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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Early Spring, 1603

        

      

    

    
      Like a sudden, fleeting cloudburst on a warm summer day, or the grains of sand slipping through an hourglass when time is not your friend, seven years, two years and one year had slipped by with unsettling quickness. Anniversaries of moment.

      Seven years had passed since I, barely more than a girl of fourteen, had fled from the Caribbean as a stowaway aboard Mary’s swift battlecruiser Phantom to escape my intended betrothed. Mary at once loved me and I her and she agreed to keep me. In that same year Mary had also exacted her terrible revenge against the Síol Faolcháin, freeing us all from a vicious cycle of endless bloodletting, pain and sorrow.

      For the next few years, I applied myself with maddening passion and boundless energy, learning everything I could about ships, sailing, navigation and the sea. Mary indulged my ravenous appetite. I worked hard to acquire the skills I needed to win her approval and once I had, she turned me over to her dark, mysterious Turk who began training me in the ways of deadly combat alongside his other young disciple, Robert Shaw. Day by day my skills improved until I was a match for most any man.

      Two years had passed since Mary had summoned me to her great cabin one evening with all her officers present. She had asked me for my binding oath of loyalty, a blood oath, which I freely gave as I knelt before her. After she stabbed the dead fish lying on the table through the heart, after she anointed my head with seawater and spoke the sacred words of initiation I had longed to hear, I was accepted into the clan by one and all. I became one of Mary’s officers.

      And alas, one year had passed since the blackest of days shattered our lives, since a freakish storm in the dead of night off the eastern coast of Florida had overtaken us with little warning. I watched in horror as a part of Phantom’s aft rail gave way. I watched helplessly as Mary tumbled overboard, as a surge of water from a cruel and pitiless sea dragged her off into oblivion. We searched and searched those waters for days but never found her or her body. Mary’s tragic death was a terrible, heart wrenching blow to us all.

      Within days after losing Mary my own father, his body riddled with the cancer, died too while resting peacefully in his bed at his hacienda near Havana. Rodriguez Miguel de Cortés y Ovando had been a wealthy man, an entrepreneur who had made his fortune over the years smuggling goods between the New World and the old one in partnership with Mary. Between the monies Mary had bequeathed to me in her last will and testament, and the inheritance my sister Isabella and I shared equally as my father had left no male heirs, I became a modestly wealthy woman.

      For no particular reason I knew of, I solemnly reflected on these matters alone in the dark while sitting at the table of my new, spacious great cabin, as our ship peacefully rode anchor. Like Mary, I am susceptible to gloomier moods at times and relish my solitude. I missed her dearly. I missed her unfaltering love and friendship. I missed her wisdom, her clarity of thought and good counsel.
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        * * *

      

      Prior to setting out on our last voyage to the West Indies, I had commissioned the same two maritime architects Mary had once hired to refurbish Phantom to find me a new ship suitable for war. One fellow, a Dutchman from Amsterdam went by the curious name of Mr. Ink and the other, a Frenchman from Boulogne, called himself Mr. Blot. Messrs. Ink & Blot, Esqs., both aliases of course. Mary had taught me never to be miserly when it came to investing in the business. She had always lavished money on the ships and had bought the best and so would I.

      Upon our return to Westport the two men had been waiting for us with a masterpiece tied against the pier. Our new square-rigged frigate, a seven-hundred-ton beast with a rugged frame and graceful lines, was over two hundred feet long at the waterline. Her masts and spars could carry an impressive forty thousand square feet of canvas. Her hull was double planked for strength. Except for the great war galleons, she promised to be the equal of any ship and then some.

      I promptly had our lads offload Phantom’s New World cargo. I promptly had them transfer Phantom’s guns - twenty-six twelve-pounders and four long-barreled chasers, two nine-pounders mounted at the bow and two at the stern - over to the new ship and then I took her out for her trials. We sailed past Clare Island and well into the Atlantic. I put her through her paces. She proved herself sound and eager and though not as fast or as nimble as Phantom, she was a larger, more formidable ship. I know not why but the crew chose the name Ghostrunner for her and I approved.

      After returning to Westport, Jacob Atwood and I, as joint owners of the aging Phantom, sold her off to a local shipyard and then I gave my men two months’ liberty. But our voyage to the West Indies had been dismal from beginning to end and sadly unprofitable and I was forced to send each man home with wages any fieldhand would scoff at. Following my father’s death, and with Mary gone, our political clout, and many of our important merchantry connections in the West Indies, had quickly withered away and died with them. We could no longer compete smuggling goods in and out of the New World.

      Neither could we supplement our wealth here and there by seizing Spanish ships for prize money as English privateers. While King Phillip II of Spain and Queen Elizabeth I of England had lived there could be no peace between the two kingdoms. But with the death of Phillip II in 1598, and the recent passing of England’s Tudor Queen only days before our return to Ireland, King Phillip III of Spain and King James I - the newly-minted sovereign lord of England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland - had decided to make peace after nearly twenty years of exhausting, costly war. The world was changing and to survive we needed to change with it.
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        * * *

      

      With the sounds of water slapping against the rudder below, a squeaky ceiling lantern swaying back and forth overhead and a lonely buoy bell tolling in the distance following me across the cabin, I went to open the ship’s stern windows for fresh air. I paused to take in the street lanterns flickering along the harbor’s sleepy waterfront, barely visible through a thick sea mist, before returning to my chair to reread a document the secretive John Martin had left with me earlier. Martin, once Mary’s benefactor at the English Court, had remained a good and steadfast friend after her death. He had powerful friends in the Dutch government and had acquired, through some chicanery I suspect, a commission on our behalf to sail for the newly-formed Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, the United East India Company, or simply known as the VOC or the Company. The Dutch government had forced several Dutch trading companies, old rivals, to join as one to create the first corporation in the world to offer its stock to the public.

      I spread the flag Martin had left behind with the commission across the table. The Company’s standard, with the distinctive VOC monogram imprinted in the center of three horizontal stripes of red, white and blue - the colors of the seven Dutch provinces - caught the eye. And though the thought of working for others, especially foreigners, troubled me, Martin had been most persuasive about the new company’s prospects and the potential riches we might find in the East.

      When I heard a firm hand rapping at my cabin door, I told the man to enter. Atwood, a one-eyed bear of a man, bent down to step through the doorway, dragging my godson by the collar with him. Mary had named me guardian of her son James in her will. I loved and cared for the boy as if he were my own.

      “What’s this Jacob?” I asked.

      “I caught someone fighting in town again,” Atwood replied and grunted. “James broke another boy’s nose.”

      I bit my lip to keep myself from smiling. “Sit yourself down Master James Hunter Ryan,” I ordered sharply and pointed to a chair across the table from me. The boy, barely nine years of age, dutifully removed his woolen skullcap and took a seat.

      “Eso es un ojo morado impresionante que tienes señor,” I said, reverting to my native tongue. “That’s quite a shiner mister.”

      Silence.

      “You bloodied another boy?” I asked. “Who threw the first punch?”

      Silence.

      I narrowed my eyes to show James that I meant business. “Well, what say you?”

      James squirmed around in his chair for a bit and cleared his throat before answering. “The son-of-a-whore called me a liar Elizabeth; he said my grandfather was a filthy, street beggar, not Lord O’Malley.”

      Eoghan Dubhdara O’Malley had been a powerful Irish chieftain during his life. With men-at-arms and a fleet of well-armed ships, he had controlled County Mayo along with vast stretches of the Irish west coast. He was the last of the Kings of Umaill and Mary had been his bastard daughter. As far as James knew he was Mary’s flesh and blood - though the truth was something different.

      “And this trivial insult was worth a broken nose and your black eye?”

      James sheepishly looked away and fell silent again. Mary’s death had struck the boy particularly hard.

      “Violence begets violence young man,” I said with some disdain for my own hypocrisy. Ours was a world of blood, violence and vengeance.

      Atwood laid a huge, gnarly hand upon the boy’s shoulder. “With all that vigor you have Master James, I could use you up on deck with a bucket, a holystone and some soap. Start with the poop deck. You can work-off some of that pent-up anger you’re carrying around by scrubbing the decks down clean.”

      “Aye, sir,” the boy answered respectfully.

      Atwood plucked the Company’s flag off the table as James shuffled out of my cabin. “You intend to fly this pretty piece of cloth off the mizzen gaff darlin’?”

      “Not without unanimous consent,” I said. “But what choice do we have Jacob?”

      “There always be choices Elizabeth. Mary never much fancied the notion of sailing to Asia. Too many unknowns. Too much risk.”

      When I answered Atwood with a disapproving frown, he sighed and nodded. “Auck, very well. Assemble the lads?”

      “The hour is late but yes, please Jacob.”
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        * * *

      

      One-by-one the ships’ officers - who liked to call themselves Mary’s Men while in port to my great annoyance - filed into my great cabin. As was our custom my brothers stood by their chairs until I took my seat at the head of the table. Mary had not named a successor but, as her promising protégé and charged with the responsibility of raising her son, and by far the wealthiest amongst us, I more or less assumed the role. No one had objected.

      I glanced around the table to consider each face just as Mary had once done. Next to me stood Jacob Atwood, an affable if feisty giant from Scotland with a wild mane of red hair and a patch over one eye. He was an exceptional seaman and a competent tactician in battle. For years he had been Mary’s second-in-command. Next to Atwood stood Michael MacGyver, a serious, red-bearded Irishman from Rush who possessed a genius for things mechanical. And then there was Henry, a short, lean Carib Indian from Guadeloupe. The warlike Carib are the Vikings of the Caribbean and the Spanish had always stayed clear of them. Henry had pierced his ears with a dozen golden rings, each ring signifying some brave deed in battle. He had tattooed a sword over a battle axe across his chest. I felt my heart quicken when he flashed his sharp fangs at me. Some say the Carib are cannibals. An African Blackamoor as dark as night with rippling muscles named Kinkae stood like a rock next to Henry. Mary had rescued Kinkae and his men from Trinidad slavers many years ago. Being Spanish and accustomed to having slaves in my father’s house as a child, I did not know what to make of Kinkae at first. Tattooed around his massive arms were a pair of matching barbed whips to remind of him of his days in chains. Maurice, a handsome light-skinned mulatto with a physique like chiseled stone, a Cimarron from Panama, a man who never flustered and always had a ready smile, stood next to Kinkae. At one time Maurice had sailed with the pirate Guillaume Le Testu but was now the master of his own powerful battlecruiser, the eighteen-gun man-o’-war Cerberus, and sailed with us. Next to Maurice stood a dashing figure of a man from Westport, and my lover, Robert Shaw. He winked playfully at me when the others weren’t looking. And then leaning against the wall in the shadows there was Mary’s mysterious Turk from Istanbul, her dark assassin, Mustafa Agah Efendi, acknowledged by one and all to be the deadliest man alive. Following Mary’s death, he kept his distance from the rest of us and never had much to say.

      Except for Shaw, who was about my age, these were the men Mary had handpicked for her lieutenants years ago, long before Shaw or I had come along. Every man was a fierce fighter, a fine mariner, cunning and staunchly loyal.

      As I took my seat, my brothers took theirs. “We have this very fine warship,” I said while pouring each man a glass of wine just as Mary used to do. “Now we must decide how to best use her.”

      “With the death of Queen Elizabeth,” Atwood said, “England and Spain will soon make peace. That doesn’t bode well for us.”

      “That’s the rumor floating about town,” I replied. “I’ve also heard the Dutch are indifferent to any such peace treaty. They’re looking for Englishmen willing to sail out as privateers against the Spanish whilst they continue their struggle for independence.”

      Maurice cleared his throat. “Won’t be like the Caribbean, Liz,” he said softly. “Iberian ships plying the waters between Spain and the Netherlands will sail in convoy and will be well-protected by some of Spain’s best war galleons. High risk there if we sail as Dutch privateers.”

      “Yes, I quite agree.”

      “Without your father’s friends Elizabeth,” MacGyver interjected as he poured himself another glass of wine, “we’ll go broke if we return to the West Indies.”

      “So,” Atwood said, “tell us about this Dutch commission from Martin.”

      “The Dutch government,” I said, “has empowered the Dutch East India Company with broad powers. The Company holds exclusive trading rights in India from Surat to Calcutta, in Java, the Spice Islands, Malacca, Siam, Canton, Formosa and beyond - as far as to Japan. The Company boasts it will someday have its own navy and its own army. Until that day comes the Company is hiring adventurers willing to make the journey east.”

      Atwood grunted. “I think Spain and Portugal might have something to say about these bold Dutch claims. To reach Indonesia I hear is a cruise of about eight months or more.”

      “For large fleets and slower ships making only a few modest knots per hour, yes. The other day, under very favorable conditions I admit, we squeezed almost twelve knots out of Ghostrunner as you know Jacob.”

      “‘Twas an exhilarating pace to be sure for such a big ship,” Atwood agreed. “But how often do we sail in ideal conditions with a clean bottom, free from the worms and barnacles that slow ships down?”

      I placed my hand over Atwood’s hand. “I concede your point Jacob. Even if we can shave a month or two off the customary time, this voyage will be long and difficult, longer and harder than what we’re accustomed to.”

      Atwood squeezed my hand reassuringly. “And more perilous.”

      “We are gathered around this table to discuss all options,” I said.

      “And Mary,” Atwood replied with a nod, “would have approved, even encouraged this discussion.”

      “Mucho gracias mi amigo,” I said. “I’m not advocating one particular course of action or another. I’m simply stating facts. We’re losing money in the Caribbean. There is no profitable trade for us in Europe without risking war with one of the clans. Mustafa has many times warned us against dipping our toes into the Mediterranean or the Black Sea as those waters are infested with brigands of the worst kind. The profits in spices from Indonesia can be substantial. We’ve all heard about the astonishing success of Jacob van Neck’s expedition to the Spice Islands. He left Texel in May of ‘98 with eight ships and returned in July of ‘99 - little more than a one-year journey - with a great fortune.”

      “They say,” Maurice added, “Neck’s financial backers made profits of four hundred percent.”

      “An enticing prospect, yes?” I asked no one in particular.

      We drank and discussed the matter for some time before we voted. Our Ten Rules required a unanimous decision on any proposal to put the ships and the lives of our men at great risk. I had feared Atwood might vote against me but in the end, all agreed to sail for the VOC. Atwood reminded us that Mary had always sailed with three ships and with three ships she had always prevailed in battle and so we also agreed to purchase a third vessel for our grand adventure east to replace MacGyver’s ship Diablo, which we had to abandon near one of the Caribbean islands, after she broke her back upon a jagged rock hidden just beneath the waves.

      We went ashore to Shaw’s splendid tavern Banshee’s Lament after I adjourned our council of war to fill our bellies with wholesome food and to quench our thrust with good wine and new ale. Once we finished supper, I sent Atwood and MacGyver off to see their homes and families. The two men would share a coach as far as Dublin where Atwood would then catch a ship for Ayr across the Irish Sea while MacGyver continued on to Rush. Maurice and his French and Cimarron crew departed for France with Cerberus while Kinkae and his Blackamoors, along with Henry and his Carib warriors, remained in Westport with Efendi, Shaw, little James and me.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, I took the skiff and rowed ashore alone. I walked into town, borrowed a horse and rode to Cruach Phádraig, meaning Saint Patrick’s Stack in Gaelic, or known as the Reek by the local town folk though I know not why. The mountain had been one of Mary’s favorite spots to escape the world, to meditate in solitude.

      I climbed to the top of the mountain on foot, spread a blanket across the ground and plopped myself down with a round of cheese and a bottle of wine as Mary had liked to do. The day was bright and clear and deliciously warm for early spring. I took in the startling beauty all around me. The sea below, the color of lapis lazuli and churning with white caps, stretched across the horizon for as far as the eye could see while tiny fishing trawlers off Clare Island lazily rose up and down on the swells, dragging their drift nets behind them. Then I closed my eyes, sat back and let the magic of the mountain seep into my bones and when I awoke from a deep and comforting sleep, I felt refreshed and full of energy and hurried back to Westport.

      I stopped at Shaw’s tavern to write letters to Messrs. Ink and Blot, the two men having already departed Westport on a ship bound for Ostend, and instructed them to make haste for Boulogne to find me a modest vessel of good quality, a ship to complement Ghostrunner. I wanted a French-built ship, the best, and included my specific requirements for speed, size and armament. The cost would just about break me, but I knew Atwood was right. Sailing with a small squadron of three ships would greatly improve our chances against any outlaws we might encounter along the way to the East Indies.

      I gave my letters to the barkeep to mail and then went looking for Shaw. I longed to feel his touch, to feel his bare skin against mine and found my lover in a back storeroom looking for one thing or another. I snuck up behind him, wrapped my arms around his waist an began nibbling on his ear.

      “Señor,” I said in a low, lusty voice.

      “Ah, mi bella dama,” he replied cheerfully. “Where have you been hidding?”

      “I was out riding,” I answered as I slowly slipped my hand down inside his trousers. Mary had taught me about lovemaking, about all the carnal pleasures. She had taught me how to delight a man and how to be delighted by him. She had taught me things a young girl doesn’t learn from her father and I found myself the richer or it.

      His manhood instantly turned thick and hard in my hand as I stroked him. He turned to embrace me. He kissed me passionately on the mouth and quickly undid my trousers.

      “Take me,” I pleaded, aroused by what we were about to do with only a thin wall standing between us and the tavern’s patrons on the other side.

      Seized with raw, untamable lust, Shaw spun me around, pushed my face against the wall and took me from behind. He spread my legs, eased himself inside of me and started thrusting, slowly at first and then with increasing vigor. I cooed softly at first but then had to bite my lip to stiffle my raucous moaning as Shaw drove himself deeper and harder into me. I savored every guilty moment as we reached that wonderful place of ecstasy together. I felt warm and fulfilled and I for one was well-satisfied.

      “You’re an amorous vixen this day,” Shaw said and kissed me on the nose.

      “And you are a wonderfully, wicked lover,” I replied as I pulled my trousers up.

      “Supper?”

      “Sí. I’m famished…”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of our days in port were tedious and dull. Ghostrunner needed very little maintenance and there wasn’t much for my Blackamoors or Carib to do. I allowed small numbers of them to go ashore from time-to-time but constantly worried about trouble with the Irish, a people who did not care much for dark-skinned foreigners from strange lands. The Spanish are far more tolerant.

      As most of the Blackamoors and Carib had families in Guadeloupe, I wrote letters on behalf of each man, forty-two letters in all, explaining to their loved ones that their men would be gone for a year or more as we intended to sail to the East Indies, though I didn’t know if anyone on the island could read. Neither was I quite sure how to deliver my letters as the Spanish post service didn’t stop in Guadeloupe and so I decided to entrust the letters with a dear friend in Santo Domingo named Esmeralda, who had been my father’s able governess and my loving maidservant. Esmeralda, a cultured Castilian Negro Ladino, a clever, resourceful woman, would find a way to get my letters to Guadeloupe.

      And, then I received my own letter from Mr. Blot in Boulogne informing me that he had found two ships meeting my requirements. I left Efendi in Westport to watch over our men and immediately caught a carriage to Dublin, bringing my lover with me, where we boarded an English packet ship bound for Boulogne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I was so very cold. My clothes were heavy. My limbs were numb. As towering swells lifted me up and down in the dark, I fought against an angry, frothy sea with everything I had to keep myself from drowning. But when my struggle became too hard, when all seemed lost, I made my peace with my God and stopped fighting.

      Something struck me from behind as I sank. The mind of course always imagines the worst, especially at night in the water. I frantically clawed my way back to the surface and filled my lungs with air. I spun around in a circle expecting to see a shark’s fin against the bolts of lightning flashing overhead but instead found a length of flotsam, a section of smooth, varnished wood with jagged edges at both ends bobbing up and down alongside me - a true Godsend. I grabbed ahold of Phantom’s splintered railing and held on tight.

      But when my imagination conjured up the worst again, I wanted to let go and die. Had I doomed us all with a miscalculation in navigation? Had my poor Phantom broken apart upon the rocks? Did I alone survive? I wept as I imagined a ravenous sea devouring my ship and crew.

      When morning broke, in calmer waters, I watched the gale that had ravished Phantom with such terrible violence just hours before moving off to the northeast. I looked in every direction but saw no land or sails. I was alone, clinging to a piece of driftwood, floating aimlessly across a barren sea.

      I refused to abandoned hope. We had been hugging the coast of Florida when the storm had smashed into us. We had been within sight of land. I covered my head with my vest to protect myself from the sun. I pointed my makeshift raft west and started paddling clumsily in my boots. To the west was my salvation.

      One day slipped by and then two. Two days became three and then four. I survived on the ch’arki, meaning dried meat in the Quechuan language of the Incas, I had stuffed into my pockets before my tumble into the sea and drank the rainwater that fell briefly each afternoon. I grew weaker by the day. And when I became too exhausted to paddle, I took my belt, lashed myself to my makeshift raft and drifted with the currents. To where I had no inkling.

      For days I floated in and out of consciousness and just when God seemed to have forsaken me, just when all seemed lost, I felt a strong pair of arms lift me from the water. Two Indians dressed in nothing more than buckskin breechcloth pulled me into their canoe. They gently laid me down next to a pile of flopping fish and gave me water before I closed my eyes and drifted off into a deep and dreamless sleep.

      When I awoke, I found myself naked, wrapped in a blanket and lying next to a fire inside a mud hut with a squat, elderly woman wearing a frock of buckskin grinning at me. Her skin was as dry and as wrinkled as parched soil. She wore her long, grey hair parted down the middle with braided tails resting against her bosom. She handed me a wooden ladle of fresh water and after I took a few sips, she exchanged the ladle for a clay bowl filled with chunks of roasted fish mixed with slices of orange and blackberries. As I greedily stuffed the morsels into my mouth, I anxiously glanced around the hut looking for my clothes and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw them hanging on a line to dry - for hidden inside the heels of my boots, and sown into my trousers, were twenty gold doubloons, gold I’d need to survive.

      The following day two young women came for me. They combed and braided my hair. They helped me into a buckskin frock, slipped leather sandals on my feet and led me by the hands through their village. Judging by the gawking eyes we passed, I’m fairly certain I was the first white woman any of the villagers had ever seen before. Most of the men went about bare-chested with only breechcloth to cover themselves though a few wore baggy trousers in the Spanish style. The women wore frocks like mine or skirts woven from Spanish moss or from blades of long grass. I saw no hostility in any face. I was allowed to walk through the village unbound.

      The size of the village surprised me. I saw hundreds of round huts with thatched roofs and clay brick walls wrapped in plaited palmetto leaves sprawled across acres of flat land. I saw impressive five story wood-framed buildings too built on stilts to keep them off the ground. What surprised me most was the stone church we walked past, a church no bigger than a chapel, with a plain wooden cross rising from the center of a simple wooden dome.

      When we reached a long rectangular building, encircled by a ring of black facemasks placed atop wooden spikes, masks expressing all the emotions like joy, love, anger, sadness, pain, confusion and so forth, a man with long, white hair and a deeply furrowed brow stepped outside to greet me. I noted the gold crucifix dangling from a strip of leather around his neck. He spoke to me in Spanish.

      “Welcome,” he said. “Do you speak Spanish?”

      “I do.”

      “You mumbled strange words in your sleep.”

      “I come from a place called Ireland where folks speak English, Gaelic or even Latin.”

      “Is this Ireland near Spain?”

      “No. Ireland is a large island far north of Spain. Ireland is a part of the English kingdom.”

      “English? England?”

      “Yes, the same.”

      “Ah, I have heard of this England. Our fishermen found you floating on the water. You were on a ship?”

      “Yes.”

      “The sea swallowed your ship?”

      “I’m not sure. We were overtaken by a sudden storm and I was swept overboard when the ship’s rail gave way. It was dark. The waves were high. I couldn’t see what happened to my ship or crew.”

      “What is this rail?”

      “‘Tis like a fence.”

      “Ah. What lands were you sailing to?”

      “To Ireland, to home.”

      “Home, good. God must favor you. When you are stronger, we will talk more. I am Tayhoot.”

      “I’m Mary.”

      “Oh, you share the name of our Lord’s blessed mother. I am pleased to know you, Mary. We are the Tequesta, one of the great tribes.”

      “And I am honored make your acquintance Tayhoot. The Spanish have been to your village? Your Spanish is excellent.”

      “Yes. We know the Spanish well. Many years ago, they built a small fort near our village to keep the French out. They were good neighbors. Then one day they collected their things and left.”

      “The Spanish call this land Florida?”

      “Yes. The name of our village is Chequescha.”

      “Che-ques-cha... The bay, does it have a name?”

      “The Spanish call those waters Bahía Vizcaína.”

      I allowed myself a slight smile for now I knew where I was. The Indian village was not far from Cayo Hueso, Key West, and the Keys were not far from Cuba and from Cuba I could easily make my way back to Ireland.

      “You are a chief?” I asked.

      “I am a priest, a healer, a soothsayer,” Tayhoot replied and held up his crucifix. “I can read bones and the entrails of birds. My people look to me for council, but I am no leader. Our chief died from the bite of a spider whilst on the hunt some time ago. He had no sons, no heirs to take his place. Soon I pray my people will choose a true chief for I grow weary of the burden.”

      “So, you are a holy man?”

      “I am a holy man.”

      “You wear a crucifix.”

      “Yes. I learned about Jesus from Jesuit missionaries who came to Chequescha with the Spanish soldiers when I was a boy. The Jesuits built the small monastery nearby. When the soldiers left the monks, all but one or two, left with them. Those who remained behind have long since passed away.”

      “You are Christian?”

      “I pray to many gods, the Christ child amongst them. For me, the story of our Savior is very powerful. But I pray to the deer as well.”

      “The deer are gods?”

      “No, the deer are messengers to the sun god who speaks to us through the deer.”

      “I see. Well, I am most grateful to the men who rescued me.”

      “A charitable, good Christian deed - yes?”

      “Aye. Am I a prisoner?”

      “Prisoner? No, you are free to stay or leave as you please. You are our guest.”

      “What is to become of me?”

      “What do you desire?”

      “I wish to return home.”

      “You have no wish to search for the fabled Fountain of Youth?”

      I laughed. “If the great Ponce de León couldn’t find it, what chance have I? There is an island not far from here called Cuba. Do you know it?”

      “I’ve heard of this island.”

      “Do your people ever sail to Cuba?”

      “No, no. We have no tall ships. We Tequesta are the children of the land not the sea. The place the fishermen found you is as far from shore as any Tequesta will venture.”

      “Pity.”

      “Despair not my child. All is as it should be.”
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      Shaw and I arrived in Boulogne in a fine drizzle. The air had turned chilly for mid-spring. We walked straight for the King’s Arms, a modest tavern along the waterfront where Mr. Blot, our French architect, kept a room. We warmed ourselves next the tavern’s fireplace, had a quick drink with Blot, just one, and then hurried down to the shipyards in the rain to see what the Frenchman had found for us. Both vessels were in drydock having their bottoms graved in preparation for being sheathed in lead.

      I was elated after we finished inspecting the ships. The vessels were nearly identical, I could barely tell them apart. Both ships were frigate-rigged, weighed nearly three-hundred-tons apiece and could each carry as many as twenty medium calibre great guns.

      During his due diligence Blot had learned that the ships had originally been built as a matching pair of swift interceptors for the French navy but when the principal investor defaulted on his loans with the shipyard halfway through construction, the shipyard owner, a fellow named Jehan Maunoys, took possession of the frigates after he had the investor hauled off to debtors’ prison. But precious time had been lost and the French navy cancelled the contracts, forcing Maunoys to finish building the ships with his own money. Unfortunately for Maunoys, there wasn’t much of a market for selling or leasing war frigates and both ships sat idle in port. Folks around town said Maunoys was broke.

      When Shaw, Blot and I returned to the tavern the next day to meet Maunoys to discuss purchasing one of his fine vessels, the ornery little fellow with greasy, unkept hair and bad teeth stubbornly insisted we buy the pair despite his desperate need for cash. After a bit of haggling, and a round or two of drinks, I finally agreed to take both frigates off his hands at a better than fair price and paid the man in full with a thick wad of bank notes. As luck would have it my Dutch architect Ink had already located thirty-two great guns of high quality for me sitting in a warehouse nearby in Ostend. Though eight less than I wanted, the guns were bronze, long-barreled nine-pounders forged in Sweden by some of Europe’s finest blacksmiths.

      After I paid Blot a handsome commission for his services and sent him on his way, I took Shaw to a hostel called le Porc-épic in the center of Boulogne where I knew our favorite Cimarron spent most of his days whenever he was in port. I led Shaw down a narrow, stone staircase and into a spacious cellar, a cellar that had been transformed into a refined establishment favored by gentlemen of substance known aptly as la Grotte. The walls and support columns were paneled in light, knotted wood. A dozen wrought iron chandeliers hanging from a fancy coffered ceiling provided ample light. In the middle of the cellar stood a circular brick bar surrounded by small tables for dining and larger tables for games of chance. We spotted Maurice playing dice at one of the tables.

      “Are you winning or losing?” Shaw called out as we made our way towards Maurice while passing by a bevy of young beauties on the hunt floating in-between the great room and to various private rooms off to the side.

      Maurice spun around on his heels and offered us a friendly grin. The Cimarron, the word means wild or untamed in Spanish, was a fine-looking man with broad shoulders and an easy-going manner, though there was a certain sorrow in his eyes that never seemed to fade, not even when he smiled.

      “Winning of course!” he answered jovially as he tossed the dice across the table without looking. Another good throw judging by the hoots I heard around the room and the backslapping that followed.

      “Good,” I said. “You’re buying.”

      “‘Twould be my pleasure my lady,” Maurice replied as he scooped-up his winnings and then led us to a quiet table against a far wall, stopping briefly to order a pitcher of ale and three buckets of oysters from a buxom tavern wench.

      “What brings you both to France?” he asked as he slapped the woman playfully on the bottom before she sauntered off.

      “Elizabeth purchased two frigates today,” Shaw answered as we took our seats.

      “Deux? Excellente ma dame! Three ships are better than two for the hard journey ahead and four ships are better than three.”

      We fell silent when a freckle-faced boy with an impish grin stopped at our table holding a pitcher in one hand and three pewter beakers in the other.

      “Indeed,” I said as I shooed the boy away and poured the drinks myself. “We need you to collect our new ships once your crew returns from leave-taking. Then you must put in at Ostend to take delivery of thirty-two nine-pounders. I’ve made all the necessary arrangements with our man Mr. Ink.”

      “Jacob will take command of one frigate and Michael the other?” Maurice asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you still intend to sail east?”

      “Are you having misgivings about the plan?”

      Maurice ran his fingers through his long, black hair before answering. “No, I simply respect the challenges such a voyage will bring.”

      I acknowledged Maurice’s concern with a nod but my mind was firm. I would not reconsider. Mary had found renown and great riches during her lifetime by taking bold action and I was determined to do the same.
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        * * *

      

      On the first day of May, on the day the Irish honor the ancient Gaelic festival of Lá Bealtaine to mark the beginning of summer, my brothers and I gathered at Shaw’s tavern to drink, eat and celebrate. While the men of Westport lit the bonfires and slaughtered sheep, fair young maidens with garlands of primrose, gorse and hawthorn in their hair, with floral sashes wrapped around their waists, merrily danced up and down the streets as was their custom to hang wreaths made with flowers, ivy, berries and sprigs of holly on doors, in windows and along the fenceposts to ward off any evil. I did my part. I purchased four large wreaths - one for each of our ships anchored in the bay - and sent two men out in a boat with my purchases to place one wreath on the tip of each bowsprit for good luck.

      “You are both satisfied?” I asked Atwood and MacGyver as we ate our supper in a private room Mary had built. The two men had returned earlier in the morning after taking their new frigates out into the bay to see what they could do.

      “Aye, Elizabeth,” Atwood replied flatly.

      I knew the big Scot was disappointed as I was keeping Ghostrunner for myself with Shaw as my first officer. I pretended not to notice his disenchantment.

      “Whilst sailing from Ostend to Westport,” I said in a conciliatory tone, “Maurice drove both ships hard. He was impressed.”

      “I was indeed,” Maurice agreed. “These frigates are fast and nimble and handled well in the moderately tricky seas we encountered.”

      I looked over at MacGyver. “Michael? What say you?”

      “She’s a beauty,” he replied smiling, happy to have command of a ship again.

      “What of the new men?” I asked no one in particular. Over the weeks, Efendi, Shaw and I had scoured the taverns, farms and brothels up and down Ireland’s west coast hiring new men to crew our new ships. We signed on men who had never sailed with us before, men we didn’t know. We hired fieldhands, farmers, merchants, bakers, common laborers, tradesmen and men who had fallen on hard times. We even took on boys.

      “Unproven,” MacGyver answered.

      Atwood took a swig of ale. “Few have any military service. Many have never been to sea. I have no reason to have much confidence in any of them.”

      “We can,” Efendi offered, “sprinkle our veterans amongst the new recruits. There’ll be plenty of time during the long voyage ahead to break them in.”

      Atwood shook his head. “That’s all fine and well Mustafa, all fine a well. But I still don’t like taking on so many new men of questionable skills, of unknown mettle. Train them all you like. Training will only carry an inferior man so far. We’ll be sailing through unfamiliar waters into unfamiliar lands ruled by heathens and barbarians where stout hearts will be needed, where experience can mean the difference between life or death for us all.”

      “Have you decided upon a name for your ship, Michael?” I asked, wishing to change the subject.

      MacGyver, a lover of Greek godlore, grinned. “Achilles, I will name her Achilles.”

      “Muy bien. Jacob?”

      “Haven’t given the matter much thought.”

      “No Greek or Roman god or hero strikes your fancy?” I asked as I refilled Atwood’s tankard. “Hercules perhaps? Athena, Venus, Jupiter or Poseidon?”

      “God’s wounds, no. I like plain. Hmmm. Homeward Bound, aye, I’ll name her Homeward Bound for such will be my thoughts once we reach the far end of the world.”

      “Homeward Bound it is then,” I said cheerfully and turned to Kinkae. “All your lads intend to sail with us?”

      “Every man, Elizabeth,” Kinkae replied. “And they are grateful for the letters you sent to Guadeloupe.”

      “Henry, do any of your men wish to catch a ship for home?” I asked.

      “No,” he said in his soft voice. “All stand with you Elizabeth.”

      I raised my glass of wine. “Excellent,” I said. “To Achilles and Homeward Bound, to Ghostrunner and Cerberus, may Neptune be merciful and grant us safe passage to the East and back.”

      But before taking a sip I tipped my glass, spilling a few drops on the floor. My brothers - mariners, forever superstitious - joined me in my sacred offering.
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        * * *

      

      With a mix of excitement and uneasiness in the air, we set out from Ireland the next morning under unsettled grey skies, plowing through heaving swells under full sail. Our four formidable warships must have made an inspiring sight to the spectators standing along the shore.

      We sailed for Amsterdam first - a bustling seaport of clean, cobblestone streets, of grand new buildings and a dizzying array of church steeples and spires rising towards the heavens - for there in the great city we had pilgrims to collect. The Dutch government, led by the ambitious warrior prince Maurice of Nassau, had been encouraging Dutchmen to make the long and arduous journey east. The Dutch were on the march to colonize territories, to create a new Dutch empire, a grand empire of commerce to rival, nay eclipse, all others and thousands willing to risk everything for land and riches were flocking to Amsterdam to answer the government’s call.

      After we dropped anchor just outside the city walls, I took Atwood, MacGyver and Maurice ashore in a longboat with me to meet a man named Houtman. We walked to Dam Square and a little way beyond to an older, unremarkable building where the Company was leasing space out of an old warehouse.

      “Welcome, I’m delighted to meet you at last Señorita de Cortés,” the Dutchman said in excellent Spanish as we squeezed into his bland, neglected office with barely enough room to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. The piles of paper I saw strewn across a cheaply made desk, and the stacks of files littering a badly worn floor, did not inspire confidence. The man himself was an unremarkable, stocky little fellow with a red goatee and a shiny, bald head.

      “I received your letter accepting the terms of our commission,” he continued. “I am Jan de Houtman and I will be your agent. Please call me Jan. May I address you by your Christian name Elizabeth?”

      “Of course,” I replied with a pleasant smile. “Allow me to introduce Captains Jacob Atwood, Michael MacGyver and Maurice to you. I’ve sailed with these gentlemen for years. I can vouch for their quality. They are seamen of great skill and courage.”

      Houtman leaned forward from his desk to shake hands. “A genuine pleasure, gentlemen,” Houtman said then turned to me while gleefully rubbing his hands together. “John Martin shares your opinion. He has only the highest praise for you all. Though our original agreement was for three ships, I’m informed you’ve entered our fine harbor with a flotilla of four ships of impressive stature. I’m informed you’ve brought over four hundred men and eighty pieces of artillery with you.”

      I nodded. “You are well-informed. Four heavily-armed ships yes, and you are at liberty to inspect our little squadron whenever you please.”

      “I intend to. I’ve heard outlandish talk here and there about fair maidens holding positions of power. Aside from nobility of course, I’ve never met one. Certainly, I’ve never encountered a ship’s master of your gender before. Rather extraordinary.”

      “We live in extraordinary times,” I replied. “How many Dutchmen will be sailing with us?”

      “Three hundred souls, give or take, along with as many tons of arms, tools and supplies as your ships can transport.”

      “Conditions,” Atwood said, “will be cramped aboard the ships but we’ll make do.”

      “We Dutch are not afraid of hardship. Years of bloody conflict with Spain have forged us into a tough and hardy people.”

      “That is good to know,” I said awkwardly.

      Houtman reached for a roll of papers secured by a thin red, white and blue ribbon sitting on his desk. “Sea charts, routes, destinations and your instructions, along with letters of introduction should you need them,” he explained and handed me the papers. “I will inspect your ships in the morning. Now I would be honored if you would all join me for supper as my guests. Martin informs me you have a few wild stories worth telling regarding your excursions to the West Indies. I look forward to hearing one or two.”

      After a long evening with Houtman, we rowed back to our ships just before dawn awakened the city. We rallied our men, weighed anchor and set the tops’ls. We raised the Company’s flamboyant red, white and blue flags too as we gingerly eased our ships up against four open piers a short distance away where three hundred Dutchmen dressed in plain, black clothing stood waiting for us in the rain amidst hundreds of boxes, crates and barrels. From the main deck, I glanced down at the Dutchmen with displeasure for I could see apprehension in many a face and fearful men Mary had taught me cannot be trusted.

      Then I spotted Houtman in the crowd. He stood out in his bold red and blue striped landsknecht trousers and his copotain hat, trimmed with an exceedingly long, red feather, cocked to one side. His black leather slashed doublet with capped sleeves and broad reticella lace collar appeared expensive.

      I waved him up the gangway and poured him a tin of fresh coffee. “Jan, welcome aboard Ghostrunner,” I said cheerfully as I handed him his coffee.

      He raised his cup in thanks and took a sip. “Ahhh, delicious. A rather dreary day to launch an expedition. This dampness cuts right to the bone.”

      “Perhaps you should join us. We are off to warmer climes I hear.”

      “Ha! I like my soft, cozy bed too much. Shall we?”

      I accompanied Houtman as he inspected our ships, beginning with Ghostrunner. The Dutchman knew his business and was thorough. He even stepped down into the bowels of each ship and waded into the bilge water, poking at timbers and planks here and there with an iron rod.

      “Very fine, very fine,” Houtman said as we crossed the gangway over to the pier. “Your ships are sturdy, in good repair and heavily armed. My compliments to you on the cleanliness I saw. Too many masters don’t mind sluttery. Imbeciles. Sluttery invites sickness and sickness impacts profits. What may I ask is the quality of your men?”

      “They’re disciplined and good fighters. We do have a fair number of new recruits too, which is not uncommon as you must know. Ships’ masters are forever scouring the land looking for able-bodied men to replenish the ranks. I cannot yet attest to the skills of these new men, but they’ll learn what is expected of them from the veterans and they’ll learn quickly too or else.”

      “Marvelous. You have delivered on your promises Elizabeth - which is exceedingly important to the Company - I implore you to remember that. I’m pleased to approve this expedition.”

      I leaned close to the Dutchman’s ear. “Some of your people seem skittish today, Jan.”

      Houtman nodded while removing a sheet of paper from his doublet’s breast pocket. “It is not given to us to know who will survive this voyage to see home again and who will not. I’m no seafaring man but I’m not oblivious to the hazards and sacrifices. The elements, disease, mishaps, rotten food and tainted water, killers lurking about the islands. The Company has carefully explained the risks and the potential rewards to each man. A handful of these fine fellows have made the journey before. I’ve written their names down and a word or two about their accomplishments on this paper. You may find their knowledge useful in the long days ahead. Koopman and Dijksma at the top of the list are the highest-ranking men. They are both officers of the Company. At sea the authority of the ship’s master is absolute. This is maritime law. But whilst in port, you will defer to these two men. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “Good. Stay well clear of the Islas Canarias, Cabo Verde and the Moroccan coast Elizabeth. Those waters are infested with ruthless Barbary rovers and other unsavory sorts who enjoy killing for sport. These godless heathens will show you no mercy. We Dutch have paid dearly learning this lesson.”

      “We shall heed your good advice.”

      Houtman doffed his fancy hat as we shook hands. “Very well, I’ll let you get to it then. No doubt you are anxious to embark upon your new quest. I wish you safe journeys and pray we meet again sometime within the next year or two. Farewell my lady.”

      After Houtman left we started packing the Dutch and their supplies into the ships. We packed them in tight. And once all was ready, I gave the order to cast-off the mooring lines and drop sail and soon our ships started slowly drifting away from the piers. To reach Banten, our primary destination, we needed to cross twelve thousand miles of water in ships filled to bursting from stem to stern. We faced a daunting task with so many miles ahead of us and so few safe havens for refuge.

      To my chagrin I had to share my great cabin with Efendi, Shaw, my little man James and three crewmen. James bunked with me while the rest laid their bedrolls out across the deck and slept on hard wood.

      With John Davis’ new book The Seaman’s Secret published in 1595 in hand, complete with sea charts, an hourglass, magnetic compass, an astrolabe or star-taker, a chip log and a back-staff, or as some like to call it a Davis Quadrant, I led our small fleet into the English Channel and then pointed us due south. We’d continue our southerly course until we reached the bottom of the world. At navigation, I excelled even Atwood and did what I could to snip off a few miles here and there.

      Irksome squalls though plagued us down Channel and followed us well into the Atlantic. We cruised along in a close diamond formation under half sail for we dared not push our crowded ships too hard and made poor time tacking against the buffeting headwinds and contrary currents.

      We endured the wet and the cold as best we could. We had no space to hang our wet things and suffered in our damp, smelly clothing. We lived on cold porridge and ate ch’arki, a favorite snack amongst my men but not very satisfying as a meal, as the cooks couldn’t light the brick ovens in the heavy seas battering our poor ships about. Deprived of hot food, sleep and simple comforts, misery was our close companion in the early days.

      When the sun at last broke through the clouds, accompanied by a lively north wind and drier air, we were some two hundred miles off the coast of Portugal by my reckoning. My crew and our passengers rejoiced with cheers and laughter as they took turns up on deck to enjoy the delightful weather. Mindful of Houtman’s warning, I kept us well clear of the Spanish Islas Canarias and we passed the archipelago on the windward side. And though we saw many a sail in the distance, none ventured our way.

      After thirty-five days of tedious sailing across three thousand miles of ocean, we slipped past Cabo Verde, looping around the southern shores of those islands, and then headed due east for Africa. I led our ships straight for the tiny island of Gorée where the Dutch maintain a well-garrisoned stronghold according to the instructions Houtman had given me.

      “You are Ewoud Dijksma?” I asked in English when the Dutchman stepped up onto the quarterdeck to join me. I kept my gaze fixed on the African coast slowly taking form in the distance as the hotness of the great Sahara Desert brushed against my face like a blast of searing heat from a furnace.

      The handsome, cleanshaven Dutchman, a sturdy fellow with intelligent, blue eyes and dressed in the black, flat-topped hat and unadorned black jacket, breeches and black buckled shoes favored by the Dutch Protestants on board, nodded. “I am madam.”

      I turned to face Dijksma and smiled. He kept his blonde, curly hair cut short. A prominent nose and a strong, square chin gave him an air of authority. I had watched him over the past few days strolling up and down the decks with swagger. I had seen how the other Dutchmen deferred to him.

      “Before departing Amsterdam, Meneer Houtman gave me a list of names and descriptions of the men who have sailed to the East before,” I said and handed the Dutchman a nipperkin of wine. “According to the information Houtman provided me, you speak, besides Dutch, English, Spanish, Portuguese, French, Italian and Javanese.”

      “I do, along with some Malay and a smattering of Japanese.”

      “Japanese? Impressive. You’ve made this voyage at least once before?”

      “Yes, indeed I have. I sailed with Jacob van Neck’s fleet in the spring of ‘98 to the Oost Indië.”

      “Oost Indië? East Indies?”

      “Very good, madam. I have every confidence we’ll be conversing in Dutch together before this voyage is over.”

      “We shall see. I have a good ear for languages but find Dutch difficult. People say van Neck’s expedition was extraordinarily successful.”

      “Very. Van Neck returned to the United Provinces with over one million pounds of various spices worth a substantial fortune. Amsterdam’s city fathers paraded him through the streets like a conquering hero to the sounds of fife and drum, to blaring trumpets and tolling church bells. The pageantry was grand.”

      “Much like how the English honored Sir Francis Drake after he circumnavigated the globe.”

      “Quite so.”

      “I trust you and your colleagues are not suffering too much discomfort below deck? These past few weeks have been rather unpleasant.”

      “We are making do, though I must confess I miss my wine. Our daily ration of flat ale is barely tolerable. I’m enjoying this tasty beverage very much, thank you. Most refreshing.”

      “Good, good. This happens to be a Spanish vintage. I was a bit concerned you might find Spanish vino too tart, too bold, perhaps altogether disagreeable.”

      Dijksma smiled as he held his glass out for more. “We Dutch do not find everything Spanish detestable. The wine is delicious and you, my dear lady, are delightful. I understand you were born in Barcelona but were raised in Santo Domingo?”

      “True. You need not worry whether I’m a Spanish spy or not. I have no loyalties to Spain. I am a woman of the Caribbean. I am a child of the sea.”

      Dijksma started laughing. “Wonderbaar! I shall sleep much better tonight knowing this.”

      “I do believe you’ve found some amusement at my expense.”

      “Never!” the Dutchman declared with a wry smile.

      “We are an easy sail away from Gorée. You’ve been to this island?”

      “I have. And I’ve been to the Lebou village called Ndakaaru directly across the water from the island.”

      “What can you tell me about this place?”

      “At one time the Portuguese used the island as a base for their slave trade. The Dutch seized Gorée from the Portuguese some years ago and then ran them out of Ndakaaru. We maintain a strong presence in this part of Africa. The spot is convenient for Dutch ships sailing to and from the East Indies to safely refit, resupply and rest. This land is known as Senegal and is ruled by the Kajoor. The Kajoor prosper handsomely trading with we Europeans and rest assured my lady, we’ll be greeted warmly.”

      “Excellent. I
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