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Having just escaped the King’s justice, notorious pirate Peter Easton arrives in St. John’s harbour with ten well-armed ships. Knowing he is too powerful to be refused, Easton confidently invites the King’s loyal fishing admiral, Richard Whitbourne, and his second-in-command, Captain Dawson, aboard his flagship The Happy Adventure. Insisting Whitbourne and Dawson are guests and not prisoners, Easton takes them by surprise, pulling anchor and setting sail with half his flotilla for the Caribbean.

Easton takes place in Newfoundland, the Caribbean, and England. The story reflects a time when Newfoundland was crucial to trade and power, and when there was a very thin line between loyalty and piracy—a line that could be crossed in either direction in the blink of an eye.

"The story is fast-paced, action-packed, and replete with horrific details, frequent tests of will, a somewhat improbable love match, and a satisfying denouement."—Canadian Book Review Annual

"It is exceptionally well-written, with the author's prose—and especially the dialogue—flowing in an easy, natural manner."—The Telegram

"The story is fast-paced and captivating."—Downhome

"Taking the reader from England to Newfoundland to the Caribbean, this tale of politics, power and piracy provides an adventurous perspective on a fascinating time in our history."—Current

"Nicely detailed and imagined."—The Telegram

"Striking phrasings."—The Independent

"Easton is a compelling, fast-paced tale of piracy and romance. A delightful read."—Leo Furey, The Long Run
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1

611. PIRATES INFEST THE OCEANS OF THE world. King James I of England is committed to peace and frowns upon the practice of English-owned ships raiding foreign vessels and towns along the coasts of Europe, Africa and the Americas. However, privateers who plundered and pillaged in the name of the Crown under Queen Elizabeth will not give up their freedom and licence just because the Crown has had a change of heart. Lacking the King’s authority for their activities, these commanders have turned to piracy. The few temporary English colonies and “plantations” along the shores of Newfoundland live in terror of the many pirate fleets which prey on lucrative cargoes of salt cod and threaten to requisition both men and weapons for their own purposes. As the plantations of Newfoundland prepare for the winter, admiral of the fishing fleet of St. John’s, Richard Whitbourne, sees his worst fear come true. One of the world’s most notorious pirates has just sailed into St. John’s harbour with ten well-armed ships. The pirate’s name is Peter Easton.
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T

HE FLAG BILLOWS LIKE FRESHLY LAUNDERED bed linen, rippling and dancing high on the mast of the grand square-sailed frigate. Its red cross is like a gash in virgin snow, bold and startling. Richard stares though the glass as though under a spell, as if the constant motion might unfurl some answer to his predicament.

Hearing footsteps approaching, Richard turns away from the window and gazes hard at the papers on his desk. He doesn’t want any of his men to see him staring at the pirate flagship. It’s business as usual, he wants his demeanor to convey. He fumbles with the papers on his desk, blushing slightly and tilting his head from the door.

A piping voice speaks up as though reading his thoughts.

“It’s a beauty isn’t it, sir?” the child says.

It’s Tom Spurrell, the messenger.

Am I really so nervous that I cannot tell the footsteps of a boy from a man? Richard thinks, admonishing himself.

“Boy,” he says. “Tell Captain Dawson I need to see him.”

“Yes, sir,” the messenger says quietly, still looking through the window. “Is there going to be a battle, sir?” The question is asked with an innocence that nearly floors Richard.

“Go!” the admiral bellows after a pause, and the boy skitters like a rabbit out of the office. The room is silent again. Richard turns to the window once more, his gaze drawn to the cannons of the great resting flagship, their polished open mouths pointing toward his own offices and fortifications. He can see the crew from where he is. They are as ragged and wiry as all seamen as they kneel and climb and scurry upon the deck like ants. They are dressed like pirates too, in shirts and tunics made of old sail tarred for waterproofing. Their appearance, indeed, is worse than the meanest of wood savages who roam godless amidst the dark forests. But there is something different about them as well. There is no officer in sight. Yet, as Richard watches a skinny sailor climb up the rigging like a spider, he becomes aware of how hard they are all working, how tireless and focused their efforts despite a total lack of the whip or any visible supervision.

He hears footsteps, louder than before. He turns again to face the door and sits down behind his desk. In a moment Captain George Dawson appears, his features alert like a fox. His red hair sticks up, quivering, as he marches toward the desk and composes himself. Tom Spurrell has followed the captain in. The boy now emerges from behind Dawson and stands by his side as though he too were to be part of the conference.

“You sent for me, Admiral?” says Dawson stiffly.

“Yes, Captain,” Richard replies. “I want you to board the Mary Rose tonight and prepare to set sail for Cuper’s Cove at first light. Once there you are to help advise and protect John Guy’s colony and look out for any pirate activity.”

“Yes, Admiral,” Dawson replies. But his eyes have become intense and his tongue pokes out as though he were preparing to speak.

“Is the order clear?”

“Clear, sir, but—”

“Your duty,” Richard interrupts in the sternest voice he can muster, “will be to help save Guy’s plantation, both people and supplies, even if it means hiding the Mary Rose and retreating toward the interior.”

“Retreating, Admiral?” Dawson whispers emphatically. He licks his lips again and springs forward, bringing his folded knuckles into contact with the surface of Richard’s desk. “Is it really appropriate for His Majesty’s navy to run from such a rogue as Easton?”

Richard folds his arms slowly over his chest.

Tom Spurrell’s gaze darts between Richard and Dawson, clearly sensing drama.

Richard fixes Dawson with his stare and then looks at Tom Spurrell.

“Out, boy!” he booms. The lad scampers once more out of the room.

Richard turns his attention to Dawson. He watches the young man’s indignation, waiting for it to subside. And sure enough, Captain Dawson stops, gulps, takes his hands off the table and stands up straight, shuffling his feet.

“But, Admiral,” he begins more softly, “what are your plans regarding the pirate fleet now resting off our harbour?”

Richard allows himself a little smile.

“What would you have me do, Captain?” he replies at last.

The young man’s eyes narrow and his face seems to flush. “I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn, sir, but the situation demands immediate action—”

“The situation,” interrupts Richard, “demands thought.” He pauses and watches the young captain. “Thought, Captain, not rash recourse to arms.” He sighs, stands and turns to look through the window again. “Think of my predicament, sir. You are my best trained, quickest and most promising officer. Yet you would turn yourself into cannon fodder in a moment without a thought.”

Dawson is silent. Richard turns to see him staring at the floor, red-faced and uncertain.

Richard continues in a whisper, “I am commissioned to fight piracy, Captain, an honour of which I am most proud. Do you think I would miss any chance to carry out such a commission?” He breathes in slowly, looking toward the insolently rolling flag once more. “But am I equipped to fight an enemy which outnumbers us three to one and has an arsenal of cannons which is at this very moment, Captain Dawson, trained upon our fortifications? We are far from England, sir,” he adds with a tired sigh.

“How dare he fly St. George’s Cross,” the young man merely comments, his face still pink and averted from his master.

“He dares,” Richard mumbles, “because there is no one to stop him and he knows it. He can create whatever illusion of virtue he pleases and we are in no position to challenge him.”

“Can we not at least fire a cannon across his bow to show we will be no pushover?”

Richard laughs and circles back toward his chair. “Captain Dawson, listen to me,” he says, still standing.

The captain looks up.

“We have a responsibility to preserve this little piece of the New World and keep it loyal to the Crown. We are not at liberty to expend ourselves like a small part of a greater army. Under such circumstances as we find ourselves, Captain Dawson, we must ascertain what our visitor is asking of us and make no move of any kind until we know.”

Captain Dawson is chastened, his head bobbing like a submissive colt.

Richard smiles slightly. “You must not be ashamed of valour, Captain Dawson. It flows freely in the veins of the young. Only age can give it the discretion of patience and maturity.”

The young captain is quiet for another moment. Then he gazes toward the window. Dusk is beginning to spill over the rounded hills and hollows which shelter St. John’s harbour.

“What do you think he wants?” Dawson asks in a quiet voice.

Richard thinks for a moment.

“Supplies perhaps,” he answers. “They have been on the run for some time. A young officer, Henry Mainwaring, was commissioned by the King to bring him to justice. He has obviously failed. It must be supplies and perhaps men.”

They are both silent, staring through the glass. The flagship looks so clean and undaunted, its cannons polished and sparkling in the sunset like a bird in summer plumage.

“Then why have they not approached and parleyed?”

“So that they can create exactly the effect they are creating. So that when they do ask for something, we will sigh with relief and give it gladly, grateful not to be destroyed.”

“It’s not what I expected his fleet to look like,” says the young man humbly. All trace of bravado and indignation vanished. Richard hears in his hushed tones something of the grudging admiration he himself feels.

“Nor I,” he replies simply.

“But he is a traitor and a rogue,” Dawson insists, “even with his polished cannons and unbattered sails.”

“Indeed,” Richard agrees with a sigh. “He is a traitor.”

Even as he speaks the words he feels his judgment pulling in the opposite direction. What manner of rogue would wait at the very mouth of a free port so clearly within the sphere of the English Crown and navy? What kind of traitor would set his crew scurrying upon the deck cleaning and hauling like some noble army of antiquity preparing to face the final judgment of their gods?

“It’s his protector in England who gives him such confidence,” Dawson pursues as though trying to convince himself. “He has such a protector, Admiral, does he not?”

“The family of Killigrew,” Richard answers in soft, measured tones. “A powerful influence at Court it’s true, and a great force in Falmouth and the Bristol Channel.”

“So there’s nothing so impressive about it,” Dawson persists.

Richard finds himself smiling again.

“Nothing impressive,” he echoes, merely trying to keep the young man’s spirit up. The renegade thought surfaces that Easton is a very long way from his protector now, yet his ship is pristine and its bearing noble even after fleeing the King’s justice. In reality he knows that neither kings nor protectors can help either party now. They are in a place where honour and justice are found within each human heart or not at all.

“Well,” says Richard after another pause, “traitor or no, we await his pleasure. I will stay here tonight. Go to the Mary Rose, Dawson. You have your instructions.”

Captain Dawson stirs himself and takes a couple of steps to the door.

“Whatever happens, Dawson,” Richard says, “do not fire a gun or cannon without my explicit instruction.”

“Sir,” he says. Richard catches a frustrated look on the captain’s face as he strides out of the room.

The fire hisses and the room gets colder. Richard stares out of the windows into the night. A constant orange glow comes from a cabin of the great flagship like a devil’s eye, piercing the blackness. There are no visible stars. The rugged hills surrounding the harbour crouch in the darkness, almost indistinguishable from the heavy, dark sky.

Richard gauges every creak of the room as though it could be the movement of the far off enemy sending tiny vibrations through the motionless night. The hours of darkness will be long and tense, he reminds himself. Pace yourself. Don’t let vigilance turn into imagination.

Suddenly there is a creak more alien than the others and then surely the splashing of an oar somewhere in the darkness. The window is an inch open for ventilation. Richard stands and goes to the glass. Looking out he sees nothing but the devil’s eye of the far off cabin. But he listens for the noise once more. Those of his own men not already aboard the Mary Rose have orders to stay off the water tonight. If there really was a splash then it had to be one of Easton’s men.

But silence descends on the night once more. Richard waits a few more moments then goes back to his seat. He stares once more at the crackling fire. A bone-weary tiredness begins to come over him. The fire draws him back to England, to images of the retirement he has often longed for—the featherbed and the muffled sound of a lute, the face of a lady he once knew. She is dressed in finest silks and gliding rather than walking toward him, her light hair flowing freely...

And then there is a noise—a knock violent and unwelcome.

Richard lurches forward in his chair, knowing he has been on the borderline of sleep. The door groans open.

Standing in the doorway are two men, neither particularly alarming in appearance. The younger has a single pistol twisted in a knot in his belt. His coat and tunic are well made, buttons sewn tight and polished. Next to him is an older man. One ear is mostly missing—only the jagged reddened edge remains, like a series of boils on the side of his head. Although his clothes are rougher than those of his companion, he stands erect and looks straight ahead like a soldier, not a rogue.

“We apologize for disturbing you, sir,” says the younger man.

Richard nods and slowly stands.

“Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

The young man stiffens and clears his throat.

“We are merely emissaries of our noble lord, sir,” he begins as though reciting a prepared speech. “We deserve no special attention from you.” He coughs again and then continues. “We have been asked to convey our master’s compliments and to beg you to do him the very great honour of being his guest tonight aboard the Happy Adventure to sup or dine or whatever is your pleasure.”

The young man and his companion continue to stare straight ahead and Richard pauses for a moment. Of all possibilities this was the one he expected least. Only two men, respectful and poorly armed for buccaneers. He was prepared to see muskets and boarding axes on any who were to venture on land, and he had expected a small army.

“This is most kind of your noble lord, sirs,” Richard says, “but it is far more fitting that I myself, being the host of this settlement, should extend my own hospitality to your captain.” Richard catches sight of the burning eye of the Happy Adventure’s cabin as he talks. Has he been watched all evening? They seemed to have not the slightest doubt who he was or where to find him. “Will you return to your lord and ask him with all civility and good wishes if he will join me here to sup?”

The young man looks down, clears his throat again and addresses Richard as formally as before. “Honoured sir, our captain told us to expect such a true and hospitable answer from one of such unquestioned nobility. But he will not hear of it.” He coughs abruptly, then resumes. “He knows well that those in the plantations hereabouts are too encumbered by the trials of day-to-day living to be put out by receiving visitors. So he asked us to let you know that he wishes to bear full responsibility and burden for all hospitality. Our master will hear no refusal.”

The man finishes his speech and continues to look straight ahead without blinking.

Richard nods and smiles slightly, knowing this stage of the battle is lost.

“Give me a moment and I’ll be with you.”

The two men turn straightaway and march into the small corridor beyond the room. Richard takes his coat and adjusts his sword. He thinks about his pistol, but leaves it. No invitation to dinner can be answered by a man who is so armed and they are clearly playing a courtly game; he will abide by the rules and take merely his sword.

The black water laps against the sides of the Happy Adventure, making a noise like a dog licking milk from a bowl. The moon has started to show at last, a couple of stars peeking through the clearing clouds. Richard climbs up the rope ladder behind the older of the two men. The dampness from the water seems to rise and seep into his bones. The vision from his dream of the lady in silks and the feather bed returns. What obscene parody of that vision might he find aboard? The annals of piracy are filled with stories of degradations too terrible to name. Easton is surely no exception to that. A man at sea is a man at sea.

Richard’s sheathed sword bumps against the side on the way up until he reaches the deck rail. The older of the companions lends his hand as Richard climbs over. The younger man climbs aboard after Richard.

“Follow me, sir,” he says.

They walk along the deck toward a large, handsomely mounted series of cabins. They pass a huge, well-muscled man who stands shirtless by the deck rail, his arms folded, a large knife enfolded in a linen sash across his belly. He is expressionless, looking out into nothing. Farther along the deck there is another such sentry, his skin as dark as chocolate, strange black markings on his arm like notches carved in a tree. Their nakedness and their lack of firearms make both men seem all the more fearsome, as though sheer brute strength and courage is all they need.

Suddenly Easton and his fleet look all the more indomitable.

Richard’s two guides lead him around to a cabin entrance, their footsteps resounding in the eerie silence. The younger man opens the door without knocking. Then he steps out of the way and gestures for Richard to enter.

Richard takes one step over the threshold.

The first impression of the interior is of luscious, candle-lit warmth and opulence. A handsome, dark-haired man of perhaps forty immediately rises to meet him. The ruff around his neck, the fine embroidery of his tunic and the silver buckles of his shoes seem almost miraculous in the setting. Richard takes a step backward as though retreating from an impossible dream. It is as though he has been carried back into the royal court in London.

“Admiral Whitbourne!” the stranger exclaims in a cultivated and rather gentle voice. He takes Richard’s hand as though they are old friends. The man’s dark, almost black, eyes reflect the candlelight, creating the impression of constant ever-changing thought and an ocean-like depth.

“Sir?” Richard finds himself saying, rather stupidly. This cultured, noble character can surely not be Easton, he thinks. Richard’s gaze scans his smooth face, shaved but for a moustache and chin beard. No scars or blemishes of any kind.

“Don’t tell me, sir.” the stranger says. “You were expecting a rogue and a pirate!” The candlelight dances in his eyes and he smiles more broadly. “Politics has made such a figure of me, alas,” he adds, with a weary shrug. “Yes, sir. I am indeed Easton. Welcome to my ship and leave some of the happiness you bring.”

He grasps Richard’s shoulder with his free hand. His touch is at once soft yet holds the subtlety of great power and Richard feels himself turned a half circle to the right under its influence. “This is more than I hoped,” Easton says warmly. Richard finds himself staring down at the occupant of a chair upholstered in black and gold silk. Gazing up at him with a combination of shock and pitiful embarrassment is the young face of Captain Dawson.
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“C

APTAIN DAWSON HAS JUST ARRIVED. I SENT a little party aboard that charming little ship, the Mary Rose. I hadn’t dared to hope two such busy men would both answer my humble call. But this is splendid.”

Easton stands motionless in front of Richard for another moment, the same ingenuous smile on his face. “Please. Please be seated,” he says almost gently.

Richard obeys, for a moment locking eyes with Dawson, who attempts some muted gesture of helplessness. Richard casts his eyes to the ceiling for a second to convey, he hopes, that patience is their only option, then finds himself taking in the cabin properly while Easton rings a little golden bell on a side table.

Richard has never seen such opulence in a ship’s cabin before, even in ones known to have housed royalty. All the walls are panelled. Bunches of grapes are carved into the mahogany uprights which support the white ceiling; they glisten under candlelight like living fruit fresh cut from the bough. Along one wall is a library under glass. The gold leaf designs of the titles likewise catch the flames bobbing steadily from the various ornate candle holders. Hanging from the panels are silks and woven fabrics of colours and designs unfamiliar to Richard—combinations of turquoise and gold, scarlet and black, and patterns of exquisite delicacy.

Suddenly Easton catches his eye. The pirate captain has been staring at Richard complacently, measuring his thoughts by studying his changing expression.

“You are admiring my silks. They are from Tunisia and Morocco.”

“Indeed,” Richard says. “They are most becoming.”

From the corner of his eye Richard senses Dawson shifting on his seat.

“You are most kind,” replies Easton with a bow.

“I wonder, sir,” Dawson breaks in with the subtlety of musket fire, “whether it would not be more tasteful to ornament your cabin with the emblems of your homeland?”

Richard holds his breath. The boards creak softly beneath them and the cabin sways almost imperceptibly.

But Easton hasn’t even winced. Indeed, his smile broadens slightly and he catches Richard’s eye as if to say they must both humour the young man.

“Young captain,” Easton says, “I find these days people are offended no matter what the decoration on my ship. When they behold the gifts of foreign princes, they think me a traitor who barters his honour for silk. When they see the cross of St. George upon my mast, they think me a hypocrite.” He is quiet for a moment and smiles almost sadly. “I have learned not to try to please anymore. In any case, England, much as we love it, has its limitations for men of taste.”

There is a sharp sound from the corner of the cabin opposite the main entrance. A large hatch creaks open, revealing a dark and narrow doorway. Richard watches as the figure of a woman emerges through it. She is carrying a tray and is dressed in the style of a serving wench in plain white tunic, bonnet and skirts. First Richard thinks it must be the darkness at the other side of the door that creates a curious illusion. But as she steps into the full candlelight he sees it is real. The woman’s bare forearms, and even her face, are dark chocolate brown in hue. She is clearly a slave, but dressed respectably like a serving woman. She approaches with a golden tray which she places on a serving table by her master. Without looking directly at anyone, she fills three goblets with the quiet, expert efficiency of a matron, then keeping an arm’s-length away and still averting her eyes, hands one to each guest. All the while silence reigns. Easton watches with barely concealed amusement.

Dawson’s eyes stare in fresh indignation as he takes the goblet, his fingers almost touching those of the slave. This is his clumsiness, not hers. Richard, in turn, takes his drink more deftly than his young friend. Then she turns to Easton, her face for the moment no longer visible to Richard. Easton does touch the woman’s fingers, deliberately it seems and in a slow, lingering fashion. His smile never leaves his face and for a moment appears to be directed at the slave, giving the fleeting but undeniable impression of intimacy.

It is difficult to tell with her head turned mainly from him, but Richard seems to catch a momentary smile on the slave’s face too, as she leaves the jug on the serving table and slowly turns to leave.

Richard notices his young companion stiffening dangerously; it is that intense scabbard-reaching manner he has come to recognize through decades of battles and brawls and the company of military men. He reaches out quickly and touches Dawson’s forearm while Easton turns and watches the hatch close. The reminder is enough. Dawson calms. Richard hears him sigh—a slow, deliberate self-calming exercise—as Easton turns back to them and raises his goblet.

“To friends and good company. May they not easily be parted,” Easton proclaims with a grin, and sips deeply. Richard does the same and is surprised at the rich and mellow taste, tingling with the merest hint of effervescence. The colour of the wine seems deep red and the temperature is perfect, slightly cooler than the warm cabin. He feels as though many long dead sensations have been revivified in an instant. “Please taste it, young captain,” Easton urges.

Dawson raises the goblet to his lips.

“How do you find it, Admiral?” Easton asks Richard.

“It is excellent. Really excellent,” he responds.

“Better, I’ll warrant, than the wine that survives the journey to the blustery shores of this New-found-land. I hardly think the merchant would allow his best to come the way of a straggling bunch of soldiers and fishermen.”

“Honest toil is rarely given the best rewards,” Dawson says, his stiffness and red face returning.

Richard flashes a glare in his direction, but it is too late.

“May I ask,” he continues, “where you got yours?”

There is the slow creak of a mast somewhere above the cabin.

Easton stares off into space, tasting the wine and closing his eyes for a second. “From a French captain,” he answers with slow deliberation. “He was commander of a large and well-armed frigate.”

There is another creak, this time from below.

“He saw immediately that it was futile to deny or annoy me.” Easton takes another sip of wine. The boards groan again through the silence. “But then he was a man of some experience.”

Dawson has felt the sting, Richard sees. His cheek has turned pink and for once he is not searching for a riposte.

There is a rap at the cabin’s main entrance. Easton puts down his goblet and rises. “You will excuse me for a few minutes, gentlemen. I have some arrangements to see to.” Richard watches Easton stride across the room. “Please make yourselves at home. I shall return very shortly.”

He goes through the door which closes after him. There is a momentary sound of muffled voices outside which fades away into nothing. Suddenly, the two men can hear each other’s breathing.

“Admiral Whitbourne,” the young man gasps after a pause. “This is a disaster. We are prisoners and he is going to take over the harbour.”

“Calm yourself.”

“We should have attacked when we had the chance!”

“Nonsense!”

“I’d rather die than give up our fortifications without firing a shot!”

Richard thinks for a moment and says nothing. There is no sign of anyone returning. He must communicate with Dawson and quickly. He turns to the young man. “Listen to me,” he says in an urgent whisper. “We are undefended and unarmed. Our fortifications are open to him for the taking at any moment. You are right about that. But so far he has held off. This can only mean one thing. He wants something from us—”

“But—” Dawson tries to interrupt.

Richard stops him by holding up his hand. “Listen. When you have no arms, you have only one weapon, the tongue. What we do and say is of vital importance. We must find out what it is he wants. We do that through diplomacy. I do not want you to say anything that would upset or displease him, do you understand?”

Dawson shakes his head, his eyes so alive with indignation they look as though they might burst.

“That,” Richard adds emphatically, “is an order.”

The young captain grits his teeth. “Then I must obey it,” he says casting his eyes downward.

Richard hears the sound of footsteps approaching once more. The cabin door opens again. Easton appears and smiles at them. “Excuse me again, good sirs,” he says with a genial sigh. He comes back to his seat. “Tell me, how do you find this climate? It is only October, yet perilously cold.”

Richard smiles. “The summer is short. The winter long
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