to something solid. Then he swarmed back up the ladder out of sight. Sleep was impossible, so the rest of them, she, her family and the other pilgrims, huddled together, staying out of the way, sitting it out and in some cases, being violently sick. Abigail wrinkled her nose before burying it in her little brother Daniel’s hair, which smelled only of slightly grubby small boy.

“Almighty God, preserve us poor sinners. Help us to remember the words of the Psalmist, ‘Then they cry unto the Lord in their trouble, and he bringeth them out of their distresses. He maketh the storm a calm, so that the waves thereof are still. Then they are glad because they be quiet; so he bringeth them unto their desired haven.’ Let us never doubt that the Lord’s hand is over us and that we will come through this storm in safety and continue our voyage to the Promised Land. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

Her father, so strong in his faith, spreading hope and reassurance to the miserable group belowdecks. “Have faith, my friends! The Lord will protect us and bring us safely to harbour.”

“Abi, I’m hungry,” Daniel said. 

“Not now, Daniel,” she whispered. “Maybe when the storm is over.”

His small face crumpled in disappointment. 

“Wait a moment,” she said. “I think I have an apple in my pocket. Would that do?”

It was one of last year’s crop, wrinkled, but still sweet. 

The little boy beamed. “Thank you, Abi. I love you.”

She cuddled him close. “I love you too, sweetheart.”

“Holy Jesus,” her father intoned, “bring us safely through this storm. Strengthen our hearts, we pray…” 

His peroration was interrupted by a burst of lurid green, clearly visible through the portholes. No lightning Abigail had ever seen looked like that. She held her breath, wondering what fresh hell was round the corner. Then such a strange sensation – as though she was squeezing through a narrow hole, then coming out the other side. Daniel clung to her, bursting into noisy tears. What was happening?

Then the ship stopped pitching and tossing, the shriek of the wind died away.

“The Lord be praised!” her father proclaimed. “He has delivered us.”

Really? But she had the sense to keep the question to herself.

Jacob, her dear Jacob, climbed the ladder to the deck above. Moments later, he was back, excitement blazing in his handsome face.

“Come and see! We have been delivered indeed.”

They surged up the ladder and came out into… what? The sea, no longer grey, but a vibrant aquamarine, was calm, small white-capped waves rippling over its surface. Abigail looked up. The sun was shining, as though there had never been a storm.

Captain Wood strode towards them, his face pale under his seaman’s tan. “I have never seen anything like it. One minute we were being driven before the storm and I feared for our lives. Then I saw a door – a great door standing on the waves. We were swept through. And then, we were… here. It seemed like,” and he lowered his voice, “magic.”

Magic. Abigail had heard of witches and their evil powers. Surely not. And what was this about a door? A door on the waves? Impossible. She shuddered, a tremor of fear running through her.

“Hush, man. Do not speak of such things.” Her father’s voice was low and intense. Then he continued more loudly, “The good Lord has delivered us by the miracle of His grace, Captain Wood. Fear not. Let us continue our voyage unafraid. We are in His hands.”

“But… the sea! That door! I fear we are no longer on the good earth.”

“Nonsense, man! You must have imagined it. Where else could we be?” 

“I do not know. But I like it not,” the captain replied. “I will send someone aloft to see whether we are in sight of land.”

As the sky darkened, stars started to appear, pinpoints of light blazing in the blackness above them. The night air was cool on Abigail’s skin. She shivered, drawing her woollen shawl up around her shoulders. She looked in vain for the Plough, could not find any constellation she knew. As others did the same, a deep unease began to spread among them. Where were they? Where were they? Was it just that the storm had driven them far off course? She hoped so. She had heard that the stars were strange on the other side of the world. Yes, perhaps that was it.

 

Next morning, Abigail and Mercy, her best friend among the pilgrims, were in the cabin they shared with two of the other women and her little sister, plaiting each other’s hair before covering their heads with the plain linen coifs they were required to wear in public.

“Honestly, Abigail, I was so frightened,” Mercy said, her fingers gentle as she skilfully braided the thick mass of Abigail’s blonde hair, before pinning it neatly into a great coil. “That green flash – it was so strange, so sudden... And then the storm just… stopped.”

“I know,” Abigail said, “and did you hear what the captain said about a door? It seems impossible, but… did you notice the stars last night? The constellations are strange. I fear we are no longer on the way to the New World.”

“But how could that be? Surely there is no enchantment strong enough to transport us to another place?”

“Perhaps you are right,” Abigail said. “Perhaps it is only our ignorance – after all, what do we know about the stars in the New World?”

The younger girl said nothing, but continued her ministrations. Abigail could feel her fingers trembling.

When she was done, Abigail smiled at Mercy before beginning to work on her friend’s hair. The feel of Mercy’s dark hair as it slid through her fingers had an everyday normality which calmed her. Now to soothe her.

“Do not speak of this to any other,” she cautioned. “We must trust in the Lord, that He has not abandoned us.”

“Thank you, Abigail. That helps. You are so strong in your faith.”

If only she knew. But this was not the time to share her doubts, at least, not with Mercy. Not even to Jacob had she confessed the misgivings she was feeling about her faith. She was struggling with certain passages in the Holy Bible, finding it hard to believe that her loving Saviour, who had died to redeem them all, could also be so vengeful, smiting the enemies of the people of Israel. Her heart told her the holy scripture did not lie, but her mind was not at all sure she could respect the angry, vindictive God of the Old Testament. 

Each time these thoughts crossed her mind, she pushed them back down, frightened by their intensity. If she shared them with anyone, and her father got to hear of it, the best she could expect was a whipping. Her father was not the gentle, forgiving type of pastor, like Jesus, but fierce and unforgiving of any spiritual doubts.

 

For three days more, they pushed their fears to the back of their minds, having no alternative. The little ship continued on her way, afloat on the turquoise ocean. Now that the weather was calmer, Abigail spent most of her time on deck, looking after Daniel and Faith, to give her mother a rest. She was telling Faith a story, cuddling her close, when she heard a shout. Daniel.

“Abi, Abi! Come and see!” he said, his four-year-old voice full of excitement.

Where had he got to? Why had she taken her eyes off him?

To her horror, he had somehow climbed up high into the rigging and was holding on with one hand, his expression rapt.

“Faith, don’t move an inch,” she told the little girl. Then to Daniel, “Come down from there directly.”

Something in her voice made the little boy freeze. The joy on his face was replaced by fear. With an effort, Abigail stilled her trembling heart, and began to coax him down.

“Come on down, Daniel, and tell me all about it,” she said, as persuasively as she could.

“I – can’t,” he wailed.

“Of course you can, dear one,” she said, keeping her voice soft and even, although her heart was thumping in her breast. “Or, I tell you what, I’ll stand here and you can jump into my arms.”

“All right,” he said and, barely giving her time to brace herself, he let go of the rigging and leapt. She staggered as the solid weight of his body hit her, but managed to hold on to him.

“There we are,” she said, hugging him to her before putting him gently down. Thank God she had caught him – her mother would never have forgiven her if anything had happened to him. “Now, what was it you saw?”

He opened his mouth to tell her, but was interrupted by a cry from the crow’s nest. “Land!”

Everyone rushed to the ship’s rails. They had done it. They had made it to the Promised Land.

 

Getting ashore was a wet and uncomfortable business. 

Captain Wood put down anchor a couple of hundred yards out from the shoreline of a roughly oval cove with golden sands and a forest behind it. He lowered two small rowing boats to transport the pilgrims and their goods to dry land. It took many trips and several hours, and Abigail’s father stayed on board to the last to oversee the unloading, deputing the organisation of the landing to Elder Sanderson. 

By the time the sun was setting in a glorious display of yellow, orange, red and purple, the pilgrims and their stores were ashore. The men rigged a makeshift shelter for them towards the back of the cove, high above the tideline, using saplings from the nearby forest as a framework, with some rough sailcloth, purchased from the captain, thrown over it. It was basic at best, but at least they were out of the elements. Two of the men built a fire for cooking at the mouth of the shelter, and the women were bustling around, preparing a rich stew of salted meat and root vegetables. 

Abigail sighed. It had not taken long for the usual division of labour to take place. She had hoped to do something more meaningful in this new world. But maybe that would come. Captain Wood and his crew were going to share the meal with them before re-provisioning in preparation for the long voyage home.

When everyone had eaten, and the remnants of the food, together with the pewter plates, eating knives and spoons, had been cleared away, her father rose to his feet.

“Brothers and sisters! Under the good Lord’s guidance, and through the beneficence of Captain Wood and his brave sailors, we have made this voyage to the New World. Never forget that we are the fortunate ones, who can now live free of persecution. Let any who doubt this, speak now, so that they may return to England on the Sweet Sarah. There is no room for people of little faith in this community.”

His fierce blue eyes swept round the gathered pilgrims, sitting round the fire. 

No-one spoke. 

“Good. You are all strong in your faith. There will surely be trials ahead of us, but so long as we trust in the Lord, He will provide.” Then, turning to Captain Wood, “Our thanks to you, good sir. We wish you plain sailing and calm seas, on your voyage home.”

“Thank you, Pastor Winters. I will not hide that we will be glad to see England once more. We will stock up on necessaries on the morrow, then set sail for home.”


Chapter 2

 

Jacob and the other men spent the next few days building two more permanent shelters, one for themselves, the second for the women and children. Fortunately, the local trees were easy to chop down, and the pilgrims had all the tools they needed – axes, saws, two adzes, hammers and nails. Some among them had carpentry skills and shook their heads over not giving the wood time to cure. But it couldn’t be helped. 

He delighted in using his body again – he had spent too long in the past few weeks being idle. And roofs over their heads were of paramount importance, as the weather was much cooler on this side of the Atlantic. If that was where they were. He was itching to explore this new world, But Pastor Winters was adamant – shelter first, exploration second.

From his position astride the roofbeams, Jacob spotted a ship with red sails. Was it Captain Wood returning? No, it couldn’t be – the Sweet Sarah’s sails had been white.He shrugged, dismissing the question. The Sweet Sarah would be well on her way back home by now. Pastor Winters had prevailed on the sailors to stay for a couple of days to help them with the construction, but they had acquiesced with poor grace, and had left on the morning of the third day.

They had been fortunate in their choice of landing site. The deep cove of gorgeously blue water contained many fish, and Captain Wood had been happy to add to his profits by selling them one small boat, so they could have fresh fish to eat. As the men were working hard to finish building the two shelters, it fell to the women to turn them into homes, unpacking and arranging the family belongings, arranging areas to sleep, eat and come together. 

Abigail’s father was in his element, striding around at a great pace, issuing orders. Jacob was glad to be involved in the building work. Abigail and the other women had been set to making a detailed inventory of their food stores – salted meat, flour for bread, a few sacks of root vegetables and a limited supply of fresh water. It was clear they would not survive for long without relying on the land around them. Which meant they would have to make forays into the forest to hunt small game or gather fruits and nuts. Not to mention finding a source of fresh water – Captain Wood had only left them a couple of casks.

“Nobody must go alone,” Pastor Winters decreed on the morning of the sixth day. “We do not know this land and must be cautious in our exploration, although I am certain that other settlers will soon hear of our landing and come and find us.”

Really? Jacob was not so sure and knew Abigail shared his doubts. The man still believed they were in New England. They were equally sure they were not. She had told him of her belief that the flash of green at the height of the storm, the strange sensation they had both felt, had heralded their translation to a different world. But if it made Pastor Winters happy to think so, he, Jacob, was certainly not going to contradict him. The past weeks spent in close proximity to him had taught Jacob that opposition was met with anger. He shrugged, turned his attention back to what the man was saying.

“I want volunteers to make up foraging parties, four in each. You know what we need – grains, fruit, nuts and small game. And it is essential that we locate a source of fresh water. Elder Sanderson will issue each party with one firearm. The person holding it will be in charge of the party. The others must do as he says, without question, as though it were I asking them. Some will go north, the rest south.”

Murmurs of assent arose. They knew better than to cross him and in any case, Jacob could not wait to investigate this new land. He made sure he and Abigail were as far away from Matthew Sanderson as possible, so they would not be in the same group. He was as domineering as his father, and Jacob had taken a strong and instant dislike to him.

By an adroit move through the waiting people, towing Abigail after him, Jacob managed to ensure that his small party was made up of himself, Abigail, Mercy, and Richard Forster, with Richard in charge. 

He liked Richard, a tall young man a couple of years older than him, with a kind face and blue eyes, and he knew Abigail liked and trusted him. Richard was one of the less extreme members of the faith and had a keen sense of humour. 

Jacob suspected that Mercy was sweet on Richard, and that this feeling was mutual. It looked as though he was not the only one with a little dalliance in mind. He smiled. It would be so good to get away from Pastor Winters and Elder Sanderson, if only for a short time. 

As they stood waiting to be told where to go, he heard Abigail whisper to Richard, “Try to wait until Matthew Sanderson’s party has left. Then we can choose a different direction.”

Richard’s eyes widened, then he nodded. Obviously, he disliked the man too.

A few minutes later, they set off. Each carried a pack with some food, a leather water bottle, a change of clothing and a blanket. Once they were safely out of sight and earshot, Richard slowed down. He caught Abigail’s eye and grinned. “Now we’re safe for a while,” he said. “No-one telling us what to do, how to think.”

“Thank goodness,” she said. “I don’t know why I thought the voyage would change my father, because it really hasn’t. He’s the same strict and severe person he has always been, so sure of the rightness of his every action and statement.”

Jacob drew her arm through his and held her close. “Just forget about him for a few hours.” 

“Let’s take our time,” Abigail said, smiling at Mercy, “so long as we bring back enough food to satisfy the elders.” 

“And find a stream or river,” Richard said. “We mustn’t forget that.”

“I’m excited,” Jacob said. “It’s our first chance to explore this land. It’s been so hard to stay in the cove all this time.”

By this time, they were out of sight of the settlement, and walking into the depths of the wood with their foraging baskets. It was quite chilly, surprisingly so for early June, but so long as they kept moving, they were warm enough. The wood was deciduous with many broad-leaved trees. The going was soft underfoot and Jacob felt a bubble of contentment rising up in him.

“Does it feel like autumn to you?” Mercy said. “Look at the leaves. They’re turning yellow and gold and orange already.”

A small, grey squirrel scampered across the path in front of them, its cheeks bulging. It leapt up the trunk of the nearest tree with a whisk of its furry tail. 

“Yes,” Richard said, “he’s gathering nuts against the cold season just like our red ones. It seems as though the year is further advanced here.” He paused. “Wherever here is.”

“Well,” Jacob said, putting his arm around Abigail, “we’re stuck here now, so we’d better make the best of it. I just hope any people we meet are friendly.”

Richard turned, his face serious. “Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that. They might not even share our faith in God.” He shrugged. “Let’s not worry about that now. Come on, we’d better start foraging.”

Some of the trees were familiar – broad oaks, stately elms and slender birches – but others were strange to them. There were some magnificent trees with copper trunks and broad, star-shaped leaves, which none of them could identify. They moved with caution, unsure what creatures might live in this alien place. But fascinated to find out more about it, all the same.

“Look!” Abigail said, making a beeline for some bramble bushes. “Blackberries.”

Jacob laughed at her enthusiasm. The four of them picked a good number and also ate some – they were deliciously sweet.

“Let’s try and remember where these are and any other food supplies,” Richard said. “We’ll surely need to return another day.”

They also found hazelnuts and chestnuts. But no game. Pastor Winters would not be pleased. And they had found neither stream nor river, which was the most urgent need of all.

“I think we had better split up,” Richard said, “so that we can look in two directions at once.”

“But what if we are benighted?” Abigail asked. “My father would not approve of a young couple being alone with each other.”

Richard grinned at her. “What your father doesn’t know, he cannot grieve over.Mercy and I will go north, I think. Jacob, you and Abigail go south. May the Lord be with you.”

“And with you,” Abigail answered. 

With a wave of her hand, she and Jacob walked away.

 

“South it is,” Jacob said, with a smile. 

“Oh, it’s so good to be on our own again,” Abigail said, hugging him. “I’ve missed being alone with you.”

A couple of hours later, she began to lag behind.

“Jacob,” she called, as they came out of the trees into a sunlit glade, “can we rest here awhile? My back’s aching from carrying the pack and my feet are sore. I hadn’t realised how unfit I’ve become after the long weeks at sea.”

Jacob glanced around. He felt fine himself, but it made a pleasant change to catch sight of a patch of blue sky.

“Surely,” he said. “Let’s sit over there, with our backs against that tree.” He pointed to a giant of a tree, the kind they had seen earlier, its beautiful copper trunk rising into the canopy above. 

She shrugged off her pack and sat down between two tree roots on the soft moss. Jacob sat beside her, putting his arm around her, and she snuggled into his embrace. She had removed her coif once they were alone, and he could smell the warm, sun-kissed scent of her hair. 

As the late afternoon sunlight slanted through the trees, sitting with her in his arms, he was at peace for the first time in weeks. 

“What are you thinking about, my love?” he asked.

She smiled at him. “I was wishing that this search for water would take some time. It has been so long since we have been alone together. I am so scared of Father finding out about us.”

“Would it matter if he did? I love you and want to make you my wife.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “Oh, Jacob! That’s what I want too. But I’m afraid Father has other plans for me.”

“What other plans?” 

“He has spoken of marrying me to Elder Sanderson’s son.”

She started to cry, turning her face into his shoulder.

“Matthew Sanderson? But he must be ten years older than you.”

“Yes, he is,” she said, her voice muffled. “But that is Father’s plan.”

“That is not going to happen,” Jacob said, anger licking through his veins, gripping her tightly in his arms. Another reason to hate the man. “Even if we have to run away together, I’m not losing you, not now.”

“Oh, my love! Where would we run to in this strange land?”

“I care not. Anything would be better than seeing you with that… oaf.”

At that, her tears fell faster. “If only I could believe there was somewhere to run.”

He heard a rustling further off. “Hush! I can hear something coming through the trees.”

They hurried to their feet, shouldered their packs, and hid behind the tree they had been sitting against. Whoever or whatever it was, kept on coming. He could feel Abigail’s heart beating, hear her breath coming ragged and uneven. He took her small, cold hand in his own large, warm one, squeezing it in reassurance. Then held his breath, praying they would not be seen.

A large animal with a thick, black pelt lumbered into the clearing. It had long, sharp claws, a thick snout, tufted ears and small, wicked-looking eyes, set deeply into its skull. He guessed it was some kind of bear. Then, behind it, two miniature versions, which had to be its cubs. He squeezed Abigail’s hand in warning. Their survival depended on their stillness and silence.

The adult bear paused, raised her head and sniffed the air. Jacob held his breath, his other hand dropping to the knife at his belt. He knew it was a futile gesture – they would have little chance against such a large beast even with a firearm. And Richard had that.

Then he stooped, picked up a stone and flung it over to the opposite side of the glade. It made a satisfying crash as it landed. The bear’s head came up and she moved off in that direction, followed by her young. Jacob and Abigail stayed where they were for another few minutes, until the sound of the animals’ passage died away.

He took Abigail in his arms, hugged her close. She collapsed against him, trembling, clearly unable to believe the danger had passed.

“God was with us, my love,” he said, stroking her hair. “Let’s wait awhile, then continue with our search.”

She took a deep breath and smiled up at him.

“You’re right. And that stone was good thinking. Let’s find another route. One encounter like that is more than enough for me.”

In the early evening, as the light was fading, they found a stream. They reckoned they had come about twenty miles, no mean achievement given the terrain they had covered, mostly uneven forest floor. They were too tired to start back that night, and also afraid of losing their way in the tree-shadowed darkness. So in spite of Abigail’s misgivings about what her father would say, they ate the greater part of their remaining food, wrapped themselves in their blankets and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

 

The next morning, they explored some way upstream. Abigail could not help worrying about her father’s response to their long absence, so they turned back when the sun was yet high in the sky. The return journey to the cove was uneventful, for which she was profoundly grateful. She had had enough adventure for the time being. They dallied along the way, unwilling to bring their time alone to an end, sleeping out for a second night. By mid-afternoon of the third day, they were recognising landmarks. She would even be glad to see her irascible father again.

She was about to walk down the last hundred or so yards of path, when Jacob grabbed her arm. 

“Wait!” he said in a low, urgent tone. “Can you hear anything?”

They stood and listened. Nothing broke the stillness, except for the sound of their breathing, the distant beating of the waves on the shore, and the chirping of some birds. But at this time of day, the settlement should have been humming with activity. Her stomach clenched, her heart beat faster. 

“You stay here,” Jacob said in the same, quiet voice. “I will go ahead and look.”

Ten minutes later, he returned, his face ashen, his dark eyes full of unshed tears.

“What? What has happened?”

“The camp has been attacked. I fear… I fear there are no survivors.”

Abigail broke from his grasp and ran down the path. Then stopped dead, horrified by what she saw. 

The settlement they had left bustling with life and vigour was now a place of death, a place of slaughter. There were bodies everywhere, of men, women, and children. Of people she knew. She saw Daniel, her little Daniel, his childish body cast aside, a gaping wound in his chest, a look of terror on his face. Her mother and the other women violated and then murdered. She looked for Mercy and Richard, praying they had not yet returned. But in vain. Both were there, both dead. They were all dead. Every last one. Even her indestructible father. Flies were crawling around and over the bodies, enjoying the unexpected feast. Their arrival disturbed some carrion birds who were tearing at their flesh with their sharp beaks. The stench of so much blood and death made her feel sick to her stomach. It was beyond her worst nightmare. 

But she was awake. Her mind could not encompass the horror of it. It looked as though the menfolk had put up quite a fight – there were three strangers among the dead – but they had been no match for the killers. Then she noticed the final gory detail. Each broken corpse had a rough H with an extra line across the top cut into their foreheads. She fell to her knees, retching and weeping. Who could have done this? And why?

Jacob knelt beside her, his arm around her shoulders. “Look,” he said, pointing.

Far out to sea, she could see a ship with red sails. 

“I saw one like it before,” he said, “but thought nothing of it.”

“How could you have known? No-one could have foreseen this.”

She turned her face into his shoulder, wetting his shirt with her tears. Jacob stroked her hair, which soothed her a little, his own eyes wide with shock, tears sliding down his cheeks. 

“Come back up the path,” he said, “I’ll find somewhere safe for you to hide, then I’ll check the stores to see if I can find anything we can use. We are going to have to get away from here, find help.”

“No,” she said, the panic rising in her throat, “I want to come with you.” 

He shrugged. “Come, then.”

Most of the settlers’ stores had been ransacked or ruined. But they found one small cache of food that had escaped the raiders’ despoiling. They loaded their packs with as much as they could carry – a couple of long, flat loaves, some salted meat, half a sack of carrots and a small pot for cooking. Some clothing, set to dry on distant bushes at the edge of the settlement, had also escaped, and they gathered it all. They had no idea how long it would take to find help, and the nights were growing colder.

Abigail was shivering, from reaction not cold. “Should… should we bury them?” she asked between chattering teeth. 

Her mind was all over the place; flashes of dead and mutilated bodies, all the blood – so much blood, terror at their predicament, and a bottomless grief for all she had lost. 

Jacob frowned. “We cannot afford the time – it would take days for me to dig a grave large enough for all. How do we know the ship will not return?”

“Then what can we do? We cannot just leave them. Those horrible birds…”

Jacob stood awhile in thought. “We must carry them into the men’s dwelling and then set fire to it, once the ship is out of sight."

“But if we do not give them Christian burial, how will their souls find their way to God?”

Jacob shrugged. “When the martyrs of old were burned alive, didn’t they go straight to Heaven?”

“I suppose so. Oh, I hate this! We were doing no harm, why did they have to kill them all?”

“I don’t know. But I do know we have to get away from here, as soon as we can.”

“What about the strangers?”

Jacob’s face hardened. “We leave them. But I will search them in case they are carrying anything that will help any people we meet believe our story.”

Abigail shuddered. How could he bear to do that? But she knew he was right. Rather him than her. She hugged herself, her hands clasping both elbows, struggling to fight off the horror and sickness that were overwhelming her.

When he returned, he was carrying a small, red pouch of soft buckskin. “I found this on a leather thong around one of their necks,” he said. He opened it and drew out a red, triangular stone. “It may be a clue. Keep it safe.”

He put it back into its pouch and passed it to her. She put it in the linen pocket around the waist of her gown. 

Then Abigail set her teeth against her incipient nausea and began to help him with the gruesome job of separating the tangled bodies and carrying each one up from the beach into the men’s dwelling. By the time they were done, her back was aching fiercely. But there was more to do. They began to arrange each body in a seemly manner, each pair of hands clasped at their breasts. It was a more difficult job than she had expected, as the bodies had begun to stiffen in death. She hoped and prayed that what they were doing would be acceptable to God. She worked with tears burning in her eyes, her hands shaking, fixing each loved face in her memory. Even those she had disliked in life were sanctified for her in their deaths. 

They stopped when the sun set, washed in the sea to get rid of the blood, forced themselves to eat a quick meal and then went to sleep in the women’s dwelling, taking what comfort they could from the warmth of each other’s bodies. She woke more than once during the night, crying and shaking. Without Jacob, she was sure she would have lost her mind.

The next morning, they re-entered the men’s building to say one last farewell. Abigail said a brief prayer over them, then wiped her sore eyes. She had cried more in the past twenty-four hours than she could remember ever doing before, and her head was aching. Jacob fashioned a rough cross out of two stout branches tied with twine and thrust it deep into the earth in front of the building. 

Then, as the afternoon waned, they gathered twigs and branches from the nearby forest, more back-breaking work. But Abigail was glad to do it – concentrating on her physical aches and pains helped her to forget the horror of the cove. Once Jacob thought they had enough, they arranged it in piles around the outside of the dwelling. Then Jacob used his tinder box to set the fires. Soon, all too soon, the building was alight.

Abigail faced the flames and recited the 23rd Psalm, then prayed aloud, “Dear God, receive the souls of these your people. May they be with you in Heaven. Amen.”

Jacob echoed, “Amen,” then said, “Come, Abi. We need to go now.”

“It breaks my heart to leave them,” she said, trying to dam the insistent tears. “What are we going to do? How can we survive on our own?”

“They are known unto God,” Jacob said. “And, I don’t know, but we must leave now. That fire will be seen from afar. We need to be nowhere near it.”

They took one last look round, shouldered their packs and left the cove. From now on, they were on their own. 


Chapter 3

 

Exhausted though they were, Jacob and Abigail forced themselves to keep on walking, until they were well away from the cove, from the betraying smoke of the fired building, rising thick, greasy and black behind them. When darkness fell, they took it in turns to rest fitfully for a few hours, one of them always on the alert for pursuit, and set out again as soon as the sun rose. They reached the stream they had found before by late evening and turned west to follow it. Fortunately, the moon was nearly full, so they had a little light to see their way through the shadowy trunks of the sheltering trees. 

Once they were out of sight of the threatening coast, they relaxed a little, breathing deeply, taking in the bosky scents of the woodland around them, but still wary of encountering any wild creatures, like the bear they had seen a few days before. 

By this time, there was a distinct nip in the air – it definitely felt later in the year here. They were both stumbling with weariness, and the need to find somewhere to spend the night was becoming urgent. 

Then Abigail tripped over a hidden tree root, fell to the ground, and cried out in pain.

“Abigail, are you all right?” Jacob said, both concerned and alarmed.

“It’s my wrist. I twisted it underneath me when I fell.”

Very gently, Jacob felt along her wrist. He could tell she was in pain and would be able to go no further that night.

“I don’t think it’s broken,” he said. “Bide here a while, and I’ll find somewhere for us to lie up until morning.”

He helped her to stand, then pointed to a mossy rock. “Sit there. I won’t be long.” 

He did not like leaving her, but what else could he do? Then he spotted it, a deeper patch of darkness. On investigation, it proved to be a small cave. He entered it cautiously, knife in hand, his eyes, ears and nose alert to any hint of another living creature, but it was empty, and seemed to be uninhabited. He’d have to risk it.

He hurried back to her. “I’ve found somewhere for us to shelter. It’s not much, but at least it’s out of the weather.”

She stood up. “Thank goodness!”

The cave was small and cheerless, with rough, rocky walls, cold and damp to the touch, yet warmer than the chill night air outside. Abigail sank to the earthen floor, clearly at the end of her endurance. He’d better do something, fast.

He rummaged in his pack. “I’m going to start a fire at the mouth of the cave,” he said, bringing out tinder box and flint. “We need warmth and something hot to eat. There are twigs aplenty round here.”

“But what if somebody sees it?”

“I think it’s worth the risk. We’re both tired and cold and hungry
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