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Painter Place Saga Legend 3

BEAUREGARD PAINTER stifled a grunt as he helped the captive from yesterday’s raid into a longboat over the side of the ship. Women’s skirts were a trial to endure when stealth and speed were paramount. 

The young lady crushed her lower lip in her teeth to keep silent as the boat rocked drunkenly and threatened to plunge her into the black water of the Atlantic. Beauregard caged her in his arms for balance, then pointed to a seat. Handling the pulleys and untying thick ropes that secured the craft to the tall ship, he set them free.

Heavy clouds obscured the heavens he would have navigated by, but his pocket compass would be his guide if his instincts failed him. The full moon spied from behind the restraining clouds and outlined the shoreline he was rowing for.

A few feet away, a hopeful gaze peered at him. He checked his knit cap to be certain it still concealed his hair. Then he took the oars with calloused hands and expertly guided the longboat as it heaved upon the waves.

Beauregard felt sick with grief at not escaping with the young lady, but not because he wanted her. He was resigned to his fate as a captive, the favored servant of a pirate ship captain, and each day, each hour, could be his last on this earth. He prayed for a foreign ship to defeat the infamous Captain Axe. If Beauregard could survive and be pressed into service aboard a legitimate merchant ship, he could escape or work for passage to the Carolinas. But if a British ship captured him, his fate as a criminal was sealed in his own country.

A glance back at the shadowy frigate flagship for Captain Axe’s small pirate fleet told him he was making good time. Nevertheless, the lady’s promise that she was unafraid of water would be tried, for there was no time to deposit her on the beach. The fleet was likely on their way to join the flagship after repairing their vessels from yesterday’s attack. Supplies were low, and they would rush to the next safe harbor under full sail.

The young lady across from him gripped the wooden sides of the longboat. “Why does Captain Axe call you ‘Bounty’?”

“To remind me he’s expecting a substantial reward for me some day,” Beauregard answered grimly. “Until then, he preserves his prize and makes me serve as an accountant, physician assistant, chaplain, and eloquent ambassador. I am the only man on board who can read and make sense of ledgers for expenses for supplies and any treaties for mercy. He gives me private quarters and a crew member’s share of their plunder, though I refuse to take part in any attacks.”

She nodded triumphantly. “I knew you weren’t one of those cutthroats! You’re a captive, as I am. Yet you won’t come onshore to help me tonight. Why return to certain death? If they suspect you helped me, you—”

“The captain will think you can’t survive and will let you go. But not me. He’ll risk a mutinous crew demanding supplies and leave no stone unturned to find me, so my selfishness would put you and the good family on the island in peril. I weighed it all out. My plan is solid, and I have bribery money if the crew notices anything suspicious. They will not tell the captain because their end will be swift for not stopping me or raising an alarm. Besides, men like that cannot fathom honor. It would make no sense to them I’d bring you ashore and not escape myself.”

“Is the captain correct—is there a bounty on your head?”

“Yes, by greedy men in politically high places. I have committed no crime save having a title and being on the wrong side of the current prevailing religious fervor. The less you know, the better. When the captain sees the longboat gone as we weigh anchor, he might assign a smaller vessel to catch up with us after they come ashore and find you. They have ways of making you tell everything you know.”

He set his mouth in a grim line. Watching his expression, the young lady pressed one hand to her lips and closed her eyes. But then she lifted her chin. “You are a highly educated nobleman, with the courage, intelligence, and bearing of a hero. That’s why he keeps you safe—you’re the good luck charm of a superstitious leader and you remind him of the man he wishes he was. I do not know your plan, Bounty, but I will survive. Your sacrifice will not be in vain, and you will always be in my prayers.”

Beauregard’s heart was in his throat as he maneuvered the longboat to unload her and a small sea chest into the waves. Gruffly, he delivered last-minute instructions. “The chest floats on the small kegs I’ve lashed it to. Tie your sash to the ropes in case you let go. You’ve had no sleep since your capture yesterday, and swimming will be rough.”

She pulled off her shoes and wedged them in the ropes, then dropped to her knees in the boat and wrapped a strong sash through them. The makeshift raft carried a small chest of her personal things, which the pirate captain allowed her to keep when she was kidnapped. As she tied it securely to her waist, Beauregard kept the longboat in place. She glanced up at his face and asked, “What about my lady’s maid? Can anything be done for her?”

“The captain locked her in a cell and has both keys on his belt. She will eat well and enjoy a few comforts so he can get the highest price at the slave market—”

He broke off and looked back at the ship to make sure no alarm was raised. “She will come to no harm until we reach port. If it is within my power, I will arrange a chance for her to run, but I can make no promises.”

When he looked back at her, she still kneeled by the makeshift raft and locked eyes with his as she spoke. “I know you will do what you can for her, as you’ve done for me. The truth is, I would rather face what lies ahead without your aid if it means a righteous man is in a place to work for her freedom. Perhaps you’re among pirates by divine design to aid prisoners, shine a light in darkness, and give the crew no excuse for their unbelief before Christ.”

Beauregard gulped and blinked back burning tears. This was no new thought for him. But there was a time when he had his own beautiful plans for his life. He dreamed of the woman he would love and the family they would raise in his ancestral home. His goals never included day-to-day survival as a missionary to pirates.

Hoarsely, he replied, “Swim to shore. The sea is shallow here and you will soon touch bottom. Hang on and float until then if you tire.”

Pulling a spyglass from his vest, he scanned the dunes. His sweeping motion froze, and he groaned, then stood up in the rocking vessel to see better.

He sat down again and wiped a hand over his face. The young lady squatted beside the kegs and chest, staring at him anxiously. “Are you any good at acting?” he asked.

“Only when my life is at stake.”

“There is a guard posted on the dunes, near the place I want you to aim at to come ashore. When the moonlight was out, he appeared to be asleep, and in his lap is a jug. My gut tells me the owner of the island set a watch tonight when he saw our masts, and the watch has failed him. Pretend to be a mermaid.”

“A—mermaid? A bad omen?”

“Not always. In some myths, they bear gifts. When you can stand, pull the gathers of your neckline down to your shoulders and let your skirt trail in the surf to look like a fin in the darkness. Call to the watchman and demand he run to bring the master of the island to you, for you have treasure from the sea and a message. No one else on the mainland will believe the man’s story if he smells like what he’s drinking.”

She nodded slowly. “I understand.”

“Aim for the middle of the beach. The master has a home past the dunes, but he keeps the windows darkened so the island looks deserted from the water. He will shelter you or get you to safety if pirates come looking. Tell him about your rescue.”

“What shall I say about his friend who helped me escape? What is your name?”

He snapped the spyglass closed and clenched both palms to the tight-knit cap he wore, grimacing in anguish. With a strangled voice, he replied, “Knowing my name will put everyone in danger. Be honest with him—you don’t know who helped you, save I’m a fellow countryman, bound into servitude by pirates who killed everyone else before they plundered the merchant ship that I had passage on. Now go!”

Beauregard lifted the small raft to the water and steadied her as she went over. Then he clasped her hand as she gasped and sputtered saltwater. She reached for a keg to hold on to.

“Tell the master of the island I’ve visited it alone several times before when Captain Axe anchored and waited to rendezvous with his fleet offshore. I have buried my share of some pirate plunder. Tell him to keep an open eye for anything unusual on the South side, around the inlet. What he finds is a gift to invest toward the future of the island. A larger gift is in a bag tucked into one of these kegs.”

A wave slapped against the young lady’s shoulder, shoving her into the keg and splashing across her face. She nodded, bobbing like a cork. “I will, I promise. And I will never forget you, Bounty, my brother in Christ. May the Lord’s mighty hand of protection and grace be upon You for His glory.”

He lingered with her hand in his. They studied one another
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