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FOURTH EDITION

This is the fourth edition of this book. It was first released as "Die a Dry Death", published by Diiarts in London. After that it moved to Pfoxmoor, where it was renamed "To Die a Dry Death" and from there to Fingerpress. Now the rights have reverted to me.

In those five years, I've written several other books and I've visited the Abrolhos Islands, where many of the events described in this book took place. So I've taken the opportunity to edit the original manuscript. The story is unchanged, but I've removed a few extraneous words, added some description where the transition from one scene to the next was not as smooth as I would have liked, and made sure that my descriptions of the islands were as accurate as I could make them.

I'm delighted to learn that Beacon Island, the modern name for Batavia's Graveyard, has been cleared of fishermen's shacks. Now at least proper investigations can be undertaken and the island can be a memorial to all those men, women and children who were slaughtered there in 1629.

DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the memory of Captain Adriaen Jacobsz, who I believe has been shabbily treated by history. May he rest in peace.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

Many people have assisted me in the writing of this book. They know who they are—Ellie, Gemi, Anthony and others—and I'm most grateful to each of them. I particularly wish to express my thanks to the late M.M. Bennetts, who wrote Jeronimus's sonnet for him, and without whose encouragement this book would still be rattling around in the space between my ears; and to Malcolm Mendey for his invaluable assistance with matters nautical.

For the reader who wishes to find out more about the wreck of the Batavia, I recommend the following: 

	Batavia's Graveyard by Mike Dash (Phoenix, 2002)

	Voyage to Disaster by Henrietta Drake-Brockman (University of Western Australia Press, 2006)

	The First and Last Voyage of the Batavia by Philippe Godard


You'll also find a series of historical articles at my blog, http://gretavanderrol.net/books-2/historical-fiction/historical-articles/
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The 2,000 mile journey made by the longboat from the wreck site to the city of Batavia.
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The Wallibi Group of the Abrolhos Islands, showing the wreck and the main islands.
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Prologue
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NOW WOULD I GIVE A thousand furlongs of sea for an acre of barren ground, long heath, brown furze, anything. The wills above be done! but I would fain die a dry death.

—The Tempest, William Shakespeare
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AMSTERDAM, JANUARY 1632 

The traveller brought a gust of winter in through the door with him, a howl of wind, a swirl of snow. He shrugged his shoulders and stamped his feet on the stone floor, grateful to be inside. The room was busy, thick with smoke and heavy with the scent of tobacco and beer. A fire crackled in the hearth beyond the crowded bench tables where voices buzzed in conversation. In a corner a whore flashed her wares to a couple of drunken sailors. A barmaid carrying a tray of foaming jars pushed between the drinkers.

"Welcome, sir. A room? A woman? Or just schnapps and beer?"

"A room for the night, if you please," the traveller said, pulling off thick leather gloves. "A bitter night it is. The canals are all frozen and the cobbles might as well be ice."

"Winter in Amsterdam can be bitter indeed." The landlord jerked his head at a hovering servant. "The maid will take you to your room upstairs. Then come down and share a beer, or eat a meal." 

His room arranged, mug of beer at his elbow, the traveller sat at the end of a bench and attacked a plate of steaming bean and onion soup. As his hunger abated, the formless noise of voices nearby coalesced into words.

"It must have been the Devil." A thickset fellow with a luxuriant moustache nodded solemnly. "Hundreds foully murdered."

"He didn't do it by himself, though," the man opposite him said. "He had plenty of helpers, I've heard. They say the captain himself would have stolen his own ship if it hadn't been wrecked."

"That's just it, isn't it? He must have enchanted them. Or maybe they disturbed some evil spirit, out there in those heathen seas."

"I heard there was a beautiful woman on the ship." The speaker wiped beer froth from his lips. "Mayhap she was a sorceress. Like Circe."

An older man down the end took his pipe out of his mouth and blew a plume of smoke through pursed lips. "Shouldn't have women on a ship. That'll be it, mark my words. Bad luck, that is. Well known fact."

The thickset man drained his mug and rose to his feet. "Speaking of women, I'd best be off. She'll be waiting and you know how that is."

The traveller pushed his empty plate aside and grasped the man's arm as he made to step past. "Excuse me, sir. This thing you're talking about. What is it?"

"You've not heard? The doings with the Batavia? A bad business." He shook his head. "A terrible business. I'd stay and tell you, but I dare not. I'm sure someone else will."

But already the others were scraping back chairs, finding cloaks, slipping on gloves. One by one they ventured into the darkness, leaving an eddy of wind in the heavy air in the tavern. Only one man remained. He'd said nothing as the others talked, but the traveller had noticed the gleam in his eye as he sucked on his long pipe. Now, he sat staring at his mug.

"Do you know of this thing they were talking about? Batavia?" asked the traveller, slipping into the seat opposite him.

The man looked up. Flickering candlelight cast shifting shadows on a face past first youth, still handsome but weather-beaten. "And you do not? You're the only man in Amsterdam who doesn't." His voice held a hint of amusement, or perhaps condescension. And something else. Sadness?

"I'm from Enschede," the traveller said.

"Ah." The man smiled. "A country lad. Well then, buy me a Genever to go with my beer, and I'll tell you the story."

The traveller waved a hand to summon the maid.

For a moment the man stared into the fire, dying down a little now, but deep red at its heart. "You've heard of Batavia? The city?" he asked at length.

"Yes. In the Indies, isn't it? Is that where a ship was wrecked?"

The man grinned, the merest curve of his lips. "The ship was named after the city. The ship Batavia was wrecked."

"Oh." The traveller sipped at his mug, feeling foolish. In the corner the whore helped her customer to unsteady feet and led him to the stairs. Their footsteps clattered on the wooden treads and a door closed. A log slipped in the fire, producing an ephemeral display of bright sparks.

"Have you ever sailed? Ever been on the high seas?"

"No. We keep cows."

The man swallowed a long draught of beer. "Well, then," he said as he put the tankard down, "let me explain a few things first." He wetted his finger in the beer and drew an elongated triangle on the bench top. "This is Africa. And up here..." he drew a couple of sausage shapes just above and to the right of the top of the triangle, "is the Indies. From Table Bay—that's here—the ships sail south and use the west winds and the currents to sail east until they've gone far enough to head north, up along the coast of the unknown South Land, here, to the Indies." 

He paused for another gulp of beer.

"It's fast. Much faster than the old route up past Madagascar. Better for the ships, for the crews, for the Company. The Dutch East India Company—the VOC, that is. But the waters in the south are uncharted and dangerous. There were a few close encounters with the South Land but all the ships reached harbour safely. Then in June, 1629..."
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Adriaen Jacobsz rubbed a hand over his face. This was the worst part of being a captain, standing the midnight watch, when senses were dull and attention wavered. One more hour and he could get back to his bed. A brisk breeze filled the Batavia's sails, pushing her northward. The deck swayed beneath his feet, matching the rhythm of waves that surged beneath the hull. Timbers creaked an accompaniment and the occasional murmurs of sailors at their stations added a soft harmony. Wan lines of light glimmered on the decking and Jacobsz looked up. In the night sky a gibbous moon floated clear of the clouds. Her appearance would be brief. Already, wispy outriders drifted towards her face.

His fingers tapping idly on the stern rail, he allowed his gaze to stray into the darkness to starboard. Out there, six hundred miles away lay Eendracht's Land, Terra Australis Incognita, the South Land. Was the place really as bad as they said? No matter. The further over the horizon, the better. His job was to get his ship to the Indies unscathed. Not long now. Ten, fifteen days. They'd turned the corner, running broad-reached before the sou'westers out of the stormy gales in the deep southern latitudes, up into warmer climes. Not that the air was warm here. The pre-dawn wind blew chill against his neck, carrying with it that scent of rain, a sure sign of bad weather coming.

The moon appeared again, casting dim shadows of sails and rigging. Jacobsz peered along the crowded decks, past the three masts and beyond the leaping red lion on the ship's bowsprit. He frowned. What was that? A line of sparkle? White water? Here in mid-ocean? 

"Bosschieter," he called to the look-out. "Is that white water, dead ahead?" 

"Just moonlight on the white-caps." 

Jacobsz grunted. The moon was hidden again, like a woman drawing a veil across her face. By his calculations, they should be well out to sea, far from any shore.

A sudden force flung him to his knees, palms on the rough wood of the deck, ears filled with rasping, grinding horror. Timbers groaned, over-stretched rigging shrieked and twanged. Bollards rattled. Barrels, ropes, boxes bounced and clattered and banged along the deck. Shouts of alarm, screams of pain, a howl in the darkness as a man fell from the ratlines into the sea. Batavia fought and twisted against the grip on her keel. Jacobsz struggled to his feet on the deck. God verdomme. God vergloeiende, God verdomme. They'd hit something. A reef. It had to be a reef. Not a gentle sandbar, this.

The sails creaked and strained, eager to push the ship further north. Further onto the rocks. The timbers ground in protest.

"Get those sails furled," Jacobsz shouted.

He'd hardly needed the order; men scrambled up the ratlines, tugged at the ropes.

The boatswain appeared through the companionway from the quarterdeck, still pulling on his coat. "Take charge for'ard," Jacobsz said to him. "Stop them from panicking and get those mains down." 

The man hurried away, the shrill of his whistle cutting through the clamour. Somebody started to ring the alarm on the for'ard bells. Clang, clang, clang. Jacobsz swallowed his own fear. Stay calm, think it through. He'd run aground before, often enough. And usually, a ship could be recovered. He stifled the groan as the one man he could not ignore pushed towards him, staggering on the heaving deck. Pelsaert, pale and even more ill-looking than usual in his nightshirt.

"What has happened? What have we struck?" 

Jacobsz scowled down at the man. "A bar in deep ocean. We've run aground." 

Pelsaert sucked in a breath. "Aground? You've brought us undone? Drunk at your station, I suppose—" 

"This is not the time, Commandeur. I have a ship to save." He gestured at dazed passengers emerging on the upper deck, mere shadows in the yellow glow of the stern light. "If you want something to do... sir... keep these people away so my men can work." Jacobsz turned away.

"You will hear more of this," Pelsaert hissed.

You will hear more of this. Jacobsz snarled the words in his head as his fingers automatically balled into fists. Did the pompous clown imagine he'd deliberately steered his ship onto a reef? Just as well the Dutch East India Company paid good money. He needed some compensation for having a blasted merchant who knew nothing about ships and sailing in nominal charge. He pushed down his rage. No time for that now.

"Steersman, fetch the lead. What depth bow and stern? Hurry now. And get the longboat launched." 

He'd have to lighten her, maybe float her off. Pray God the weather stayed calm. Shadowy shapes boiled out of the forward hatches, voices raised in alarm. Sailors he could use but the soldiers would just get in the way. Worse than the rats. He'd have to get somebody down there to sort them out. He yelled, raising his voice above the cacophony.

"Corporal, do something with the soldiers."
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PELSAERT SHIVERED AND huddled further into his coat as he pushed his way back to the quarter deck. The fever was unrelenting, even after weeks abed. And now this. His heart beat a strident tattoo in his chest, matching the clamour of the bell. A wave thudded against the side of the ship, sending salt-laced spray cascading over the deck. His foot-steps jolted as a tremor shuddered through the timbers. Panic roared up from his stomach towards his brain. To drown in this awful southern sea, far from home. Sharks, sea monsters. He'd heard about those. Images flicked through his mind, great beasts with foot-long fangs in gaping jaws. He grabbed at a rail and forced himself to breathe. No monstrous head churned the waters. At least, thank God in Heaven, they didn't face a storm. The surf on the reef was bad enough.

He peered at figures clustered together on the quarterdeck, shadows in the dimness, their night clothes billowing in the breeze. The predikant, Gijsbert Bastiaensz, stood with his arm around his wife. He couldn't see Lucretia van der Mijlen, although Zwaantie, her maid, was there with the butler, the steward and a few of the cadets. They pressed towards him, demanding answers he couldn't give.

"We've run aground," Pelsaert said, pretending confidence. "But remember, it happened before, not long out of Texel, and the ship was refloated. Keep calm." 

"God in Heaven, save us." The predikant closed his eyes, his lips moving in silent prayer.

His wife, stolid and plain, gripped his hand, leaning into him for support. Her long hair cascaded down from her cap and around her face. "Should we bring the children out?" 

"Have faith. The skipper is a well-experienced seaman." True enough. And a drunkard and a lecher. Pelsaert wished again he'd had some other captain. No use to worry about that now. Splashes echoed above the thump of the surf. Dim figures stood against the rails. They were probably trying to lighten the ship, throwing over things not needed. He hoped it wasn't cargo. But no. Surely not even Jacobsz would be so reckless.

Pelsaert shivered again. If they couldn't refloat the ship... The option didn't bear thinking about. He should do something, go and collect some of the more valuable items. Yes. Place them in a barrel, ready. Just in case. Jacobsz wasn't a man to be trusted. He started towards the companionway to the living quarters in the stern. A figure stood there, hand on the lintel, swaying with the ship.

"My lady. Are you all right?" 

Pelsaert stepped towards Lucretia, steadying himself against the roll of the vessel. She had dressed but her blonde hair was uncovered, blowing in the breeze.

"Yes. What's happening?" Her breathing was rapid, through parted lips.

"There is no need to panic." If he said it often enough he might believe his own words. "The ship has run aground. Captain Jacobsz is dealing with it. See?" One hand clutching the rail he pointed to the east where the darkness seemed a little lighter. "Dawn can't be far off. Then we'll see where we are." He hesitated and cleared his throat. "Forgive my appearance, madam." He gestured at the nightshirt over his breeches, "I felt it my duty as commandeur to investigate the situation as soon as I could." 

"Of course." 

"Best if you join the predikant. If you'll excuse me..." Pelsaert bowed and hurried off, back below decks.


*
[image: ]



"THREE FATHOMS ASTERN, Cap'n. She's stuck fast for'ard." 

Three fathoms. Barely enough for her to float. Let this be low tide. Please, Lord. Perhaps he should have attended church more diligently. The Constable hovered. "Cut loose the guns and throw them over the side, quick as you can." As the man nodded and hurried off to the gundeck, Jacobsz bellowed over the cacophony. "Get everything off. Anchors, cannon balls, ropes—everything. And set the small anchor aft." 

A squall hammered the ship. Water trickling down into his shirt, Jacobsz sheltered from the sudden onslaught as the deck lurched again. The sea was rising, too. A huge wave struck, scooped up the yawl from its place on the deck and flung it into the sea. He peered through the driving rain to see the longboat set out in pursuit of the smaller boat. Just as well Gerritsz was out there. Small as it was, they'd need the yawl.

In the east the sky brightened. Fingers of red flitted over the wave tops and painted the gathering clouds in the west. Soon the sun would disappear behind the galloping cloud band. Jacobsz gazed along a line of white water that defined the reef, as one by one the cannons and their carriages were pushed out of the gun bays. Twenty-four pieces, enough to defend the ship against any pirate. Cannon balls followed, crates, ropes.

"Well, captain?" Pelsaert, properly dressed in breeches and jacket with a white lace collar, appeared in front of him, lips pursed, eyes bright with anger. And maybe a hint of fear? Jacobsz hoped so, but the merchant's tone was clipped and precise again, the Antwerp burr hardly noticeable.

"We're lightening the ship. Maybe she'll float free." Snivelling bureaucrat. What would he know? 

"Not the cargo?" 

"The cargo if we must." Jacobsz stared him out until Pelsaert's eyes flickered.

"I am responsible for the cargo, for the Company's goods." 

The Company's goods. Did he really think that mattered now? This merchant with his upper-crust accent? "What're you going to do with the ship? She's Company goods, too." 

Pelsaert lifted his chin. "The ship is your responsibility, captain. I won't forget that." 

Jacobsz's lip curled in a sneer. No, the commandeur wouldn't forget that. A pity the man recovered from his illness. If he'd died... 

"What if the ship does not float free?" Pelsaert asked.

"I've had an anchor set aft. We'll winch her free." The ship lurched sideways as another wave struck. Jacobsz rode the movement but the smaller man staggered.

"If that doesn't work, I'll go and look for land." Jacobsz nodded forward, across the pink-flecked water. "There seem to be some islets up there." 

"See to it." 

Jacobsz snorted at the man's retreating back. He'd already given the order. The longboat stood alongside, waiting for him. He turned back to the rail and watched another cannon topple ponderously from its port into the sea below. Droplets from the mighty splash hit his face. He prayed again that he could lighten the ship enough. Because he very much suspected that the tide was on the ebb, not rising. The wind blew chill, whipping his hair around his face.

Sailors held the longboat against the side on lines. Jacobsz scrambled on board and they pushed off into the dawn light to find a place of refuge.
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Batavia hung on an outer reef that surrounded a shallow underwater plain like a protective wall. The sun glittered for a few minutes between the horizon and the advancing cloud, casting long shadows on the sea. The sailors in the longboat pulled at the oars, battling into a six-foot swell. For a moment the shadow of Batavia's mainmast fell on the vessel, like an accusing finger. If he was right about the tide, he'd have to find somewhere to get those people off. Quickly.

"It's little more'n a reef, Cap'n," said the man at the tiller.

Jacobsz could see that for himself. He'd already rejected the long, low, barren expanse to one side of a deep channel. The water was too rough, too deep for a crossing with panic-stricken people. Inside the reef, the sea was relatively calm and close by he saw an islet that looked high enough to be above the high tide. "Head over there." 

A few strokes of the oars brought the boat to the water's edge. Jacobsz clambered ashore with a few sailors, strode the twenty paces to the centre of the island and gazed around him. Parched, barren. No water here. He ran a hand over tough leaves on stunted bushes growing between bleached coral rocks. What a place. What a God-forsaken place. Even as he stood there rain fell, cold and sharp as needles on his skin, a brief foretaste of more to come.

"No room for everybody here," somebody muttered.

"There's another one. Over there." 

Jacobsz peered. Yes, not far away, across the shallow reef waters, another island rose above the sea.

They clambered back aboard the longboat and crossed the distance, not more than half a mile.

The island was larger; much larger. Even so, it was less than four hundred yards long and maybe one hundred and thirty yards across at the widest point. Jacobsz stood with his hands on hips. Just as barren, just as desolate, but at least the place had a little beach. Birds, startled from their shelter, wheeled in the air, shrieking defiance and the shallow water teemed with fish. He glanced up at the sullen sky. More rain was on the way, no doubt about it. And if the people caught the rainwater, at least they stood a chance. It would have to do.

The oars creaked as the men bent their backs, returning to Batavia with a rising wind behind them.

The longboat approached the stricken vessel from the west, surfing the waves. Jacobsz, in the prow, sighed. With every wave that struck the hull, the vessel juddered and bumped. There could be no doubt now. The tide had turned and the ship was beginning to settle on her keel, digging her even further into the reef. He stared up at the towering mainmast as he clambered back onto the deck. With each ocean blow the massive column thudded down through the decks into the keel. Boom. The whole ship quivered. At this rate, the ship's own mast would shatter her where she wallowed. And maybe, just maybe, without that massive weight, Batavia could at least float free of the reef.

Sick at heart, Jacobsz forged his way back to the quarterdeck, where the passengers were gathered. The predikant, his wife and seven children and their maid; the steward, the butler, a few cadets, and Lucretia van der Mijlen, upright and dignified, next to Pelsaert. At least they conducted themselves with a bit of dignity; not like the rabble on the main deck. Down there they seethed like rats. A few idiots had already thrown themselves over the side to swim for it.

Jacobsz motioned the commandeur to one side, away from the bedraggled passengers. "I'm going to have to fell the mainmast." 

Pelsaert stared up at him, eyes round. "Why?" 

"Because for one, if I don't the damn thing will break through the keel and for two, with the mainmast gone, the ship may be light enough to be free of the reef." 

"Can the ship still sail without a mainmast?" 

God save him from idiots. "Of course she can. Not so well, with less canvas. But if she doesn't float, she won't sail at all." 

Boom. The ship lurched again. Pelsaert's fingers jerked convulsively against the timbers. "Do what you must." 

"Downhaul the mainsails, lads. Move," Jacobsz shouted to waiting sailors.

They moved, gathered around the mast while the ship jolted and jibed around them, easing the furled canvas down onto the deck. With each piece, Jacobsz's heart squeezed a little more. He had no choice. She couldn't last, being bludgeoned to pieces. It was done; the mast stood bare. The course, topsail and topgallant lay on the deck.

"Cut the rigging and the stays." 

One team to port, another to starboard, the sailors hacked through the ropes until the rigging flapped like broken spiders webs around the mast.

Yelling for axes and a few stout lads, Jacobsz wove like a drunken man down the companionway and across the rolling deck. Still he hesitated. Without her mainmast, his ship would barely move. He stood, axe in hand, as once again the massive column of Baltic pine drove down through the decks. Boom. A rolling, echoing, death-knell. The timbers buckled under his feet. There must have been a hundred people—more—crowded together for'ard of the mast; a seething mass of terrified humanity. As well he couldn't hear their shouts above the roar of the sea. His decision. According to regulations, the skipper had to land the first blow to emasculate his ship.

He had no choice. It had to be done.

Batavia already listed to port. If the mast toppled that way, it should clear the deck, clear the ship. He took a huge breath, swung the axe and buried the head deep in the wood. Once... twice. Duty done, he handed the axe to a waiting man and watched as the sailors chopped until at last, like the ghost of the forest giant it had once been, the mighty column began to sway, creaking in protest.

A squall hit the ship. Wind howled, cold rain beat a tattoo. And the mast shifted.

Jacobsz groaned helplessly as it toppled at an angle, catching in the rigging of the mizzen mast as, slowly at first, then gathering speed, the shaft thundered down. Stays, clewlines and ratlines snapped and snaked in the air; the rail disintegrated into splinters. The dead weight hit the water amid a cacophony of sound and energy. The top spars and the crow's nest disappeared in a miniature tidal wave that rocked the vessel.

When the fury of the impact had died away, Jacobsz gazed in mind-numbed horror at the tangled mess amidships. The mast lay across the deck to port, the newly cut wound bright and stark. Already the sea, strewn with a fresh array of flotsam, sloshed across the deck. She was finished. His ship was mortally wounded. She would expire here, far from her native shore.

"Jacobsz. Captain." 

As if from a distance, through a fog, somebody shouted his name. Pelsaert. He shook himself, forcing the languor from his body. If he couldn't save his ship he must at least save the people on board. Or at least as many as he could. Some had drowned already, smashed by the surf onto the sharp wall of the reef as they tried to swim for shore. Their bodies floated face down among the timber and the barrels.

In short movements from one handhold to another, he clambered across the littered surface to where Pelsaert waited on the quarter deck, his white-knuckled hand gripping the rail. He stood a little apart from the others, who were sitting on the deck now, arms clutching each other for comfort.

"We must get everything off." Pelsaert swept his free hand to encompass the ship.

"There's land." Jacobsz's tongue was thick in his mouth. His ship was finished. "Two islands, not far away, within the reef. Not large, but above the reach of the high tide. There should be enough room for everyone." 

"And the valuables." Pelsaert pointed to a cask at his feet.

"The valuables?" Words stuck in Jacobsz's throat. His nostrils flared. "There are three hundred souls on this ship. They'll die." 

Pelsaert frowned. His eyes flicked down to the deck then back up as the ship shuddered again. In the sudden silence Jacobsz thought he heard muffled cries and shouts above the crash of the surf and the whistle of the wind in the rigging.


"It is the Company's ship. It is my duty as commandeur to keep safe as much of the valuables and trade goods as I can." 

He couldn't be serious. Surely not. Anger surged.

"Get the people off first," Pelsaert added quickly. "The sick and... and the frightened. Women, children..." 

"Of course." 
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Jacobsz sat in the centre of the pitching longboat and eyed Batavia's battered, listing hull. The wind blustered, waves lashed the ship and the sea was a carpet of ropes, casks, timbers. He'd have to bring her in with a wave, hold her alongside and have the men load the people. Thank the Lord that at least his sailors worked in daylight. The boatswain waited on the deck with the first load of passengers. The captain's gaze slid to a struggling mob, fighting to get past a rearguard of some of the more trustworthy lads that kept them at bay. Jacobsz hoped they'd hold. He couldn't risk overloading the boats.

"Run her in with the next wave." 

A trough, the bow rose. "Now." 

The oarsmen pulled. A man in the bow cast a rope to a brawny sailor. Two men held the longboat alongside Batavia.

"Hurry up," shouted Jacobsz. "Get them off." 

One by one they came, clambering down rope ladders into a boat that leapt and pitched in the surging water. Zwaantie first, wide-eyed and frightened. She lunged towards him but he scowled at her and she sat down as told, hugging her shawl around her shoulders. The predikant followed, white-lipped and stolid, clutching his Bible; his wife, the maid and one by one the small children, handed from man to man like parcels, whimpering with fear. Even as a sailor accepted the last terrified child in his arms a man scrambled over the railing, risking his life for a place in the longboat. A wave sucked down and the boat dropped, scraping on floating debris. When the longboat rose again, the man was in the water, threshing, lips parted in a soundless scream.

Jacobsz reached out and grasped the sailor's wrist. The swell tugged at him, intent on sweeping its victim away. Muscles burned in Jacobsz's arm. The clutching fingers loosened as the wave sucked its victim back.

Jacobsz gritted his teeth. The lad was young; his terrified blue eyes met the captain's. Not this one. Not yet. One mighty heave and willing hands pulled the soaking man into the longboat, where he lay, panting and shivering.

"Get him out of the way," bellowed Jacobsz above the roar of the surf. "Two more, only two more." 

More than that and the overloaded boat would swamp. The sailors held a couple of frantic men off with their oars. Timing, timing was the thing. "Cast off." 

The longboat swept out with the next wave, drawn back along the line of the reef. "Row, lads." 

A few fools floundered in the water, foiled in their attempt to get into the boat.

"Throw out a line aft," yelled Jacobsz. If they could catch a ride, God speed. But he couldn't afford to stop and the boat was overloaded anyway. He caught sight of the yawl coming alongside the ship to pick up more people and prayed his sailors could keep control of the struggling mob on the deck.

"Haai!" somebody shrieked.

The boat wobbled as some passengers shrank away from the edges and others craned their necks to see.

"Yes, sharks," Jacobsz said. "You get them in oceans. Stay calm or you'll meet them up close." 

That was all he needed with an overloaded boat full of panicked people. He watched the triangular fins. Leisurely for now. Just nosing around the line astern where five men clung. Please, God, keep them safe. One of them let go and thrashed back towards the Batavia. He disappeared in a brief flurry of fins and grey backs and a tinge of red stained the water. On the longboat a child's frightened crying joined the creak of oars, the grunts of labouring sailors.

No time to mourn, or even think about one man's fate. "Come on, lads. Get your backs into it. Down the channel to the island." 

They beat into the wind and rain, while to starboard the reef formed a brief waterfall until the next wave struck. Jacobsz gazed at Batavia, lashed by waves. Her back was broken. Her stern—the poop deck and the quarter deck—still stood beyond the reach of even the highest wave. On the reef itself, a plume of foam spurted up around her crumpled prow, and hid the proud red lion's snarl.
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STARTLED FROM HIS CABIN by a thundering roar, Jeronimus Cornelisz braced himself against the doorway to the quarterdeck as the ship shuddered. He'd kept himself out of the way, let the officers do their jobs. But now the mast, the central mast, lay across the deck and floundered in the water. The whole ship listed to the left, into the waves. The sea flooded across the shattered rail. The ship was sinking. It had to be. Fear clutched his chest as he sucked air into constricted lungs. As in a nightmare he remembered the ice on the canal collapsing beneath him all those years ago, the filthy water, cold as death, filling his mouth, the cruel laughter as he struggled... He couldn't swim. He'd drown.

A squall of rain struck him, cold and sharp as pins. What to do? The predikant and his family stood there with the serving folk and the lovely Lucretia, her corn-gold hair water-darkened, hanging lank around her face. Should he join them? Further along, towards the front of the ship, a mass of people jostled, their shouts audible above the wind and the surf. But the sea swirled and sucked. Another roller burst against the hull, sending salt spray to mix with the rain. The ship rolled, helpless, and the mob on the foredeck rolled with it. He clutched the door-jamb and wrestled with his fear.

Voices drifted up from behind him, coming from the poop. Laughter; raucous, unfettered laughter. No panic there. Relief turned his legs to water. Best to join them; best to wait for the sea to become calm.

Cornelisz stepped through the splintered doorway into Pelsaert's cabin in time to see a sailor breaking open the Upper Merchant's sea chest. The man straightened up and glared, challenging him with bleary, bloodshot eyes. Drunk. No doubt about it. The other six men stiffened, tightening their grip on the knives in their hands. A gunner and three sailors in their distinctive baggy breeches, tied at the knee. One even had a knife tucked into his hat. The other two he knew—military cadets of good family, young men he'd already befriended.

"Why're you still here?" slurred a sailor. "Thought you'd be up there with the rest of the toffs. They'll get off all right. Only us poor bastards left here to drown. Might's well drown happy." He raised the bottle he held and poured some more fine brandy into his mouth.

He'd have to be careful, thought Cornelisz. He was the under merchant, nominally third in command on the ship, after Pelsaert and Jacobsz, most definitely a toff, and those knives looked dangerous. He turned to one of the cadets. "Ah, Lenert. You have wine?" Of course they did. Some held bottles, clearly stolen from the officers' stores. "Only it's cold out there." 

Lenert van Os stepped forward grinning, bottle in hand. "Here, Jeronimus. There's plenty more." He gestured in the direction of the store room and chuckled. "We're in charge of drink, now." 

Cornelisz smiled, took the bottle and drank. "Why not? Life's short. Enjoy it while you can." 

The men cheered and a couple slapped him on the back. Too familiar, really, but they were drunk, staggering as they fumbled over Pelsaert's valuables. They'd broken open Jacobsz's chest, too. Papers and documents were scattered about. Cornelisz scooped them up. The captain's log, charts and—ah—proceedings about the incident with Lucretia. Pelsaert hadn't shared the findings with him, said it could wait until they reached Batavia.

"What's that?" Coenraat van Huyssen came to read over his shoulder.

Cornelisz snatched the papers away. Silence fell. He could almost feel the distrust in the stares. He managed a smirk. "I'll read it out for everybody." 

They sat in chairs around the table in the saloon, bottles in hand, while Cornelisz placed himself in the commandeur's ornate, padded chair at the far end. Grey light from the three windows in the stern fell over his shoulder onto the pages.

"In the matter of the incident concerning Lucretia, Jansdochter, wife of Boudewijn van der Mijlen," he read.

It was all there. She'd been waylaid as she left from the table in the evening. Unknown attackers, their faces covered, had dragged her off, pulled her gown up over her waist, smeared her with tar and excrement and left her in the gallery, where she was found by Upper Steersman Claas Gerritsz. But she recognised a voice, when one of her attackers spoke. She was sure it was Jan Evertsz, the boatswain. Pelsaert added that he thought the captain, Adriaen Jacobsz, had instigated the attack.

"Shouldn't never have women on a ship," the gunner said. "Bad luck, it is. That's why we're here on this reef. Mark my words." He upended the last of the bottle he held into his mouth. "Or if you must have a woman on a ship... well, then." He gestured with his fingers to illustrate his thoughts.

The listeners laughed. "You're right," Lenert said. "I know what I'd have done if she'd had her dress around her ears." 

Cornelisz laughed with them as they added detailed suggestions. He wondered if any of them had had anything to do with the attack. Animals. He'd know how to punish the scum. They wouldn't be attacking any other women. Ever. "Well, perhaps they didn't have time." 

"Huh. Who did she say? Jan Evertsz? He can't get it up at the best of times. Probably too cold for him." One of the sailors hung his little finger out of his fist.

"Or too old," another jeered.

"Can't see why they think the Cap'n had anything to do with it. He'd had his way with the maid months ago." 

Easy enough, thought Cornelisz. He'd been surprised to read the words, but the ill-feeling between Jacobsz and Pelsaert was well known. Pelsaert would be happy to accuse his captain of just about anything. "Well, be that as it may, names have been given. No need to leave evidence against anyone, is what I say," he drawled. He tore the papers up, slowly and thoroughly and handed the fragments to one of the soldiers, along with the captain's log. "Go fling these over the side. And on the way back, bring more wine and schnapps." 

He snapped his fingers at the cabin boy, leaning against the wall. They'd found him cowering in the pantry. What was his name again? Pelgrom, that was it. Jan Pelgrom. He'd remember that. "You lad, get me a silver cup, hmm? Schnapps tastes better that way." 

They'd lit the lamps. Why not? The light gleamed on the silver goblet, accentuating the grapevines engraved around the bowl. The schnapps burned Cornelisz's throat, hot and fiery. Lovely. The ship still lurched but that was too bad. The others slurred, slumped in the fancy chairs, their looted booty on the table before them or pinned to their shirts or hats, a brooch here, a jewelled pin there, ludicrous against grubby shirts or rough, knotted neck cloths.

Lucretia, thought Cornelisz, cup in hand, the lovely Creesje. Beautiful as a portrait, distant as snow-capped mountains. He'd undressed her in his mind a thousand times. She had refused them, refused all three; the captain, the commandeur and himself. The captain he could understand. He'd befriended the man but Jacobsz was coarse, crude; and the commandeur was weak and effete, although both of them fancied themselves as ladies' men. He snorted into his cup. When Pelsaert had been confined to his bunk three weeks ago, Jeronimus thought he'd have a chance. But the attack had frightened her, made her even more distant.

Cornelisz threw down another mouthful of liquor. Well, at least he knew now why Pelsaert hadn't tried too hard to find out who the assailants were. He'd be hard pressed to keel-haul the captain.
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JACOBSZ HAD HIS SAILORS run the longboat up as close to the shore of the larger island as he could. He didn't even have to tell the passengers to get out. The soldiers and sailors and three of their women scrambled past him onto the island. A few sagged, weeping, to their knees. "Thank God, thank God." 

The captain snorted as the men unloaded the barrels. The predikant could help them with that. Maybe he could turn these meagre supplies into food for the multitude, like the loaves and fishes. A couple of butts of water and a few barrels of bread were all the quartermaster had been able to salvage from the flooded hold before the drunks on the ship prevented any access at all. Three trips. Three trips the two boats had made and maybe one hundred and eighty people stood here on this barren shore, men, women and children, with another thirty on the smaller island. But at least those thirty—his officers and the best sailors—were hand-picked, shuttled from one to the other as the boats made their trips.

He gazed around the press of people, pushing towards where the sailor had placed the water butts. One man shoved forward, then another.

"Hey," someone shouted, "I'm thirsty, too." 

"Ration it," bellowed Jacobsz as fevered hands broached the barrels, the food as well as the water. He tried again, louder, shoving people aside and they backed off. "That's all there is. You have to ration the water. Just a cupful for everybody until we can see what else we can get off the ship." 

He grabbed one of the men by the arm and thrust him at the barrel. "You. Hand out water. No more than a cup each. Understand?" 

The man cast wary eyes at him and nodded. The crowd grumbled but they did as they were told. It wasn't going to last. They stirred, reluctant, barely held in check. Jacobsz had seen it all before. The only way you could apply discipline to a rabble like this was to have an officer in charge—a good one—with well-trained enforcers to back him up. But his officers were busy and he couldn't stay himself. There were still people on the ship.

"Let's go, lads." Jacobsz watched from the longboat as the toiling sailors turned back towards the Batavia. He knew it. They'd barely gone two hundred feet when the fighting broke out. Ah, well. He'd warned them.

The longboat ground to a halt in shallow water near the smallest island.

"Get some rest, eh, lads," Jacobsz said as his tired sailors filed ashore. He'd used the islet as a staging post to rest the oarsmen and change crews. They were exhausted. Tough men sagged onto the coarse coral grit and stared at the ground, water dripping from soaked hair.

"Cap'n?" A sailor offered him a cup of water—all they could spare. Hand shaking, Jacobsz took the cup and forced himself to sip, savouring the liquid even though it tasted foul. He could have finished half the cask.

He stared around him at the rest of the sailors, only slightly less spent. "One more trip, I need to make one more trip to get the rest of the people off and recover some more supplies. Who'll come with me?" 

A few shared looks and Evertsz climbed to his feet. "My turn, I think. I'll take the tiller." 

"Aye." Willem stood, scarred and battered as an oak, and just as strong. Young Jan Bijlensz joined him and stared around, eyes challenging. Jacobsz swallowed his smile as others rose to their feet. He'd have his crew.

"I shall come with you." 

Jacobsz whirled. "It's dangerous, Commandeur. Do you think it wise?" His eyes flicked over Pelsaert, his little pointed beard and moustache, the white lace collar over his embroidered long-coat. Bedraggled and wet as everyone else. But his chin jutted in that way he had when he was adamant.

"We must try and save some of the Company's goods, Captain. There are twelve strongboxes of silver on board, gold and silver plate and... and some other valuables. It is my duty and I order you to do your best to save these treasures." 

Order me. You order me. Jacobsz bit down his rage. He wasn't sure how many people remained on the ship but the Devil take the silver. Had the man no idea of what they faced? Gold over water, over bread? 

"Do you refuse an order?" Pelsaert's voice cut through the red rage filling Jacobsz's vision.

"Come if you must." Jacobsz strode away. The men were already in the boat. He waded through the water, surprised that Pelsaert followed of his own accord without being helped. Pity he couldn't put the fool to work on an oar. But then, a 'gentleman' like him wouldn't be able to keep up the pace.

The longboat heaved as it left the relative calm of the reef flat, surfing over the ridge with the falling wave. Wind-swept waves surged and broke on the battered ship. Jacobsz's heart sank as the spume of spray climbed even above the poop-deck. Amidships, debris-strewn water foamed around broken spars, shattered timber, casks, ropes. A group of people huddled together under the meagre protection offered by the lip of the quarterdeck.

"Heave to, lads. Keep her out here and we'll see if we've got a chance." 

The longboat rode the swell, bucking and yawing, bow into the wind. Jacobsz looked at his sailors, holding her with their oars. Soaking wet, faces drawn with fatigue. He'd done his best to spell them but three times they'd braved the sea and trusted in Saint Nicholas. They were exhausted. He was, himself.

"Look, Cap'n." A sailor pointed, arm stiff.

Jacobsz followed the line. A man, working his way down the twisting deck of the Batavia. God in Heaven! He dived into the water. For a moment he disappeared behind a swell. No, there he was, coming this way. "Bring the boat around. As close as you can." Another wave swallowed the swimming figure. He couldn't survive. Yes. Still there. The sailors cheered and applied the oars. A couple of men pulled him out, streaming and exhausted.

Pelsaert leaned forward. "Oh, well done. That was brave." 

The man panted, chest heaving, lying in the bottom of the boat. "There are still seventy people on board. The under merchant is with them." 

Pelsaert held the captain with dark, hooded eyes. "You must get them off."

Jacobsz measured the surf breaking on the ship. His ship. She was starting to break up. Hard to believe. A massive, brand-new vessel but in the face of the relentless sea she was as helpless as a babe in arms. The discarded mainmast, surrounded by rigging and debris, sagged and rocked in the swell, almost as if it was trying to get back onto the ship. Barrels bobbed, planks rode the wave tops, bodies tossed. Seventy people, maybe more, remained on board. But two hundred others already relied on him, relied on this boat.

"We can't, Commandeur." The words dragged past his lips, reluctant as a confession. "If we try to go alongside, the longboat will be swamped, too." Surely even Pelsaert could see that.

It seemed he could. "Can you get close enough to shout?" 

That Jacobsz could do. "We'll do our best." 

They brought the boat around towards Batavia's stern, at least away from the reef. On the doomed ship somebody brave hung over the railing. Jacobsz stood, legs apart and cupped his hands around his mouth as the sailors held the longboat as steady as they could.

"We can't get to you," he shouted. "Make rafts, get off, before she founders completely." 

Twice he shouted, hoping his words had not been snatched away in the unrelenting wind, before he turned and sat down.

"Nothing more we can do, boys." He turned to the swimmer, sitting now, sodden and shivering, water dripping from his hair into his eyes. "I'm sorry." 

The man passed his tongue over his lips. "Some of them are still drunk. But they know. They're playing with the silver." 

"What?" Pelsaert's eyes positively glittered as he faced their passenger, who quailed in the glare.

"What about the silver?" asked Jacobsz, swallowing a smile. The look on Pelsaert's face was almost worth it.

"They... somebody broke into a chest. They were throwing guilders around the deck. Playing catch." His eyes pleaded. "Not me," he added. "I wouldn't do such a thing." 

"God help them," Pelsaert said.
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Jacobsz woke to the unusual sound of a baby crying, that insistent mewling of a hungry infant. Irritated, he turned his head and saw its mother give the child her breast, her dark hair obscuring her face as she bent over her baby. He already regretted giving in to Zwaantie. What place was there for an infant on such a journey? But she'd been adamant, staring up at him with her fists on her hips. Saartje was her best friend, she'd declared, and it wasn't fair to send her to the other island with all the other women. He'd tried to insist but then she'd burst into tears and sobbed on his chest. What was a man to do? 

The child sucked contentedly. More luck to him, thought Jacobsz, running his tongue around his mouth. What he would give for a long drink of good water. He rolled over on his back and stared up at swift moving clouds, driven by a brisk breeze. The rain was ended but the sea was still up. Waves boomed on the reef close by. He sat up and put his hands around bent knees. Zwaantie lay beside him, still asleep, long eyelashes feathered across soft, pink cheeks. Around him, other people scattered amongst the low shrubs and coral outcrops started to stir. Thirty-eight souls. Thirty-eight people, three small barrels of water, a few casks of bread and preserved meat. And some of the more precious items of cargo, as ordered by their esteemed leader, Commandeur Pelsaert. Baubles; trinkets. What use were they here, on this God-forsaken speck in the middle of the ocean? 

The breeze stirred his hair as he lifted his gaze to the other island, half a mile away. Two hundred persons with less water and food than they had here. And over there, on the edge of a long, wave-lashed reef, lay his ship. His stomach twisted. The two masts still standing hung at an angle. He wondered how much longer she'd last before the ocean claimed her. And how long it would be before the seventy fools still on board sobered up and got out? Well, they'd have to do it on their own. He wasn't going to be going back for them. God only knows he'd tried.

"Hey. You've had enough." 

"Says who?" 

He turned. Two sailors, one holding a pewter cup, chins jutting over a water cask.

"That's enough of that," Jacobsz said, rising to his feet. Three strides and he stood over them, hands on hips. "There's little enough and we must make it last." 

The sailor, nut brown and leathery, took a step backwards, deferring to rank. The other scowled, sullen, blue eyes snapping defiance. He spoke with the thick accent of Brabant. "One cup... It's not enough." 

Jacobsz skewered the man with his eyes. Insolent pup. "You won't take orders? Then go." He jerked his head at the larger island. "Get yourself over there with the rest of your mates. Go on. Swim." He shoved the fellow's shoulder, pushing him off balance.

Fear blossomed, eyes staring, as the man recovered his footing. "I...I can't swim." 

"You stay, you follow orders. Understood?" Jacobsz spoke loudly. Others were listening, he knew, some openly staring, others looking away, pretending disinterest.

"I..." 

"Understood?" Jacobsz grated the word.

The lad licked his lips and swallowed. "Yes." He nodded.

Jacobsz grabbed the front of the boy's shirt and dragged him up onto his toes to face level. "Yes, what?" 

"Yes, Cap'n." He forced the words through tensed lips as he strained his neck away from Jacobsz.

The captain approved. A little fear was always a good thing.

"Very good." Jacobsz let go and the boy deflated like an empty bladder. "And as a reward, you can be one of the first to stand guard in case anybody else has notions about sharing." His eyes roved around the gathered men and picked out the boatswain, Jan Evertsz. "Jan, set up a ration and get a roster organised to enforce it." 

Evertsz nodded once and set to work. Zwaantie caught his eye, lips parted, admiring. He smiled just for her, very, very slightly.

What to do now? Jacobsz stared across the patchwork carpet of the coral flats, pale green where the water was shallow or the bottom clear of weed, dark blue in the deeper sections. To port across deep water lay a long, narrow spit of land, white beaches sparkling in the sun. Further away, to the north-west, a couple of other islands rose out of the ocean. Not like these dead flat pieces of sandy coral with their sprinkling of thorny, leathery bushes. Maybe he could find water there.

Pelsaert's voice made him jump.

"They have so little water. All those people..." Pelsaert's eyes reflected his misery as he gazed towards the larger island where figures stirred, like ants around a nest.

"Yes. I was just thinking." Jacobsz pointed at the dark masses on the horizon. "That island looks a little larger. I'll take the sloop and some people and see if I can find water." 

Pelsaert stiffened. "And leave us here?" 

"Well, yes." In God's name. What did he expect? 

"No." The smaller man's head swivelled from side to side like a puppet. "No. I forbid it. I will not have it." 

"And what would you have me do?" Pestilential idiot, Jacobsz raged inside his head. There he stood, the company lackey, ridiculous in his breeches and his buckled shoes and his brocade coat with a lace collar. The words crowded Jacobsz mouth. No. He could not say what he wanted to say. Not with all those people listening.

"Stay here and share their fate?" he hissed, voice lowered. "Die of thirst bravely, with everybody else? What do you think will happen to them," he cast a hand behind him to the people clustered around the provisions, "or to the folk over there if we don't find more water?" 

Pelsaert blinked. His eyes were brown and Jacobsz wondered—not for the first time—if the Upper Merchant had Spanish blood. Judging by the way he hugged his arms to his body, his blood was thin enough.

The commandeur's lips worked. "All right. You may go. But I will go with you." 

"With me?" Jacobsz spread his hands. "Why? I'll take a few of the crew. I'll be back." Pelsaert's eyes flickered. He doesn't trust me. The God forsaken son of a Spanish whore doesn't trust me. He took a step closer. "I'll return if I find water." 

"And if you don't?" 

"I'll head for Batavia." He'd said the words. The reality had always been there, simmering, in the back of his brain. It was the only way. These people—all of them—would die here, sooner or later, unless they were rescued. As sure as God made women and schnapps.

"Batavia? In the sloop?" 

What else? The yawl? A raft? "Yes, the sloop." 

"But how will you know where to go?" 

"We have some idea where we are. The South Land is there. I have my instruments. We head north, using the sun and the stars." 

Pelsaert turned and stared over the coral flats to the other island.

Jacobsz watched his indecision. Ah. "You should stay. As their leader. Stay with them and help them through this time until I can return with a boat." 

"No. No. I should like to stay. Of course. But I am first and foremost a servant of the Company. It is my duty to report to my masters in Batavia. If you make this trip, I must go with you." 

Jacobsz suppressed the snort. He couldn't blame the man. He wouldn't like to be over there with the rabble, the soldiers and the rest of the seamen. A bunch of uncouth cut-throats. And half those soldiers—Germans, Frenchmen—hardly spoke a word of Dutch. He'd taken care to keep his senior officers and the most trustworthy sailors here, and had the rest, the riff-raff, ferried over to the other islet. They'd started calling it Batavia's Graveyard. "In that case, I will prepare a crew, see if I can find water on yonder islands and come back for you." 

Brown Spanish eyes turned on Jacobsz. "I will go with you. But first, you will take me to the island," he nodded at the larger coral flat, "and I'll explain to them what we're going to do." 

Jacobsz fought to push down the rage that surged up from his belly. He bristled, teeth bared. "You're mad. You're going to go there and say what? Good luck people, we'll be back? Have a good time?" 

"I'll tell them we'll look for water—over there and if we don't find it there, on the South land—and bring it back. Then, and only then, we'll sail for Batavia." The merchant kept his voice even.

Jacobsz glanced around. Zwaantie and the woman with the baby sat to one side. Four men stood guard over the provisions and an orderly line of people waited for their rations, to be handed over by an overseer. All eyes were on the argument between him and Pelsaert. He turned back to Pelsaert and noted the set of his jaw, the etched lines of his face. The man was an Upper Merchant, a title he'd had to earn the hard way. The Company didn't award that status to cowards. "All right. So be it." He beckoned. "Jan." 

The man trotted over at the call.

"Commandeur Pelsaert wishes to go to the other island to talk to our compatriots. Take him in the yawl."
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PELSAERT PREPARED HIS speech in his head. We go to search for water, then we go to Batavia. They'd understand. Of course they would. His heart went out to them, to all these poor, lost souls. Jacobsz. Was he really on watch last night? Last night. Only last night. It seemed so long ago. His eyes strayed to the reef in the distance where the surf battered the stricken ship and wondered if the men who remained on board would survive. Well, it was their choice. Drunks and wastrels, all of them.

"Commandeur?" Evertsz tugged his forelock. "The boat is ready." 

A sailor carried the Upper Merchant on board, while Evertsz followed, splashing through the shallow water. The six men rowed strongly in an easy rhythm. Down, pull, glide, lift. The island grew steadily larger, the group of people waiting on the shoreline became a crowd. They'd been spotted
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