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To Elizabeth Clare Nelson, my beloved daughter



I am bound to Madagascar,
with the design of making my own fortune,
and that of all the brave fellows with me.

—THOMAS TEW
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THE CHIEF targets of those who sailed the Pirate Round to the Red
Sea and the Indian Ocean were the treasure ships belonging to the
ruler of India, the Great Mogul, who demanded and received vast trib-
ute from the many lands united under his rule.

The Moguls were descendant from Muslim invaders who con-
quered and ruled India, a largely Hindu land, from 1526 until their
power waned in the 1730s. Despite their despotic rule, trade and com-
merce flourished under the Moguls, and the ships outbound from
India with rich cargoes and then returning with the proceeds of their
trading voyage were also enticing to the pirates.

Other targets of the Red Sea Rovers were the ships carrying well-heeled
pilgrims to Mecca. In all, the wealth that flowed back and forth across the
Indian Ocean was staggering, without parallel in the Christian world.

The Pirate Round is set in 1706-7, quite some time before anyone was
overly worried about respecting other cultures. Only the staunchest
moralists saw anything wrong with robbing dark-skinned non-Christians.
Moralists, and the wealthy merchants who ran the various East India
companies, whose lucrative trade was threatened as the Great Mogul be-
came increasingly incensed by the depredations of European pirates.



X Author’s Note

To the pirates, and most Europeans at the time, any dark-skinned non-
Christian was considered a “Moor,” like Shakespeare’s Othello. It was
a catchall that included Muslims, Hindus, Arabs, Indians, and the peo-
ple of North Africa. In this book I have retained the word and use it as
it was meant in the early eighteenth century.

J.L.N.
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THE AIR was hot, the wind steady. It blew down the length of the Red
Sea, funneled through the straits of Bab el Mandeb, swept over the lit-
tle island of Perim, which the pirates called Bab’s Key. A regular fifteen
knots, but it brought no relief from the crushing heat.

The Amity sloop was moving well in that wind. Not her fastest, but
well. She was under fighting sail, reduced canvas that would make her
easier to handle during the coming action, keep her stable for laying
the great guns.

Thomas Tew stood on the low quarterdeck, rigid, pressed against the
weather rail. Grains of sand, swept up from the deserts of Arabia to the
north and carried along on the wind, stung his face like tiny biting in-
sects. They worked their way into his clothing, clung to the sweat that
coated his body under his shirt, waistcoat, coat, and breeches.

He envied the men forward, crowded into the sloop’s waist, stripped
down, bare-chested, barefooted. He wished he could be in such a state
of undress, but he could not. It was not for him, the captain of the
Amity, the famous Thomas Tew, the fabulously wealthy Thomas Tew,
to go into a fight dressed like a common sailor.

In fact, he was wearing his best suit of clothes, rich burgundy silks
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and cotton, silver buckles that gleamed so bright he could not look at
them.

It was not a status he had enjoyed long. Three years before, when
he had set sail from Newport, Rhode Island, with a commission to take
the French factory at Goorie on the Gambia River, he had been no
more than one of many, many minor privateer captains, the com-
mander of a small sloop and sixty-odd men. Back then he had not worn
such fine clothes on the quarterdeck. He had not even owned such
things. He had not been wealthy, or famous.

Wealth and fame came after, and it started with the most important
decision of his life, which was to not go to the Gambia at all. Rather,
he called his men aft, told them that, former plans notwithstanding,
there was little to be gained in Africa and great danger in gaining it.
The Red Sea should be their destination, their goal the great ships that
brought annual tribute to the Mogul of India from all the lands over
which he ruled.

It was a plan that was greeted with enthusiasm. “A gold chain or a
wooden leg,” the men cried, “we’ll stand by you!”

That was in 1692, and now, three years later, Tew could not help
but recall that time, being as it was so very like his current situation.
The Red Sea, the Great Mogul’s treasure ship, the eager men of the
Amity ready at the guns, small arms draped from sword belts and shoul-
der belts, pistols clutched in sweating hands.

They had searched for months, back in '92, and had seen nothing.
Then, just past the straits of Bab el Mandeb, they happened on the
great, wallowing treasure ship—a huge, high-sterned, gilded mon-
strosity, a row of great guns jutting from her slab side, three hundred
dark-skinned, turban-clad soldiers protecting the riches in her belly.
One well-laid broadside from her huge cannon could have swept the
Amity from the sea, one coordinated rush of the soldiers would have
trampled the meager sixty Rhode Island privateersmen underfoot.

It was folly to attack, but attack they had, blasting away with round
and grapeshot, rushing up her sides, falling on the defenders like the
screaming furies of hell. The three hundred who sailed in defense of
the Mogul’s treasure stumbled over one another to flee in the face of
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them. The Indian soldiers flung aside muskets and swords and lances,
raced belowdecks, fell to their knees in supplication.

Fifteen minutes of inconsequential fighting and the Yankees had in
their possession a fortune the likes of which had not been seen in the
Western world since the heyday of the Spanish treasure ships. A hun-
dred thousand pounds in gold and silver, gems, pearls, ivory, spices,
silk. It was staggering. They sailed to St. Mary’s, a tiny island off the
northeast coast of Madagascar, divided the booty in the way of the pi-
rates. Three thousand pounds sterling for every man aboard, and dou-
ble that for the captain.

They made Newport in April of 1694, like Caesar returning tri-
umphant to Rome. Tew, the little-known privateersman, was now féted
in every great house in town. He and his wife and his two daughters
were the special guests of Governor Fletcher of New York. Wherever
he went, men and women wanted to meet him, to hear his tales of Ara-
bia and the East Indies. He was a celebrated gentleman. That ugly
word “pirate” was rarely applied to him, and never by anyone of im-
port.

That was nearly two years before, and here he was again. A different
man—wealthy, renowned —but on board the same ship, on nearly the
same patch of water, looking at a treasure ship three cable lengths
away. High-sided, clumsy, heavily armed and ornate, she looked very
like the one that had made his fortune.

Oh, Lord, why ever am I here? he thought.

The pressure had been overwhelming. All the young men of sub-
stance had begged him to go out again, and take them along. Servants
ran away from their masters and pleaded to join in on another venture
to the Red Sea. Wealthy patrons had offered to underwrite the voyage
for a percentage of the profit. Thomas Tew had had eight months to
enjoy his newfound fortune and the company of his wife and daugh-
ters before he had been convinced to sally forth again.

We shall take this big bastard, and then we are for Newport once
more, he thought.

Tew took a few steps forward, felt the sweat running under his
clothes. The pitch between the deck planks, made soft and gummy by
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the terrible sun, stuck to his shoes and resisted his efforts to lift his feet
and move. He put his hand down on the cap rail and then jerked it
away as the hot, oiled wood burned his flesh. He rested his hand on the
pommel of his sword, the other on the butt of a pistol thrust into his
belt.

Three years ago, three years ago . . . he had flung himself over the
rail of the Mogul’s ship. He could see the soldiers with their long white
coats like dresses, their bound heads, dark skin, bright silk belts, falling
to the deck before the attacking Englishmen. Not one of his own men
lost. Not one.

No reason to think it will be different today, Tew thought, but he did
not believe it. There was something different. It was nothing he could
hold down, just a quality that this ship had that the other did not. With
his glass he could see men on her decks. There was no sense of panic,
no rushing about. He could not hear the sounds of frantic preparation.
The ship just stood on, stately despite her ungainliness, as if the pirate
sloop closing for an attack were no more than a minor annoyance, a
yapping dog at the heels of an untroubled bull.

Thomas Tew was not frightened. He had been frightened before,
many times, in the course of his wandering life, and he knew that this
was not fear. It was something else. Concern? Apprehension? A dull
discomfort in his bowels that told him he was making a mistake, that
he had pushed his luck too far.

But there was nothing for it. He looked down into the waist, won-
dering idly if there were some way he could break off the engagement.
But he could see there was not. In the faces of his men he could see
lust for gold, avarice that would not be arrested.

There were sixty of them and one of him, and if he insisted that they
avoid this great ship, then they would just throw him into the sea and
attack her anyway. There was nothing to support his authority as cap-
tain save for the traditions and usage of the sea, and those were a pretty
flimsy bulwark against greed.

He ran his tongue over his parched lips, took another step forward
in anticipation of issuing an order. His throat was dry; he was afraid his
voice would come out as no more than a croak. He wondered if he
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should ask someone to fetch him some water, if that would look like
weakness on his part.

What in all hell is the matter with me?

“Reeves,” he said, and his voice was like gravel, “fetch me a cup of
water.”

Reeves nodded —“Aye, Captain”—and hurried forward. Tew felt
himself relax a bit, felt the tension ease. He looked over the Mogul’s
ship once more and tried to view it with disdain and derision, but he
couldn’t quite muster that.

It was the quiet; that was what bothered him, he realized. He could
remember that first treasure ship. Two cables away, and he could hear
the sailors and soldiers shouting in their mounting panic and confu-
sion. He recalled how the Englishmen had stood firm and silent, wait-
ing for their moment, while the Moors had degenerated into chaos.

But not now. He heard none of that now. Just silence, and it made
him profoundly uneasy.

Reeves came back on the quarterdeck carrying a tin cup running over
with water. Tew took the water, nodded his thanks, not trusting his voice,
and drank it down in three big mouthfuls. Green with growth and warm
enough to shave with, still it had a marvelous restorative effect, more
than any liquor could have had at that moment, and at last he dared
speak to the men. He stepped up to the break of the quarterdeck.

“Stand fast at your guns, lads! We'll give them a broadside and then
lay alongside and board ’em! Scream like the damned when you go up
the side—it'll scare the fight right out of ’em! You lads that was with
me in 92, you'll recalll”

That little speech brought a cheer in the charged atmosphere, but
Tew knew that any words from him at that moment would have had
the same effect.

“You lads that was with me in '92 . . .” There were not more than a
dozen of them. The rest had elected to stay in Newport and enjoy their
wealth or had never returned at all, had remained on that island para-
dise of Madagascar, lounging their lives away in the tropic warmth
with all the liquor and women a man could dream of.

Tew felt a sudden twinge of regret as he thought of those men back
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in Newport. That could have been him. He need not have lifted a fin-
ger again for the rest of his life. He could be playing with his daugh-
ters on a broad, grassy lawn, not sweating like a plow horse under the
Arabian sun.

These men, this new crew, they were different. Not like the original
Amitys. Those men had been a band of brothers. But these, they were
fortune hunters, men out for quick riches, careless of anything else.
Tew found that he resented them. They had talked him into this voy-
age, he was doing all this for them, and they gave not a tinker’s cuss for
his sacrifice.

The treasure ship was a cable length away—two hundred yards—
and it was time to stop such useless thought.

“Aim for her rails, lads, sweep her deck! We've but the one broad-
side to clear the way for us!”

No cheering this time. With the huge ship looming over them,
dwarfing them even from that distance, the men were focused entirely
on what would happen in the next ten minutes. Tew saw men yawn, a
sure sign of fear, saw them pretend it was just boredom. He turned his
eyes outboard, ran them along the Mogul’s ship.

God, she is a beastly great thing . . . Tew wondered if she was even
larger than the first. She looked like a floating mountain. She was
frightening to behold.

“Ready, lads . . .” Less than one hundred yards between them. In the
waist the gun captains sighted down barrels, made last-minute adjust-
ments to elevation. Such niceties would have little effect on accuracy.
It was just something to do.

Tew gripped the handle of his sword and tried to fight down his ris-
ing panic. It was not something he had ever experienced before, and
he did not know how to resist it. He had to give his orders precisely—
and at precisely the right moment.

Fifty yards separated the ships, and from across the water, clear as a
ringing bell on a still morning, came a single order, firm, decisive, in
the Moorish tongue, and Tew guessed that order was “Fire!” so with-
out thinking he, too, shouted “Fire!” down at the men in the waist.

The Amity fired, and the Mogul’s ship fired, nearly at the same in-



THE PIRATE ROUND 7

stant. Great clouds of gray smoke banked in the narrowing space be-
tween them, the roar of the guns filling the air like something tangible.
The Amity shook underfoot as the Mogul’s great guns hammered her
sides, and Tew could think only, The other ship did not fire on us . . .

And then he felt himself pushed aside, as if the hand of God had
reached through the smoke and given him the slightest of shoves. With
never a thought he dropped his sword and clapped his hands over his
belly, not even certain why he had done so. Then he felt a burning
sensation there.

He staggered back a few steps, looked down at his hands. There was
blood running over his fingers, streaming off his hands, pooling on the
white deck. Bright red blood, pumping, pumping through his fingers.

He moved his hands a bit, enough to look behind them, and he
could see the gleam of something else, and now he could feel it against
his palms, and he knew it was not flesh.

It was his bowels, he realized. He stomach was torn away, and he
was holding his guts in with his hands, and with that realization he felt
the first wave of agony sweep over him.

He fell to his knees, saw the smoky, chaotic world of the Amity’s
deck swirl around him, saw faces turn toward him, heard weird voices
shouting, men running aft to where he was kneeling.

No, no . .. he thought.

No, abandoning the Gambia was not the most important decision
of his life. He saw that now. It was sailing again for the Red Sea, and it
was with his life that he would pay for that decision.

He looked down. The deck and the red pool of blood was swimming
in front of him, rushing at him, the perspective changing fast. He hit
the deck, and what breath he had was knocked from him, and only
then did he realize that he had fallen.

He lay there, motionless, his cheek pressed against the hot planking,
looking across the deck. Such an odd angle. He could see men’s shoes
and bare feet, could see where a corner had been imperfectly swept,
could see under the rail to the bright blue water beyond.

Oh, Lord, what a shame, to die thus . . . Visions of his wife and
daughters moved like dreams through his head, the sumptuous din-
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ners at Governor Fletcher’s, the pride in his wife’s face as she looked
on him, the weight of his two girls on his knees—how he wished he
would see all that again.

But he would not. He could feel the blood pooling under him,
could taste it in his mouth, feel it slick on his hands and his cheek
where they were pressed to the deck. His vision was growing dark
around the edges, the sounds in his ears dull and otherworldly. The
pain in his abdomen was all-consuming—it devoured him whole—
and he would have writhed with the agony if he had been able to
move, but he could not. For the first time he saw death as a relief, and
he welcomed it and wished it would come fast.

He closed his eyes, whispered his daughters” names.

It was September 1695, when Thomas Tew died on the quarterdeck of
his sloop, holding in his guts with his own hands, his stomach torn
open by the freak glancing blow of a cannonball. Their famous leader
dead, the men of the Amity panicked and surrendered with no further
resistance. Their fate at the hands of the Great Mogul of India is not
known.

When word of Tew’s grisly death reached Newport, it might have
caused some introspection, but it did not slow in the least the great
wave of fortune hunters that were arming vessels and sailing the “Pi-
rate Wind” for Madagascar and the Red Sea and then back to the
colonies in America.

Thomas Tew made himself a fortune when he took the Great
Mogul’s ship in 1692 and secured his place in that pantheon of sea
rovers long remembered, men such as Long Ben Avery and
Bartholomew Roberts and Blackbeard.

But in terms of the history of seafaring and raiding, Thomas Tew did
something far more important than establishing his own fame, some-
thing that would resonate for decades to follow, that would become the
concern of the most powerful nations on earth.

With his one bold attack, Thomas Tew created the Pirate Round.



THOoMAS MARLOWE was not studying a chart of the Indian Ocean.

True, it was laid out in front of him, along with dividers and paral-
lel rule and all those tools that a mariner might use to study a chart. A
dagger, formerly the property of a lieutenant in the Spanish navy, held
down the lower right corner of the rolled vellum. Holding the left cor-
ner were the sailing directions for that area, a volume he had picked
up in Port Royal over ten years before, when he had first considered a
jaunt against the Moors.

But he was not considering it again. It was foolhardy, unethical. It
was piracy, and that was not what he did. He was not studying the
chart. He assured himself of that.

He sighed, tossed the dividers aside, leaned back in the chair. Au-
gust, hot and sultry in Virginia, a steamy heat after two days of rain.
The windows to the library were flung open, and the lightest of breezes
found its way in, rustling the papers on Marlowe’s desk. Accounts that
needed settling, mostly. Unencouraging reports from his merchant in
England.

Marlowe ran his fingers through his shoulder-length hair, scratched
his scalp. Until just the past few months he had worn it close-cropped
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to accommodate one of the many elaborate periwigs that his station in
Virginia society had dictated he wear. Finally, a combination of creep-
ing age (he was nearing forty), a secure position in Tidewater society,
and a general disgust with the expense and discomfort of the things
had led him to abandon the fashion and allow his own hair to grow
back, as he had worn it in his days at sea.

With periwig gone and coat tossed over the seat of a straight-backed
caned chair, Marlowe was about as comfortable as he was going to get
on such a day. He stared out the window, across the wide expanse of
lawn to the lush, green line of trees in the distance. It was his, all his.
He felt the weight of it pushing him down.

Today was a day for packing tobacco for shipment to England.
Through the open window he could hear the squeak of the lever arm
used to prize the air-cured hands of tobacco into the hogsheads.

Marlowe smiled as he thought of it. When he arrived in Williams-
burg in 1700, determined to give up a former life of piracy, he under-
stood none of that. He did not know that tobacco had to be left
suspended in a curing house to dry in the air after it was cut, did not
know that it was bound up into little bundles called hands and then
forced, or “prized” into hogsheads.

He knew only that he wanted a plantation, wanted to be lord of the
manor. Money procured that. Once he owned the plantation, he set
free the slaves that had come with the bargain and hired them to take
care of the cultivation. That part of plantation owning, the agriculture
part, did not interest him. Besides, the former slaves had forgotten
more about it than he would ever know.

The squeaking stopped, followed a moment later by the peevish voice
of Francis Bickerstaff saying, “No, no more. There is a finite amount
these hogsheads will hold, you know. We shall blow it apart if we put one
more hand in there. Affix the head now, cooper, and let us have an-
other” He sounded like a schoolmaster lecturing a recalcitrant student.

That was hardly surprising. Bickerstaff had been a tutor to a wealthy
man’s children up until the moment his ship had been captured by the
pirate vessel aboard which Marlowe was sailing. Marlowe had forced
Bickerstaff to sail with him, to teach him to read, to speak properly, to
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pass as a gentleman. The two had become friends, the closest of
friends, and remained so.

Bickerstaff had a curious mind, as befitted a scholar. While Mar-
lowe was happy to ride around the plantation and enjoy his lordship
over it, Bickerstaff felt the need to learn all he could about raising, cur-
ing, and selling tobacco. After five years of living at Marlowe House,
he knew as much as any planter in the Tidewater. Between Bickerstaff
and the freed slaves, Marlowe’s plantation produced as much and as
good tobacco as any plantation in Virginia or Maryland.

Thomas drew a deep breath. Along with the sounds of prizing, the
breeze carried the scent of the air-dried tobacco being readied for ship-
ment. It was the smell of money in the Tidewater. Or had been, until
now, the Year of Our Lord 1706.

Now it was hard times for the once-prosperous colony. Queen
Anne’s War had dragged on for four years, with not the least indication
that it would let up. The markets of Europe were closed to English to-
bacco, just when the planters in Virginia and Maryland were enjoying
record yields.

Marlowe stared and pondered and idly massaged his right forearm.
It had been broken four years before in an ill-advised attack on a
French East Indiaman, and it still bothered him on occasion.

He had forsworn piracy, but on a few occasions since beginning his
new life he had wandered close to the sweet trade—and had made a
fair amount of money in doing so. That booty had carried him through
the hard times, had allowed him to keep out of debt and to pay his for-
mer slaves, as he had promised them he would. But his cache of loot
was nearly exhausted now, and there was little money to be made from
tobacco, and he did not know what he would do.

He sighed again, glanced down at the tempting chart and its prom-
ise of fat Moorish treasure ships running down the Red Sea and
through the straits of Bab el Mandeb. Somewhere off in Europe,
armies were beating each other bloody to determine who would sit on
the decadent throne of Spain, and it was ruining his life, like some
black-magic spell cast from far off. He was accustomed to simpler
problems, enemies that he could face with sword and pistol.
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He realized that he was looking for just that, a way to attack his
problems with steel and powder, searching for some action he could
take to fight his way back to solvency. I am still quite an unsubtle crea-
ture, he thought.

The soft padding of feet beyond the door, the sound of his wife,
Elizabeth, coming down the hall. He looked up at the doorway and
then down at the chart, then up again, frozen in indecision. He did not
want Elizabeth to think he was studying the thing, because he was not.
But neither did he want her to catch him trying furtively to hide it from
her.

In the few seconds it took him to not make a decision, the decision
was made for him when Elizabeth appeared in the door, gave a light
rap on the frame. “T'homas, do you have a moment?” She held in her
arms the big ledger books for Marlowe House, which were her special
charge.

“Yes, my dearest, of course. I was just, well .. .”

Elizabeth crossed over to the desk, glanced down at the chart that
Marlowe was now rolling up with a great show of innocence. “Mada-
gascar and the Indian Ocean?” she said. “I did not know you had such
a chart.”

“Yes, well, I have had it these many years. Just wondering about
something. Francis and I were wondering about the size of Madagas-
car, you know. Turns out to be half again as long as I had thought.”

“Hmm-hmm” was all that Elizabeth said. She laid the ledgers down
on the desk slowly, a somber and foreboding gesture. “I have brought
the accounts up to date. It is not a pretty thing, I fear.”

Marlowe stared at the ledger books, hating them, as if they were to
blame. He held them in the same light as he had held all books before
he learned to read —as something he did not understand and therefore
something to fear.

“Are we in debt?”

“No.”

“Well, thank God for that at least.” Debt was a death knell in the
colonies. Once money was owed to merchants in England, men far be-
yond the reach of careful scrutiny, it was nearly impossible to get out.
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It was stunning how quickly a merchant’s fawning respect turned to
scornful abuse once a planter owed him money.

“Yes,” Elizabeth agreed. “It is something. But the funds held by the
bank are nearly gone, and, I fear, the . . . ah . . . contents of your ware-
house in Jamestown are all but entirely sold off. There is only the silk
you were holding on to and some ivory, but we have never found much
of a market for that here.”

“Hmm” was all Marlowe could say to that. The warehouse in
Jamestown, up the river from Jamestown, really, was known to only
himself and Elizabeth and Francis Bickerstaff. It had been abandoned
for years before Marlowe bought it, secretly, and it appeared aban-
doned still. In it he kept the booty he had gathered from his activities
that, if not entirely illegal, would certainly have raised eyebrows—and
questions—among those in authority.

That was the bounty that had carried them along thus far, through
falling tobacco prices and rising wartime costs. And now it was gone.

Marlowe rubbed his temples. “Very well. What is to be done? I'll
confess | have no notion.”

“Ah, as to that . . . I did have one thought . . ”

Thomas looked up at his wife. She was displaying more hesitancy
than was usual for her, and it piqued his curiosity.

“Yes?”

“Well, it seems to me there are two things that are making it quite
impossible for us to realize any profit from our plantations—any of us
here in the Tidewater. The first is the damned shipping rates. With the
dearth of seaman and ships, we’ll not pay below fourteen pounds a ton
this season, which is madness. In the best of times that would eat up
most of our profit.”

Marlowe leaned back in his chair, laced his fingers together.
“Mmm-hmm,” he agreed, watching Elizabeth. She had rehearsed this
speech, he could tell, so she must be coming to something interesting.
Interesting enough for her to be nervous about mentioning it to her
husband, a man from whom she had no secrets.

“The other thing of it is the convoys,” Elizabeth continued. “All the
ships gather together, we all load our tobacco aboard, and then the
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navy ships escort the whole lot across the ocean to London. The entire
year’s crop arrives on the dock at the same instant, creates an immedi-
ate glut. The damned merchants name their price, and they ain’t over-
generous. There is no profit to be made with those considerations.”

“Mmm-hmm. And your thought . . . ?”

“Yes, well . . . you have a great advantage over the others, you see.
You, unlike most in the Tidewater, own a ship . . .”

He did that. The Elizabeth Galley. She was an old but solid mer-
chantman when he bought her in 02, and he had refitted her as a pri-
vateer. He had been forced to use her in hunting down his old friend
King James, after he turned pirate. And once he had returned from
that unhappy mission, Governor Nicholson had insisted on having
back the Galley’s great guns, which were property of the colony and
needed for her defense, now that England was at war.

Thus unarmed, and with Marlowe’s desire for cruising quashed by
the horror of what he had had to do the last time he put to sea, the Eliz-
abeth Galley’s rig had been sent down, and she had been moored in
the freshets of the James River to keep her free of weed and teredo
worm. And there she had remained.

“I do own a ship,” Marlowe agreed. “Are you thinking we should get
into the business of shipping?”

“Yes. The cost of manning the ship would be nothing compared to
the freight rates, I shouldn’t think, particularly if you were to com-
mand her.”

“I'll warrant you are right about that. Seamen are hard to find, but
we could fill out the crew with some of our people here.” By “our peo-
ple” Marlowe meant the former slaves who worked the plantation.
“Some of those young fellows would make first-rate seamen, with just
a bit of instruction. But that solves only half the problem. We are still
faced with the glut of weed once we are in London.”

“Yes, as to that . . . I had thought perhaps we could sail before the
convoy. They will put to sea in three months’ time. Sure we could
have the Galley ready before that. What are you grinning about, you
son of a bitch?”

Marlowe was indeed grinning, nearly laughing at this. Elizabeth
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had not led the most upright life before she had married him, but
since then she had shunned any kind of impropriety.

“You are suggesting we become smugglers?” Marlowe asked.

“No, not smugglers. It is not illegal to sail without the convoy, if we
get a permit to do so.”

“But you know perfectly well that they grant permits only to well-
armed ships, which we are not, not anymore. Besides, there is never
enough time now to secure a permit.”

“Well, I had thought . . .”

“No, no. None of your excuses. [ am not saying I don’t like the idea.
I do. I just want you to say, Yes, Thomas, I am suggesting we smug-
gle””

“Thomas, damn you . . .”

“Sayit...

Elizabeth glared at him, then seemed to accept defeat. She de-
flated, flopped down in the chair facing his desk. “Yes, Thomas, I am
suggesting we smuggle. There is no way around it—we are lost other-
wise. I have no doubt we can carry some of our neighbors’ tobacco as
well. They would be as happy to beat the convoy as we would.”

Thomas looked at his wife, her lovely face now touched with sad-
ness. She was twenty-eight years old, and the first twenty-three years
had not been easy for her. But together they had managed to build
something good at Marlowe House. An honest, respectable life. It was
something new to both of them, and there was nothing Elizabeth
would not do to hold on to it.

“I think this is a capital idea,” Marlowe said, and he was entirely sin-
cere. “We might even pick up a cargo for the return voyage, perhaps
buy some goods to sell when we are home again.”

It was a good plan. With just a little luck they would realize enough
from this voyage to keep themselves out of debt for a few more years at
least.

“We may not be able to do it, in any event,” Elizabeth continued.
“We'll need sailors, we'll need to get the Galley ready for sea, which
will cost money. And, of course, there are no guns aboard. We would
be most vulnerable to attack.”
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“We'?”

“Yes, ‘we.” Did you think you would sail off again without me?”

In fact he had, though there was no pleasure in the thought. But
still . . . Elizabeth on board? “I don’t know if it is quite the thing—" he
began in weak protest.

“There is no helping it. You know nothing of the tobacco trade, you
admit it freely. I know what our yield is, what it is worth. I do the books
here. You are useless with numbers, another thing you have often ad-
mitted.”

“True. But Bickerstaff—"

“Francis knows the growing and curing and prizing. He does not
know the selling or bookkeeping.”

That was true enough. Elizabeth had always dealt with the factors
and agents once the crop was in, kept the books. Bickerstaff had prob-
ably been less involved in that part of it than even Thomas, and that
was very little indeed.

The older field hands were certainly capable of seeing to the plan-
tation without his or Elizabeth’s or Bickerstaff’s supervision. Marlowe
House would be safe in their absence; there was no one left in the
Tidewater who might wish to cause them grief. He was running out of
arguments.

“There is also the point . . .” Elizabeth continued, and Marlowe
could tell she had rehearsed this speech as well. He was surprised; that
kind of preparation was unlike her. “Perhaps you should not be seen
along the waterfront in London. One never knows when a fellow from
the old days might recognize you . . .”

She did not have to say more. They both understood. One reliable
witness, and Marlowe would hang for piracy. There was no pardon for
his crimes.

“That is true as well,” Marlowe admitted. “And there is also the
point that I could not bear to be parted from you for the half a year the
voyage would take.”

Elizabeth smiled, her stern, businesslike demeanor melting before
his words, and suddenly they were connected again, like man and
wife, not partners in a merchant firm. Their love and passion for one
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another, which had not diminished in the least over the years, sparked
between them and moved like a potent spirit.

“I had hoped you might feel that way,” Elizabeth said.

“Indeed, my love, [ am much buoyed by this plan. No doubt we can
scrape up the funds we need to get the ship to sea, and I am equally
sure our neighbors will want to get in on this. Sailors we can find —yes,
my beloved, I think this is a fine idea. I shall begin at once to get things
moving along . . 7

His voice trailed off, and his eyes moved unconsciously down to the
rolled chart on his desk. In his mind they had already completed Eliz-
abeth’s plan, had the money in hand from the merchants in London,
and now they were moving on to the next thing and the next after that.

Marlowe had made the decision even before he stood up from his
desk. There was no reason to dally. Suddenly his desire to act was like
a physical pressure, pushing from within. It was time to get under way.



THERE WAS, unfortunately, a considerable distance between making
a decision to get under way and actually getting under way, particularly
aboard a ship that had not sailed in three years.

First an inspection of the Elizabeth Galley to assess her condition
and determine her needs. Marlowe’s mind was working fast now.
Round up a crew, of course, that was no easy task. Secure a cargo—
Marlowe House would not produce enough tobacco to entirely fill the
Elizabeth Galley’s cavernous hold. Might as well make a little extra
hauling the neighbors” weed.

“Oh, damn me,” he said.

“What? Whatever is the problem?” Elizabeth asked, concerned.

“We have committed ourselves to the racing at Joseph Page’s this af-
ternoon.” Marlowe was eager now to move on their plan, and he was
not happy to recall this social obligation. He felt like a charging dog
brought up short by its leash.

“I've wagered ten pounds on that sorrel nag of his.” Like I can bloody
well afford that, he thought. Declining to wager would place a greater
tax on his appearance of wealth than ten pounds would place on his
actual wealth. It was hard to gauge which was the higher price to pay.
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“Yes,” Elizabeth said, “and I am sure that Francis has quite forgot-
ten as well. I'll send Caesar for him.”

“No, no. I'll go fetch him myself.” He smiled. “As lord of the manor,
[ suppose I should see what the common folk are about.”

“Good, my lord. But don’t be all day about it. We must leave in an
hour, no more.”

Marlowe pulled on his coat and grabbed up his hat and stepped out
of the library and down the hallway, then out the front door that
opened onto the wide porch. The warmth of the sun and the fragrance
from the plantation and the woods came on him redoubled, and he
stretched and breathed deep before taking the steps down to the front
walk and the grassy lawn.

The flowers that Elizabeth so lovingly tended were in full bloom,
great bursts of color that lined the house and the walks and spilled out
of her gardens. The grass was a rich green. Birds flashed around, twit-
tering, diving, and lighting here and there.

Everything was alive, running over with life, growing, moving. It
was so different from the sea, the cold, dead sea that always stretched
away in its bleak sameness. The sea moved, to be sure, moved con-
stantly, but it was not the motion of life. It was a random, thoughtless
motion that cared not a whit for what effect it had, for whom it helped
and whom it killed.

So why did he miss it so?

Marlowe stepped around the side of the house. Fifty feet away, the big
tobacco barn yawned open, and spread out in front of it, on the brown
patch of earth where the constant traffic had worn away the grass, the big
lever arm used for prizing the tobacco, various hogsheads—some full,
some waiting for their hands of tobacco—the cooper’s tools. But no field
hands, no Bickerstaff.

Marlowe sighed. Bickerstaff was the real lord of the manor, as far as
actually overseeing what went on. The field hands no longer even
bothered asking Marlowe about agricultural considerations.

Bickerstaff had no doubt been called away on some business and
now would have to be hunted down. Marlowe debated getting his
horse. He did enjoy riding around his property, marveling at how



20 JAMES L. NELSON

much of it he owned. But his horse would be off somewhere else, graz-
ing, and Marlowe decided that fetching him would take more time
than just finding Bickerstaff on foot.

He continued on past the barn, over the small rise to where he
could see the fields beyond. Every year they cleared a patch of forest
to make way for that year’s seed beds. The tree line was noticeably far-
ther from the house than it had been when Marlowe bought the place.
The former slave quarters, once dilapidated huts but now fixed up,
whitewashed, and cozy, had stood huddled at the edge of the woods
then, but now they were in open field.

Marlowe paused at the top of the rise and looked around. He loved
the plantation, loved his lord of the manor existence.

Back in 02, when he bought the Elizabeth Galley, he had been
restless for the sea. He had been ready for privateering—high adven-
ture with higher returns and low risk. But instead he had spent nearly
a year on his unholy mission of hunting down his friend and the for-
mer captain of his river sloop, King James, a freed slave who had
turned renegade after killing the crew of a slave ship in a fit of rage.

Why did I do that, submit to the governor’s demand that I go after
King James? He asked himself that question often enough. The answer:
to preserve this. To maintain the life he and Elizabeth had built. To
avoid becoming a pariah in a society that held him responsible for
what James had done. He, Marlowe, lord of the manor, had freed his
slaves. The Tidewater saw that as the seminal event in King James’s
crime.

At the far end of the field, past the former slave quarters, Marlowe
saw a little knot of men and guessed that one was Bickerstaff, so he
headed out for them.

The long voyage to Africa and back had banished from Marlowe’s
mind any thoughts of going to sea. For three years he had genuinely
enjoyed the life of a country squire.

And then, just that morning, his hands had reached unbidden for
the chart of Madagascar, and he found himself staring at it, caressing
it with his dividers, remembering the feel of the ship underfoot, a misty
morning, stepping on deck with a landfall rising out of the ocean
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ahead. And then Elizabeth had haltingly laid out her plan, and sud-
denly Marlowe’s wanderlust was awake again.

At last he came up with the group of men, Francis Bickerstaff and
four of the former slaves, now hired hands, of Marlowe House. Hesiod,
head man of the field hands, in his mid-twenties, strong and confident,
was nodding as Bickerstaff spoke. Over his shoulder a big ax, his huge
hand wrapped around the handle. He looked like a pirate.

They were deep in a discussion of the properties of various trees for
use as firewood and building material and what stand they might cut
next, when Marlowe interrupted them.

“Francis, how goes it here?”

“Very well, Thomas. These fellows wish to make a start of clearing
wood and laying in more lumber, and we were discussing what we
might cut next. Have you a preference?”

“Whatever you think best, Francis. And the prizing, how goes that?”

“Our yield has been prodigious as ever, as you know, and the fortu-
itous rain has given us weather moist enough for the prizing.”

“Indeed.” Marlowe did not realize that one needed moist weather to
prize tobacco. He tucked that fact away, said, “I have come to remind
you of the racing at Page’s this afternoon.”

“Yes, yes. Damned insufferable gatherings.”

“Good, then you will attend? Here, walk with me, and [ will tell you
of a plan that Elizabeth has concocted.”

The two men retraced Marlowe’s steps to the house, and as they did,
Marlowe related his discussion of that morning. He met the objections
that Bickerstaff raised with the logic that Elizabeth had employed on
him, and by the time they reached the house, Francis was in agree-
ment with the idea.

Elizabeth met them on the lawn, and the stableboy brought their
horses around. They mounted and rode leisurely up the Archer’s Hope
Creek Road, three miles to the Page plantation, and Elizabeth said,
“Francis, did Thomas tell you? Madagascar is twice again as long as
you had thought.”

“Pardon?”

“Madagascar. Were you two not discussing it?”
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“I don’t recall . .~

“Yes, well,” said Marlowe.

Archer’s Hope Creek Road —known locally as a “rolling road” —was
packed hard by the barrels of tobacco that were rolled from inland
plantations to the landing at Archer’s Hope Creek. In good weather it
made for easy travel, and the three were able to discuss their plans as
they walked their horses north, past brown-earth fields of harvested to-
bacco and patches of oak and maple, lush and green.

The breeze picked up, dissipating the humidity some and making
them more comfortable, though it was still too hot for real comfort,
dressed as they were in their silk coats and bodice and skirts and
breeches and socks, rather than in the simple attire of the working-
people and slaves.

They came at last to the Page plantation, a somewhat grander ver-
sion of Marlowe House. There were a hundred people there already —
gentlemen and ladies, laborers, slaves, all manner of Tidewater society.
Horse racing was a passion in Virginia, enjoyed with a zeal that Mar-
lowe could not begin to muster.

In fact, few of the things that delighted his peers—dancing and
hunting, cards, bowling—did much for him, though he put on a
brave front when forced to participate. He enjoyed fencing and bil-
liards at least, and had garnered something of a reputation as a hand
at both.

But horse races were good venues for conducting business. None
better, in fact, with the exception of the governor’s balls and Sunday
worship, and so Marlowe contented himself that the afternoon might
not be a total loss.

“Ah, Marlowe, there you are!” Joseph Page ambled up, red-faced,
blustering with excitement. He loved a horse race, particularly his
own. “Mrs. Marlowe, Bickerstaff, glad you could make it.”

Marlowe slid down from his horse, and a boy raced out with a step
for Elizabeth. “Wouldn’t miss it, Page, never in life. I've ten pounds
riding on your sorrel, I trust I won’t lose it?”

“Lose it? Dear God, no. I only wish our harvests were as sure of
profit as your wager, sir!”
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Marlowe chuckled obediently. “Indeed. And funny you should
mention our harvest. As it happens, I have just this morning come
upon a scheme that I think might profitus all . . ”

By the time Page headed off to mount his sorrel for the race, Mar-
lowe had secured his and two other neighbors’ tobacco for his un-
orthodox voyage. The risks were explained and the terms— 10 percent
to Marlowe for carrying charges, with Marlowe assuring indemnity for
loss due to negligence but not act of God—agreed upon.

Having concluded that business, Marlowe accepted a glass of wine
from Elizabeth and accompanied her to the edge of the straight
quarter-mile track that Page had laid out. Scattered along the length of
the track were the many people who had come out for this event. It was
like the annual celebration of Publick Times in Williamsburg. In a
colony so sparsely populated, the people took every opportunity to con-
gregate.

The buzzing among the crowd grew, the sense of anticipation
swirling like smoke on a battlefield. The horses reared and jostled at
the wide part at the head of the track, the starter fired his pistol, and
mere seconds later Marlowe was poorer by ten pounds.

Standing at the edge of the track, twenty feet away, Marlowe noticed
Peleg Dinwiddie, whose expression suggested that he also had lost, and
Marlowe’s disappointment was forgotten. Peleg was the master of
Page’s river sloop, a thoroughgoing sailor man, and just the person that
Marlowe needed.

“Excuse me, my dear,” Marlowe whispered to Elizabeth, and then
he strolled off in Peleg’s direction. Dinwiddie took an inordinate—
and, Marlowe thought, not entirely sincere —interest in horses. Peleg
was something of a social climber, with none of the wit or grace to
climb successfully. Marlowe suspected that Peleg was more interested
in appearing to fancy horses, but that did not matter. It was not Din-
widdie’s view of horses that interested Marlowe now.

“Peleg!” Marlowe said, approaching with hand extended. “I haven’t
seen you about, this past week or more.”

“Been down to Point Comfort and up the York. Time of year, you
know. A lot moving by water.”
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“Oh, and don’t I know it.” Marlowe paused as if in thought. Peleg
had been a merchant sailor all his working life, had been a boatswain
for years and then mate before retiring to the much less demanding
work of captaining a river sloop.

“Peleg, you ever miss the deepwater sailing?”

“No.”

“Really? Never wish to see that blue water again, nothing but the
open sea, rolling away in every direction?”

“No.”

“Neither do I.” Thomas paused again. “It's where the real money is
to be made, though.”

“I went deep water all my damned life. Never made any real
money.”

“Ah, but did you ever go to . . . No, never mind.”

“Where?”

“Well, I was going to say Madagascar, but it don’t answer, because |
probably am not going there now.”

“Probably?” Peleg stood a bit straighter, looked at Marlowe more in-
tensely. Marlowe imagined he could peer into Peleg’s eyes and see the vi-
sion of Moorish treasure forming in his brain. “You sailing the Round?”

“No, I am sailing to England, with a load of tobacco. Sod the
damned convoy, I say. The Pirate Round? No, it is just something [ am
toying with, not so much chance I'll do it.”

“Not so much . . . but there is a chance?”

“Yes, there is a chance.”

Five minutes later, Peleg Dinwiddie agreed to report aboard the
Elizabeth Galley in two days’ time.

Marlowe felt no guilt about lying to him. What he felt was the odd-
est sort of confusion. He did not actually know to whom he was lying.
Peleg? Elizabeth? Himself?

He had made no real decisions, save for the one that would take
them to London. What might happen after that, he did not know. He
was acting now, not thinking.

With the scarcity of seamen in the colonies, he needed Peleg Din-
widdie’s experience. He had to tell the man what he wanted to hear.
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The next morning Marlowe and Elizabeth and Bickerstaft rode
south to Jamestown. It was time to inspect the Elizabeth Galley.

They left their horses at a stable by the landing and climbed into the
boat that Marlowe kept there. Thomas took up the oars—a means of
transport much more familiar to him than horses—and rowed them
across the slow-moving river to where the Elizabeth Galley was moored.

She did not look so very seaworthy then, sitting motionless in the
brown water of the river. The little bit of paint that adorned her sides
was peeling off, and some of the fancy carvings were dry and cracked.
She had only her lower masts—fore, main, and mizzen—in place, and
the shrouds that supported those masts were slack, giving the ship an
overall sagging appearance.

But those things belied her true condition. When Marlowe had
moored her, he had no notion of when she might sail again. But he
loved her too much, and was too much of a seaman, to let her rot away.

He had had the shrouds slackened off to keep from putting unnec-
essary strain on mast or rigging. He sent hands aboard her every month
or so to apply fresh tar and check their condition, and he knew they
were as sound as when they had first been set up.

The rest of the rigging and spars had been carefully stored away, out
of the weather, and he inspected them once a month. The sails were
folded carefully and stored as well, and every few months they were
brought out to air to prevent them from rotting. At least twice a year he
had personally crawled through the lowest parts of the hull and
checked for creeping rot or signs of an infestation of the teredo worm
that bored itself into ships’ fabric, but he found neither.

The Elizabeth Galley was in disuse, but she was not neglected.

And so Marlowe was not surprised to find her in fine shape when he
stepped aboard. Her decks had been swept fore and aft, and what little
gear she still had aboard was in good order. He could smell fresh tar
on her shrouds and linseed oil on her rails and sides. He looked
around and nodded his approval.

“She is spacious as a ballroom with the great guns gone,” Francis ob-
served. They had all come in through the entry port and stood in the
waist, taking the ship in.
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“She is that,” Thomas agreed. “And that relieves us of the need to
carry powder or shot, which leaves plenty of room below for all our
hogsheads and our neighbors” as well. It is a good thing, really, the gov-
ernor has taken our guns.”

“I could almost believe you are sincere,” said Francis.

Marlowe took a step inboard, letting his eye roam over the familiar
deck. So many ghosts floating around that space, too. He could see the
big Spaniard looming alongside as he prepared to lead the Elizabeth
Galleys over the rail. He could see again the men struggling along that
deck as they were blasted by the heavy guns of the French Indiaman.
He could recall the sight of Whydah slipping below the horizon as he
looked over that taffrail at the place where they had buried King James.

Ghosts everywhere. His entire life was haunted.

“Yes, well . . .7 he said to no one in particular. “Let us inspect be-
lowdecks. I'll wager you will be pleasantly surprised by what you find.”

He would have won the wager, had any taken him up on it. The
lower decks were musty and hot, having been shut up and uninhabited
for so long. But they were clean and maintained, with no sign of mold
or rot or vermin. That was because Marlowe had his people wash her
out with vinegar on a regular basis and fumigate her with brimstone
once a year.

They made their way through the hold, inspecting that lower part of
the ship by lantern light. Nothing amiss. She was tight and seaworthy.

They returned to the quarterdeck, blinking in the brilliant sun,
blinded after the gloom of the hold. “She is in fine shape,” Marlowe
announced. “And I'll warrant the rest of her gear is just as well pre-
served. Give me a decent crew and I will have her ready for sea in a
month.”

The first part of the crew was easy enough to find. Upon returning
to Marlowe House, he summoned all the former slaves together and
told them that he was going to sail the Elizabeth Galley to England
and he needed men and would any of them like to sign on?

There were no takers among the older men, those for whom ships
meant the middle passage, the six weeks of hell stuffed into the fester-
ing hold of a slaver.
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But among the younger men that association was not so strong. Hes-
iod was the first of them to step forward. He, like several others, had
been young enough then that the memory had faded. Still others had
been born in the colonies and had no firsthand knowledge of that hor-
ror. They were the young, strong, adventurous types that Marlowe
wanted, and twelve of them stepped forward and eagerly volunteered.

“You do not think this might be a problem?” Bickerstaff asked
Thomas in a private moment. “Sure, these fellows are as capable as
any landsmen, but you will have to hire genuine seamen as well. Do
you think others might object to being shipmates with black men?”

“Your sailor is an altogether more liberal fellow than your lands-
man,” Marlowe said. “I don’t think they will object to any man who
pulls his weight. It is not unprecedented, you know, white men and
black working together on shipboard.”

“Indeed? I have never seen it.”

“You don'’t too often aboard honest ships, but aboard pirates it is
common enough.”

“Humph,” said Bickerstaff. “That is not a precedent I might wish to
follow.”

Smart, able, and willing as those young black men were, they were
not sailors. Marlowe set them to work transferring all of the gear in stor-
age back to the ship—work that needed no special expertise.

At the appointed hour Peleg Dinwiddie reported aboard. With an
experienced first officer to oversee the setting up of the rig, Marlowe
was free to begin his campaign for the recruitment of experienced
mariners, a scarce commodity in the Tidewater. He took his own
sloop, the Northumberland, down the James River and across Hamp-
ton Roads to the small, rough port town of Norfolk, where he hoped to
find sailors in a region that did not see a fraction of the shipping that
the northern colonies did.

He went immediately to the taverns, the likeliest place to find not
just sailors but sailors in a compliant mood. In the second loud, dark,
smoke-filled, stinking tavern he entered, he found one.

The man was sitting alone at a small table. He was dressed in a
linen shirt and well-worn broadcloth coat. His face was a sailor’s face,
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lined and tanned, his hair was long and worn clubbed, sailor fashion.
He might have been an ordinary seaman at one point in his career, but
he looked now like a bosun or mate of a small merchantman. Perhaps
a bit of privateering, perhaps a bit of piracy.

There was a quality that drew Marlowe’s eye, an air of self-
assurance. A certain attitude. There was nothing soft about the man;
he was all sharp edges. If Peleg was something of a tame bear, this man
looked like a wolf, and a hungry one. But those qualities were good,
too, if they could be channeled the right way.

“Mind if I join you?” Marlowe stood in front of the small table. The
man looked up, regarded Marlowe for a long moment, said nothing.
Marlowe was wearing his seagoing clothes: faded blue coat, cotton
waistcoat and shirt, and soft, well-worn canvas breeches. The clothes
he might wear to call on the governor would not answer in a place like
this.

Finally the man nodded to the other seat. Marlowe put his mug on
the table and sat.

“Name’s Marlowe. Thomas Marlowe.”

The man nodded.

“I'm shipping a crew. Tobacco to London. You've the look of a sea-
man. Are you a’'wanting a berth?”

The man looked up from the table, met Marlowe’s eye, and then
nodded, slowly. “Perhaps.”

“Ship paid off? Sail without you?”

“No. I'sailed in here as bosun on a merchantman bound out of Ply-
mouth. But the master and I didn’t see eye to eye, and now I'm on the
beach.”

“What was the matter?”

“T'he master was a horse’s arse.”

Marlowe nodded. This made things difficult. A judgment call. Per-
haps the master was a horse’s arse. Or perhaps this man was incompe-
tent, a thief, a drunkard. But these were the risks one always took, hiring
on a crew. Sailors were not tame men, not bookkeepers or dancing mas-
ters. They were the original troublemakers. It was little wonder that Jesus
had picked mariners as his apostles when he wanted to stir things up.
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“You shipped as bosun, eh? I've need of a bosun. Care to come
aboard for the fitting out, see if you want to sail with us?”

“Tobacco to London? I guess I was keeping a weather eye out for
something that was a bit more . . . lucrative.”

“So am I. I had a thought to perhaps sail to Madagascar, after.”

The man grinned. “ ‘Perhaps’? That don’t sound too certain.”

“It’s not certain. It’s the most I can promise.”

What in hell am I saying? Marlowe thought. He was starting to
bandy this Madagascar thing around like he had decided on it, which
he had not, not at all. And even if he had, Bickerstaff and Elizabeth
would never go along with it.

But he needed sailors, and they needed inducement, so there it was.

“All right,” the man said at last. “I see something in you I like. I'll
come aboard for the fitting out, and if we can stand each other, I'll sail
as bosun with you.” He grinned again. “Then we’ll see what you decide.”

His name was Honeyman. Duncan Honeyman, and he arrived
aboard the Elizabeth Galley with three sailors in tow, men also look-
ing for berths.

“Friends of yours, Honeyman?”

“Shipmates. They thought the master of our old ship was a horse’s
arse, t00.”

Marlowe nodded, looked the men over. They were a rough-
looking bunch. Gold earrings; big knives worn with ease in the small
of their backs; arms like gnarled tree limbs; long hair, clubbed like
Honeyman wore it; wide slop trousers, patched and tar-stained. They
each chewed absently on the tobacco in their cheeks. They smelled
of rum and sweat. But he had seen worse, and shipped with much
worse.

“Very well,” Marlowe said. “T'll offer you the same terms I offered
Honeyman. I'll hire you for the fitting out, seaman’s wages, and if you
work out, you can stay on for the voyage. Tobacco to London and back
with cargo, that’s all I can promise. And I'll thank you to not say more,
regarding any other venture we might try.”

The three men exchanged glances but made no protest. At last they
all muttered their agreement.
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Honeyman ran his eyes along the deck and up the lower masts. He
squinted slightly, but beside that his face showed no expression. “This
the crew?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“They sailors?”

“Not yet. But they’ll do a hard day’s work. And they’ll learn. Do you
have a problem with that?”

“Not if you don’t.”

“Good. Take these men and report to Mr. Dinwiddie, on the quar-
terdeck there. With the black coat. He’s first officer. He'll set you to
work.”

Honeyman nodded, and without another word he led the three
men across the brow and aft. Five minutes later they were aloft, seeing
the main topmast set in place, the standing rigging ganged over the
masthead and set up.

For three weeks the Elizabeth Galley’s rig rose higher as masts were
stepped, yards crossed, running rigging rove through blocks and be-
layed at the pin rails. At the same time her hull sank deeper and deeper
in the river as stores of water and food came aboard, and after that bar-
rel after barrel of tobacco, all that Marlowe House had harvested that
year and much of the harvest of the Marlowes’ three closest neighbors
as well.

Marlowe continued his recruitment, picking up another five able-
bodied seamen, and saw to the outfitting of the great cabin and the ac-
quisition of those things they would need for navigation.

Bickerstaff took careful inventory of everything that went aboard.
Dinwiddie saw to the stowage, and Honeyman, quiet and generally
surly, proved at least to be a competent bosun and was left to supervise
the setting up of the rig and bending of sail.

Elizabeth kept track of the money and fretted about their funds,
which were being spent at a frightening rate on stores and gear and all
those things that a ship consumed before she could put to sea.

Marlowe tried to assuage her fears. He did not succeed.

The night before they sailed, the night that Marlowe should have
been resting after the unmitigated labor of getting the ship ready for
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sea in an absurdly short time, he found himself instead pushing a
wheelbarrow across the dark lawn of Marlowe House. The wheelbar-
row held a shovel and an unlit lantern. He had to wonder at himself.

Old habits died hard, his need for a secret held back. He thought of
a trick he had used many times at sea, dragging a sea anchor behind
his ship to slow it down, give an enemy or victim a false sense of his
own ship’s abilities. Then the sea anchor was cut away, and suddenly
his ship could move with an unanticipated speed. This was like that.
The little thing held in reserve.

He pushed the wheelbarrow onto a trail in the woods, and when he
was lost from sight from Marlowe House, he pulled out his tinder
pouch and lit the lantern. In the light of its feeble glow he made his
way down the trail to the spot of dirt he had last turned six years before.

It was not easy to find —the weeds and the shoots of young trees had
grown up around it and over it—but Marlowe had been careful over
the years never to let it become lost completely in the bracken.

He set the lantern down, lifted the shovel, and jammed it into the
dark earth. Five minutes of digging, and the spade hit the iron-bound
box, hidden under a foot of dirt. He moved the lantern closer and
worked the point of the shovel around until the box was fully exposed.

Why have I never told Elizabeth about this? Or Francis?

It was not a matter of trust. He trusted them both, completely, more
than he had ever trusted anyone.

Perhaps that was it. He had never trusted anyone, until he had met
them. Perhaps he could not get past that.

He breathed deep, readied himself, and then grasped the handle of
the box and pulled. He thought at first it must still be caught on some-
thing. It would not move. He tried again, and this time it yielded, just
a bit, and he realized that it was just heavy as hell, which he knew. An-
other deep breath, he braced himself and tugged, and the box came up
from the dirt. He pulled it over the edge of the hole and rested it on
the ground.

He stood up, flexed his back, gulped breath, cursed his creeping
age. When he had recovered from the exertion, he knelt beside the box
and held the lantern close.
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It was wrapped in tar-soaked canvas, which was still intact. He
pulled his sheath knife, cut away the canvas, and was pleased to see
that the box was not rusted through. It looked pretty much as it had
when he buried it in 1701.

He fished the key from his coat pocket and worked it into the lock,
which sprang open after a moment'’s fiddling. Marlowe took it from the
hasp and paused, looked around, listened. There was nothing but
the sounds of the woods at night. He swung the lid open, held the lan-
tern up.

The gold inside the box gleamed its lustrous metallic yellow, a great
jumble of gold. A few bars, but coins mostly, Spanish escudos in vari-
ous denominations, doubloons and ducats of Venetian and Spanish
mintage. Their origins did not matter. It was all gold.

Marlowe sat for a long moment and looked at it. Here was his fi-
nancial sea anchor, and he was about to cut it away. He had been
tempted often enough to dig this up, during hard times in the past few
years. Yet he had always resisted, and the need had passed.

But this was different. He was at the end now. This box was all the
wealth he had left, and if he did not rebuild his fortune on this voyage,
then he was finished.

He closed the box and locked it, then stood and braced himself.
With painful effort he hefted it up onto the wheelbarrow. He grunted
through clenched teeth, felt something pop in his arm, knew whatever
it was would hurt like the devil in the morning.

But it was done. The gold was on the wheelbarrow, the last of his
wealth unearthed and ready to be put to use. He set the lantern and
shovel beside the box, took up the handles again, and made his way
back down the trail to Marlowe House.



ROGER PRESS sat back in the velvet wing chair and worked the sil-
ver toothpick around with his tongue. He liked the feel of the hard,
smooth metal between his lips. The toothpick was almost a part of him
now, a constant companion. He gave no thought to it as he worked it
into his gums, probing them till they bled. He liked the coppery taste
of the blood in his mouth.

In his hand he held a snifter of brandy. He pushed the toothpick to
one side, tucked it in his cheek, and sipped the liquor. Magnificent.
These rich bastards drank it like water. The brandy mixed with the
blood in his mouth, swirled down his throat.

Tall and thin, but not handsomely so, with big hands and feet, joints
like doorknobs, his face scarred from a childhood bout of the smallpox,
his teeth growing black around the edges and often painful, Captain
Roger Press was not a lovely man to look on. And so the other men in
that richly appointed drawing room arranged themselves in their seats,
busied themselves with some little thing, and avoided his eyes.

In the uncomfortable silence he glanced down at the snifter, the
knife-edge rim, the seemingly impossible delicacy of the glass. He
could crush it in his hand, make it explode into a thousand glittering
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fragments. The thin glass probably would not even cut through his cal-
lused palms.

That would surprise them.

“Captain Press . . .” The older one broke the silence. Sir Edmund
Winston. He was the owner of the house in which they sat, a grand ed-
ifice that fronted on Pall Mall. It was one of a half dozen he owned,
the house he used when he was in London for the season.

Sir Edmund blathered some nonsense about how grateful they were
that he could come. Press worked the toothpick in his mouth and ran
his eyes over the room. Rich velvet on the walls, portraits of brooding
Winstons glaring down at this coarse intruder. A carpet laid over the
polished oak floor, the kind that a younger, diffident Press might have
been afraid to step on.

Ten o’clock in the evening. Four bells in the night watch. Outside it
was black night, but the chandelier overhead held enough candles that
the room was brightly lit.

More money in this one room than most men I know would see in a
lifetime.

And he was the guest of honor.

“Captain Press,” another of them was saying. Hobkins. This one was
Hobkins. Owned a Jamaican sugar plantation, did a big business in
slaves and silk from the Orient. Owned a dozen ships at least. Roger
pulled his eyes from the silver arranged on the sideboard and met his
eyes. The man was all silk and ruffles and chins.

“Captain, as you are no doubt aware, we here represent a good por-
tion of the shipping between England and the Moorish countries.
India, the Arabian lands, the Spice Islands. Thinking of getting into
China trade. But that is not your concern, of course.”

Press looked long and hard at him, but the man would not flinch.
He was flabby, but he was not weak. Weak men did not become as
powerful as Hobkins.

Still, Press could hear the note of discomfort in his voice. Roger
Press was not a subtle man. He had not gained his place through in-
trigue and manipulation, as these men had. He had fought and killed
his way up, used and discarded men, won his present notoriety by
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being meaner and bolder than most, and outlasting the rest. He ex-
uded violence, and it frightened these civilized men.

“Of course,” Press agreed.

“Our problem is this, and this is where you are concerned.” An-
other, Robert Richmond, took up the discussion. “We are suffering the
most egregious depredations in the Indian Ocean. These so-called pri-
vateers, these Roundsmen, hunting after the Moorish treasure ships.
The current Great Mogul is a bloody-minded heathen named Au-
rangzeb. Thinks the company is in league with these pirates. Even im-
prisoned our manager and fifty of our men till he could be convinced
otherwise.”

“And it’s not just the Moors these rogues hunt neither,” Winston
continued. “The villains are attacking our shipping. British East In-
diamen. It’s piracy, is what it is, and it must be stopped.”

“Indeed.” Set a thief to catch a thief. Press had been as much pirate
as any of those in Madagascar, and these men knew it. He had been
granted a letter of marque and reprisal at the outbreak of the present
war, had fought a few hard actions as a privateer, taken a few valuable
and legitimate prizes. Now he was a sought-after fighting man.

Well, he would take their money and let them kiss his arse, one and
all.

“Navy’s not worth a damn,” Sir Edmund continued. “Too busy with
the rutting French to bother with the pirates in Madagascar. What we
need is to make a show in the Indian Ocean. A show for this nigger Au-
rangzeb and for the damned pirates, too. Show them all we will not tol-
erate this nonsense any longer.”

“But I had thought the East India Company ships were armed like
men-of-war,” Press said, deigning to make his first comment. “Sure
they should be enough to fight pirates or Moors?” It was a question, the
answer to which he already knew. But he wanted to make them say it.
It would further reinforce his own invaluable stature.

“The company ships are armed, to be sure. But they are too damned
weak to do any good. A drain on resources, worse than useless. Can’t
find any active or intelligent men to command, can’t find enough men

to man them like a fighting ship.”
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What you mean, Press thought, is that you will not pay for enough
men to man them like a fighting ship.

“And that, Captain, is where you come in,” said Hobkins.

“More brandy with you, sir?” asked Sir Edmund.

“Yes.”

Sir Edmund snapped his fingers. The attending servant filled Press’s
snifter and then the other men’s.

“We are putting together our own expedition,” Sir Edmund contin-
ued, getting to the heart of the thing. “Two ships. A decent-size man-
of-war and a tender, also armed. The man-of-war is a frigate, sold out
of the navy. We have named her the Queen’s Venture. And we've se-
cured a royal commission for the hunting of pirates. Gives quite a bit
of latitude.”

“We reckon it makes more sense for us all to pool our resources and put
together an expedition that can genuinely be effective,” Richmond added.

Press nodded, sipped brandy. You bunch of tightfisted bloody bug-
gerers, he thought. You could build a fucking armada, the money you
got. One rotten old man-of-war and a tender! Cheap, bloody—

“We think you are the man to lead this thing,” Sir Edmund said.
“No one expects you can entirely wipe out the villains in the Indian
Ocean. But we want a lesson taught, do you see? Show ’em they ain’t
as safe as they reckon. Go after them on the high seas and in their so-
called strongholds on the island of Madagascar.”

“And St. Mary’s,” Press interjected. “Hotbed of piracy, St. Mary’s. It
cannot be ignored.”

“Yes, yes, St. Mary’s, of course. You'll receive the same pay as the
captain of an East Indiaman, plus a double share of the prize money.”

“Twenty-five percent of the prize money,” Press said.

“Twenty-five . . . well, now . . .” Sir Edmund blustered, looking to
his fellows for support.

You fat bastards, thought Press. You want to drive the pirates out and
get richer still on prize money and plunder. Playing both ends of it, and
me in the middle to do the dirty business.

“I don’t see how we can . . .” Sir Edmund said, in a tone that would
admit no argument.
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“Twenty-five percent or I shall bid you good day.” He took the silver
toothpick between thumb and forefinger, stabbed it into his gum.

More muttering, soft consultation, and then Sir Edmund said, “Very
well. Twenty-five percent.”

Press smiled. “You see, gentlemen, it would seem I am a pirate stilll”

That joke received only weak smiles, a few uneasy glances. These
men, Press knew, did not care to traffic with the likes of him, even if
he was now a wealthy and famous privateersman, his clothing almost
as fine as theirs. He reckoned they would burn the chair he was sitting
in once he left, and toss away the glass he had used.

They despised him, feared him. Five years ago they would have
seen him hanged, if he had come before the judges they controlled.
But now they needed him.

That did not bother Press in the least. Being despised was nothing
new to him.

For that matter, he would have taken their damned two shares if
they had been more insistent. He didn’t care about that either. All that
really mattered was that these stupid bastards were going to give him
two powerful ships and a private army and governmental permission to
rampage through the Indian Ocean.

They had specifically said that he was to go to St. Mary’s. That was
what mattered.

“So, Captain, you will accept this commission?”

“Yes, Sir Edmund, I do believe I will.”

The Elizabeth Galley rolled along under a perfect sky, taking the six-
teen knots of wind on the quarter and plowing an easy course through
the blue, blue sea.

Their heading was a little south of east, their destination Bermuda.
Alovely island. Thomas had persuaded Elizabeth that they should call
there en route to London. The beauty of the place aside, they needed
another six able-bodied seamen at least, if they were going to sail or
fight their way unescorted through the cordon of pirates and French
privateers that patrolled the approaches to the English Channel.

Newport or New York might have been better choices for that, but
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Marlowe did not care to put in at those places. Too many faces from
the sweet trade, he argued, wandering about those waterfronts. Too
many ghosts.

The wind had not failed them, and the ship worked as if she had
never been laid up. The young black men from Marlowe House had
labored at setting up the masts and rigging—the very best possible
training—and so terms such as “topsail weather brace” and “fore
course clew garnets” were perfectly familiar to them by the time they
were under way. Halfway to Bermuda, and they were well advanced in
their new careers as sailors.

The lookouts aloft had sighted three sail in the course of the pas-
sage, each one a potential enemy, each a potentially grave threat to the
unarmed ex-privateer, but they had left each of them below the hori-
zon. The Elizabeth Galley was still a fast ship.

They raised Bermuda a fortnight after getting under way, and the
following morning the Elizabeth Galley stood in past Spanish Point.
The men crowded the rails, the officers and Elizabeth on the quarter-
deck, as Bermuda’s Great Sound opened up before them and they
swung off to the east, threading their way into Hamilton Harbor.

One of Honeyman’s sailors was in the chains with the lead, another
up in the foretop scouting for coral. They were quiet men and some-
what surly, like Honeyman himself, but they were thoroughgoing
sailors, and Marlowe had come to rely on them during the fitting out
and the crossing to Bermuda.

“Have you been to Bermuda before, Mr. Dinwiddie?” Marlowe
asked the first officer as the ship crept along under fore topsail alone.

“The one time, in '89. Lovely place. I've entertained thoughts often
enough of settling here, get some little enterprise or other going.”

They rounded up, and Marlowe gave Honeyman in the bow a wave,
and Honeyman ordered the anchor let go. It plunged into the bright
blue-green water of the harbor, and the Elizabeth Galley came to rest.

They fired a salute to the governor, Isaac Richier, whom Marlowe knew
only by reputation. Dinwiddie sent hands aloft to stow sail. Marlowe sent
his compliments to Richier, along with a letter of introduction from Gov-
ernor Nicholson. The boat brought back an invitation to dinner.
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“Mr. Dinwiddie, I do hope you will join us at the governor’s din-
ner?” Marlowe said. It was an offhand remark, an invitation of no great
importance as far as Marlowe was concerned, and so he was surprised
to find Peleg somewhat flustered at the thought.

“Dinner, you say? At the governor’s?”

“Yes ...

“Did he . .. Surely he didn’t specifically ask that I should join you?”

“No, not by name. I fear your fame has not spread this far. But he
says ‘any of your officers whom you would please to bring, and I would
certainly please to bring you.”

“Oh, well . . 7 Peleg smiled, then frowned, and then without an-
other word dove below.

An hour later he knocked on the great cabin door, where Elizabeth
and Thomas had just finished dressing for dinner. He was red-faced
and sweating under a battered wig, much in need of powder, that did
not quite cover all the hair he had tried to stuff under it.

He wore a red wool coat that must have been packed away for spe-
cial occasions—the creases still stood out boldly where it had been
folded. His breeches were a bit tighter than one might wish, and his
calves were enveloped in plain wool stockings. He wore his only pair
of shoes, battered and misshapen. They had not been improved by his
attempt to polish them.

“Good day, Captain. Mrs. Marlowe,” he said, stiff and formal,
which was not his way. “I hope my appearance will do the ship credit?”

Marlowe did not know what to say. Peleg was a fine officer, a good
man, and Marlowe counted him a friend. He should have guessed that
Peleg was just a simple sailor, uncomfortable with formal affairs, with
little sense for how to handle them.

He shook his head. Who have I become? Ten years before he
would not have been able to muster half the social grace that Peleg
was displaying. He’d been a drinking, whoring, tighting pirate; the
only intercourse the Marlowe of a decade before would have had
with a governor would be to stand before him at the bar and plead
not guilty.

And here he was, dressed out in a tailored silk coat and embroidered
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waistcoat, silk stockings, shoes like polished ebony with silver buckles,
giving never a thought to dining with the royal governor of Bermuda.

He did not know what to say to Peleg Dinwiddie.

Elizabeth, fortunately, was the soul of tact. There was nothing she
did not understand about putting a man at ease. She breezed across
the cabin in a rustle of silk and taffeta, her long blond hair swept be-
hind. In that rough male world of the ship, she was like a shaft of light
breaking through a thick cover of clouds.

She took Peleg by the shoulders, looked him up and down, and said,
“Peleg Dinwiddie! I would never have recognized you, and all this
time me thinking you were just a plain old sailor man!”

Peleg beamed at the praise. Elizabeth could come across as sincere
as an altar boy if she wished, and Peleg never even noticed the segue
as she eased his coat off and said, “I do believe the steward has my iron
still hot. Let him run it over your coat and freshen it up a tad. Thomas,
do you not have another pair of silk stockings?”

Half an hour of Elizabeth’s ministrations, during which she gently
foisted on Peleg Thomas’s stockings and extra shoes and convinced
him that he could go wigless (he did not, she suggested, wish to appear
more formal than his captain), and Peleg looked, if not good, at least
not like a man who would be subject to ridicule.

Francis Bickerstaff joined them in the waist, dressed in his usual
conservative manner. Marlowe saw his eyes sweep Dinwiddie head to
foot, just a glance, and though his face did not change in the least,
Marlowe knew that his friend had divined the entire story in that one
look.

They took the longboat over to the landing, with Duncan Honey-
man as coxswain. He brought the boat up to the low stone quay, and
Marlowe stepped out and gave Elizabeth his hand, and after her came
Bickerstaff and Dinwiddie.

Marlowe gave Honeyman instructions for when to return, along
with a stern warning to keep the boat crew away from the taverns and
the bumboat men who would sell them rum. All this Honeyman re-
ceived with a nod of assurance and a desultory “Aye, sir.”

A carriage from the governor met them on the quay and conveyed
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them through the narrow, cobbled streets, lined with two-story stucco
homes, verandas looking down from overhead, bright flowers spilling
from boxes. It felt more Spanish than English, and it was lovely.

They came at last to the governor’s house on the top of a hill that af-
forded them a view of the town and Hamilton Harbor. They were
greeted at the door by Governor Isaac Richier himself, portly and red-
faced but effusive in his welcome. The letter of introduction from
Governor Nicholson had put them in good stead.

Richier swept them into the mansion, pointed out this and that,
summoned servants to bring drinks, food, chairs.

They dined for two hours, going from soup to brandy and pipes, at
which point Elizabeth grudgingly retired with the governor’s wife and
left the men alone. It was an amiable gathering, an enjoyable meal, the
conversation lively if not of great import.

Richier was a fine host, able to keep the talk flowing, with help from
Marlowe, who had a sailor’s knack for spinning a tale, and Bickerstaff,
who, if not exactly loquacious, was at least conversant on a surprising
number of subjects. Even Dinwiddie managed to participate, alternat-
ing between bouts of talkativeness and periods of silent concentration
on his dinner.

It was nearly midnight when they departed. They stepped into the
wide foyer of the governor’s mansion, walking in a companionable
group. As the carriage rumbled up just beyond the tall front doors,
Marlowe said, “Governor, I wonder if I might trouble you for an audi-
ence tomorrow morning. There are sundry affairs I wish to discuss, re-
garding the Elizabeth Galley.” He gave Richier a smile. “Too dull to
bore the present company with.”

“Of course, of course. | am always available to you,” Richier said.

“Shall we say ten?”

“Perhaps eleven would be better, if that is not inconvenient.”

“Eleven it is, then.”

The carriage brought them back through the now-dark streets, to
the quay where the longboat was waiting, oars shipped, the boat crew
talking softly.

Marlowe stepped aboard, looked with hawk eyes for any sign of
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drunkenness, sniffed for the smell of rum, but he could detect none.
Honeyman apparently had been as good as his word. He had resisted
the temptation of the nearby taverns and had made his men do the
same. It was not a test many sailors would have passed.

They settled into the stern sheets, Honeyman gave a soft order, and
the boat crew pulled for the Elizabeth Galley. It was quiet for a long
moment, and then Peleg Dinwiddie, in a voice that sounded barely
contained, said, “Damn me, but wasn’t that one damned fine affair!
Beg your pardon, Mrs. Marlowe.”

After breakfast the following morning, and discussions with Din-
widdie and Honeyman concerning supplies that still needed procuring
and the best tactics for finding the half dozen seamen they needed, the
three men went ashore.

Dinwiddie went off to haggle with chandlers, the few in the small
town of Hamilton. Honeyman did not say specifically where he was
bound, but he was on the lookout for recruits, so Marlowe guessed it
was taverns and whorehouses.

Marlowe himself headed for the governor’s mansion.

He found the governor in his office, a tall room, whitewashed, with
windows floor to ceiling that gave the occupant a grand view of the is-
land that was his to administer. He stood and shook Marlowe’s hand,
and they made their greetings, Marlowe thanking him once more for
dinner.

“Delighted to have you, delighted,” the governor assured him, indi-
cating a chair in front of the desk. Marlowe sat, and the governor sat as
well.

“You mentioned ‘sundry affairs’ last night. Is there something your
ship requires, something I might be of assistance in arranging?”

“Perhaps,” Marlowe said. “As to stores and such, my first officer is
seeing to that. But there is one thing that is more your domain . . .”

Marlowe leaned back, crossed his legs, assumed a casual air. He had
planned this moment for weeks but still was not sure what he was
doing, or why.

He had not lied to Elizabeth about wanting to show her the island,
but that alone would not have been enough to justify calling there.
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He had, in fact, lied to Peleg and Bickerstatf about not finding
enough sailors in Norfolk. He had purposely held off buying sufficient
cordage and salt beef for the voyage, claimed he could not find them
in the colonies, that they would have to look in at Bermuda for them.
All those lies, just to arrive at this moment.

What am I doing?

“We are taking tobacco to London, as you know. Arranged one of
those permits to sail without convoy. But after that, I had a thought to
not return to Virginia right off. I was thinking, what with the war, per-
haps privateering might be the thing—"

“Oh, privateering, yes!” The governor threw up his hands. “Everyone
wants to go privateering, think they'll make their fortune.” He laid his
hands palms down on his desk, looked Marlowe in the eye. “You are
looking for a commission, I'll warrant. Certainly I have the authority to
grant a commission, like any royal governor. And I daresay I wish I
could.

“I perceive you are a gentleman, sir, and not of the same kidney as
some of these other villains. They get a commission and then it is
‘Steer for Madagascar!” and they are pirating any vessel crosses their
path. No, my dear Marlowe, [ fear that the government is quite fed up
with privateers, and they would not look with favor upon my granting
one more commission.”

Coy bastard, Marlowe thought. He reached into his coat pocket,
pulled out a leather purse that was heavy enough to serve as a formi-
dable weapon. He held it up, just for a second, then let it fall on the
governor’s desk. It made a heavy chink sound as it hit, the unmistak-
able tone of gold coin upon gold coin.

“Of course,” Thomas said, as if Richier had never spoken, “I under-
stand that there are certain administrative costs involved in such a
thing . . 7

For the next ten minutes they did not speak. Marlowe stared out one
of the tall windows at the lovely harbor, the Elizabeth Galley like a toy
far below, while Governor Richier wrote out the commission for pri-
vateering.



IT TOOK them four weeks to raise England, once the Elizabeth Gal-
ley cleared out of Hamilton Harbor and Marlowe set her great sweep-
ing northerly arc of a course to cross the Atlantic.

It was with some sadness that they left that beautiful island. Their
stay had lasted five days, taking on stores and giving the hands a run
ashore, enough time for them all to feel some attachment to the place.
Thomas and Elizabeth were daily guests of the governor’s, a skilled
host, and Richier invited Bickerstaff and Dinwiddie on two other oc-
casions.

Dinwiddie, of all of them, seemed most heartbroken to leave. For
the five days that they had remained at anchor, his usual active, hard-
working and hard-driving spirit abandoned him. He strolled the decks
like a gentleman aboard his yacht, retold bits of his memories of din-
ing with the governor, described the mansion to the sailors, recalled
snippets of droll conversation. He left the bulk of the work to the stolid
William Flanders, second officer, and Honeyman, the bosun.

Honeyman, for his part, did not seem to mind, did not seem to view
Dinwiddie’s strange behavior as any more of an imposition than he
viewed most of life.
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Duncan Honeyman was an odd one; Marlowe could not seem to
peg him. He had all the attributes of a whiner, a malingerer, a sullen
troublemaker, except that he worked like a horse and made all those
in his charge do the same.

There was no genuine fault to be found in his performance as
bosun.

Nor in his recruiting efforts. He went ashore and did not return for
a day and a half, and Marlowe was ready to make his displeasure
known, emphatically, when Honeyman appeared on the quay with five
prime seamen in tow. Marlowe did not question his techniques after
that.

Five days on that lovely island, and then they rigged the capstan and
heaved the anchor up from the bottom and stood out into the open
sea, hearts yearning for Bermuda, heads pounding from the excesses in
which they had there indulged.

With each mile made good, Dinwiddie the governor’s guest settled
back into Dinwiddie the first officer, the man whom Marlowe had so
actively recruited. A man whose conversation with the crew consisted
not of descriptions of dinner but terse orders to haul the bloody main-
sheet, you damned buggers, I'll thank you to mind your work, the
mainsail looks like bloody washing hung out to dry.

Their first Sunday since leaving Bermuda, and Thomas Marlowe
had the pleasure of watching his crew—a contented crew, a crew of
tolerable size and expertise —sprawled out along the warm deck, tak-
ing their ease on their day off.

They were almost evenly divided between black men and white,
odd proportions, even among the pirates. Marlowe kept a weather eye
out, waited for a spark, an angry word, a shove, waited for someone to
pull a knife, growl, “I'll show you, nigger, playing the man!”

But it didn’t happen, because the one thing that was most offensive
to a sailor, the one thing that overshadowed race or religion or politi-
cal leanings, was a refusal to do one’s share of work, and in that the
black men could not be faulted. They worked hard and learned fast,
and the more experienced white hands had no complaints.

Still . . . as Marlowe looked across the deck he saw a divided crew.
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There was no animosity that he could see, no forced racial divides, but
all the black men were clustered together to larboard, near the bow,
and the white men, off watch, were sitting amidships. When the trou-
ble came, in whatever form it would, they would have to act as one
clan. They would have to be the Elizabeth Galleys, not white men and
black.

The next day he surprised them all. “Mr. Dinwiddie,” he called the
mate aft, “some of the men, [ perceive, are still in their shore clothes,
and that won’t do. I think today we will have a ‘make and mend’ day.”

The “some” whom he meant were the black men; the white hands
were all sailors and had come aboard in their wide slop trousers and
work shirts, sheath knives and neckerchiefs. The black men still wore
the clothes in which they had labored in the fields at Marlowe House.

“Make and mend, aye, sir, and they’ll be glad of it.” A make and
mend day was almost as much a holiday as was a Sunday.

“Issue out cloth and needles and thread to those that need it. Have
the hands that know how to run up clothes help their watchmates who
don’t”

“Make and mend?” Francis Bickerstaff asked an hour later as he
stepped onto the quarterdeck and joined Marlowe in observing the
work going on forward. All over the deck men were paired up, the
sailors helping the new men make their wide-legged slops, their work
shirts cut in the seaman’s way.

Marlowe knew that the former field hands would not know how to
sew clothes. The deep-water sailors, however, the men who sailed
ocean voyages and were used to being long out of the company of
women, all were adept at the necessary chores that landsmen left to
wives and daughters. Now the white sailors were patiently instructing
the young black men in the tailor’s arts.

“Clothes make the man, Francis, be he a gentleman or a sailor
man.”

And while the clothes might not, in fact, make the man, they did
much to help the men make themselves. The newly minted sailors
laughed at their new rigs, pretended to be unimpressed with them, felt

a certain degree of embarrassment in wearing them, like they were
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dressing up in costumes. Hesiod, on the foredeck, his black skin sharp
against his new white clothes, doing a wild parody of a sailor’s horn-
pipe to the delight of the other black men.

But that embarrassment faded with just a few days, and soon Mar-
lowe could see them strutting the deck with the air of old salts. Neck-
erchiefs appeared around their necks, sheath knives worn with casual
grace behind.

By the end of the week Marlowe noticed that the men were starting
to congregate more by watch than by race. They were becoming a
crew now, a single unit that would work to his command.

And all for the price of a little cloth and thread.

For four weeks they plowed the North Atlantic, with never a sail
sighted and nothing worse than two days of fierce rain and an uncom-
fortable, lumpy sea to slow their progress. The Elizabeth Galley reeled
off an easy six and seven knots, running her easting down.

Four weeks, and Francis Bickerstaff, who had developed consider-
able skill in celestial navigation, worked out an evening sight and an-
nounced that, if the wind held, they would raise the Lizard the
following day.

Halfway through the next day’s dinner, the masthead lookout called
down that he had sighted land, fine on the larboard bow. By nightfall
the Lizard, the headland that formed the southwesternmost point of
England, that familiar landfall to sailors inbound and outbound from
the southern coast, was plainly seen from the deck.

They were in among shipping now, all manner of vessels from coast-
ers and fishing vessels to deep-sea merchantmen, Indiamen, and men-
of-war. It took them four days to skirt the coast, run through the Strait
of Dover, and weather Foreness Point, where they turned west and
worked their way toward the wide mouth of the Thames River.

Marlowe stood on the quarterdeck with Elizabeth at his side and
pointed out the various landmarks as they passed, related tales of his
life at sea as one or another place sparked a memory. He had spent
enough time in those waters to be familiar with them, but not inti-
mately so. He did not know the Thames the way he knew Jamaica or
New Providence or Tortuga. It was on the Thames, however, that he
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had done his legitimate seafaring, and the stories were ones that he
could tell without embarrassment.

“Here is Gravesend,” he said, pointing over the larboard rail. “That
is where I was born.”

Elizabeth looked at the small cluster of buildings huddled on the
grimy shore, then turned and put her arm around her husband. “I did
not know that,” she said softly. “How could I have not known that?”

“I am not much given to discussing it.”

“So much of your life, a whole world before we met.”

Marlowe pulled her closer. “My life began when we met. Every-
thing that went before was prologue, useless stuff.”

His words were not idle flattery, and Elizabeth knew it.

They anchored with the turning of the tide and twelve hours later
were off again, working their way up the river, which grew narrower,
more crowded, filthier with each mile made good.

For Thomas and Elizabeth and Francis it was the oddest sensation,
watching that familiar shoreline slip by with London springing up
around them.

They each had spent considerable time in that city, long before the
odd quirks of fate had thrown them together. They all had their own
memories, their own feelings that were evoked by seeing ancient, stolid
London again. They were familiar with each other, they were familiar
with the city, but somehow the two did not fit with one another, like
two separate lives pushed together.

“How very foreign it seems,” Elizabeth said in a whisper. “I have be-
come a country girl, I reckon. I cannot fathom why anyone would ever
live in such a place.”

She smiled. “In faith, I thought the same thing the first time [ saw
the wild places in Virginia, six weeks after sailing down this very river.”

They came at last to the heart of London, as far upriver as they
could go, where the shipping seemed to accumulate against London
Bridge, like detritus caught on a dam. Ships were tied up four and five
deep along the docks, a towering jumble of masts, and moored in every
open spot of water, leaving only enough room for more ships to work
through the narrow channel in center stream. And weaving their way
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between them, like bustling servants, was a vast fleet of smaller boats
under sail or pulled by oars.

As huge as the Thames was, it seemed less impressive now to peo-
ple who lived alongside the great rivers that cut through Virginia—the
James and the York and the Rappahannock—and it seemed that not
one more ship could be wedged into that place.

They managed to find room enough to drop anchor, with two ca-
bles bent and the second bower ready to go down to moor the Eliza-
beth Galley and hold her in place in either a flood or ebb tide.

There was a wild rush of activity as the ship was made fast and sails
stowed and hatches broken open, and then it was quiet, and Elizabeth
and Thomas were able to survey the city from their familiar place on
the deck.

Dark and filthy, loud, gritty. Once-familiar smells of sewage and
smoke and cooking and blacksmithing and horses and fetid water
swirled around them in a now-alien cloud. The excitement their
younger selves had once felt when in the midst of all that rush of ac-
tivity ashore was gone, and now they wanted only to finish their busi-
ness and sail away again.

Honeyman and Dinwiddie went ashore and arranged a lighter,
while Flanders began to break bulk. The next morning the lighter—a
wide, flat-bottomed barge, propelled by long sweeps— came alongside,
and the Elizabeth Galleys fell to with yard and stay tackles. They
hauled and swayed and eased away handsomely, and one by one the
casks of tobacco, which had last seen daylight in Virginia, over two
thousand miles away, emerged from the gloomy hold and swung over
the rail and disappeared into the lighter’s guts.

It took the better part of the day to transfer the tobacco from the
Galley to the boat. As that work proceeded, Elizabeth went over the ac-
counts, the bills of lading, the inventory of their and their neighbors’
tobacco.

“Now, recall, there is nothing illegal about our landing this to-
bacco,” Marlowe lectured. “Permits for sailing unescorted are none of
this fellow’s business, and don’t let him tell you otherwise. We are a
month at least ahead of the convoy. Our cargo should fetch twice what
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it did last season. And none of his letters of credit either. Ready money.
He'll have it on hand. Settle for no less.”

Elizabeth slammed her account book shut, looked up at Thomas
with her exasperation showing plain. “Damn it, Thomas, if you are so
sure | will make a hash of it, then go see the gopddamned merchant
yourself!”

“Me? What an idea! Elizabeth, I have told you time enough that I
cannot show my face around the waterfront, not in London, for the
love of God! It is exactly where I would expect to see a familiar face.
Would you have me hanged for piracy?”

“If you do not shut up, I shall hang you myself.”

Before he could reply, there was a polite knock on the great cabin
door, and Peleg Dinwiddie announced that the lighter was preparing
to leave. It was early evening, and a mist was beginning to settle over
the river, leaving the far bank obscured in shades of brown and gray.

Elizabeth draped her wool cloak over her shoulders, collected up
her account books, and followed Dinwiddie topside, with Marlowe
trailing behind. The decks were dark and wet with the falling mist as
the three of them crossed to the gangway.

It had been explained to Dinwiddie and Flanders and Honeyman,
and word had filtered down to the men, that Marlowe was wanted for
piracy. Marlowe told them how he had foolishly become involved in a
Red Sea scheme sponsored by powerful men within the government.
How, when it all fell apart, the government men tried to put the blame
on him, accused him of turning pirate, to save themselves.

It was all a fiction, of course, but believable enough, with shades of
the fate that had befallen Captain William Kidd. Dinwiddie and Flan-
ders seemed to accept the story, shocked at such perfidy, but without
question. Honeyman nodded, shrugged, as if he needed no explana-
tion and did not care why his captain could not go ashore.

Marlowe paused at the gangway, put his hands on Elizabeth’s shoul-
ders. “You will do brilliantly, I would never doubt it,” he said and
kissed her, then handed her down to Dinwiddie, who was already on
the lighter’s deck.

He watched the lighter’s hands cast off fore and aft, watched the
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gentle breeze lift the barge from the Elizabeth Galley’s side, and he felt
a deep shame that he should cower thus while his wife went ashore to
do his office, a profound regret that he had lived his life in such a way
that now he could not show his face on London’s waterfront.

It was almost full dark, an hour and a half later, when a hired boat
returned with Elizabeth and Peleg. Marlowe waited at the gangway,
eager to hear of Elizabeth’s triumph. But as she climbed up the board-
ing steps, scowling, her eyebrows held in that attitude of fury that he
knew all too well, he realized he would be hearing something quite
different.

“Whatever happened?” he asked, even as he held out his hand to
help her through the opening in the bulwark.

“T'hat bastard will not allow me to close the deal,” she said. “Bloody
stupid man. He says that since the cargo was consigned to you, you
must be the one to sign the bills of sale.”

“But I consigned the cargo to you. You are my representative.” This
made no sense.

“For the tobacco you own, yes. That was not the problem. It is the
crop that our neighbors consigned to us. Apparently you cannot trans-
fer the consignment for that, since it is not your property. Bloody stu-
pid—"

“Did you manage to strike a good deal in any event?” Marlowe was
looking for some bright spot while he searched for a way out of this.

“Yes, yes, fine . . .” Elizabeth said, but Peleg stepped through the
gangway next and said, “Ah, she was bloody brilliant, Captain! I've
never seen the like, not in all my years as a merchant seaman! Had the
rutting bastard all twisted around, got half again as much per pound as
we done on our best year before the war!” He was beaming, the admi-
ration in his face genuine.

“What good it might do, I do not know. We cannot sell the tobacco
that is not ours, and it will be ruined if we try to bring it back to Vir-
ginia. We shall make a profit ourselves and ruin our neighbors. They
will of course demand indemnity. No, it won’t do. Thomas, I am at a
loss.”

“Oh, for the love of God,” Marlowe said. All this because he was too
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craven to row two hundred yards to the shore and walk another hun-
dred to a warehouse to sign some papers? It was absurd. “I shall just go
ashore and sign the damned papers and be done with it.”

Elizabeth looked up, surprised and afraid. “No, Thomas, that is not
possible. You cannot do that.”

Dinwiddie nodded his head. The concern on his face made him
look like a big dog, of the jowly, drooling variety.

“Of course I can. This is nonsense, this crawling around like some
frightened thing. It is night, there is a fog, I shall speak only to those to
whom [ must, sign the rutting papers, and be gone. There is never a
thing to fear. Mr. Dinwiddie, pray see the gig cleared away and a boat
crew told off.”

“Aye, sir,” Dinwiddie said grudgingly, and he lumbered off to see it
done. Marlowe met Elizabeth’s eyes, held them, and heard all the ar-
guments forming in her head.

“It will be all right, my dearest,” he said softly, heading the argu-
ments off. “And we have no choice in the matter.”

Marlowe went below for his coat, hat, and sword. When he returned
to the deck five minutes later, the gig was floating at the bottom of the
boarding steps, four men at the oars and Honeyman at the tiller. Mar-
lowe noticed they were armed, with pistols hidden under jackets and
cutlasses wrapped in canvas in the bottom of the boat. Mr. Dinwiddie’s
caution and efficiency.

Marlowe went down first, then Elizabeth climbed down after him,
and he helped her make the difficult step into the boat while Honey-
man and the crew looked discreetly away. When they were settled in
the stern sheets, the bowman shoved off and the boat pulled slowly
through the crowd of shipping.

“See here.” Marlowe nodded to the ship under whose high stern
they were passing, drawing Honeyman’s attention to her. “What do
you reckon she’s about?”

Honeyman looked up, cast a critical and professional eye over the
vessel. “Queen’s Venture . . .” He read the gilded letters under the big
stern windows. “A frigate. Older frigate, but she’s flying Fast India-
man’s colors. Looks to be fitting out for some cruise or other.”
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She did that. She had about her the look of a ship readying for sea,
not the worn look of a vessel just in. Her decks sported the telltale
clutter of stowing down. But for all that, she looked formidable
enough, her long row of shut gunports promising significant firepower
behind.

“Humph,” Marlowe said, and nothing more. She was a curiosity,
but she was not his affair.

They pulled up at last to the slick, wet granite steps that emerged
from the water and led through a break in the stone seawall up to the
cobbled road that ran along the river. Again Marlowe stepped out first
and offered his hand to Elizabeth. They climbed the steps together,
and Marlowe said, “You must show me the way, dear, you being so fa-
miliar with these streets.”

They reached the road, paused as Elizabeth got her bearings, and
then a voice —gruff, slurred —asked, “Got bags, guv'nor, which I can
carry for you?”

Marlowe turned without thinking, said, “No, my man, we are just—"

Eyes met, Marlowe’s and the old man’s. A wrinkled, leathered face,
a smooth gash of a scar across his cheek. The man was a sailor, or had
been. They paused, and something passed between them.

It was not recognition, not on Marlowe’s part, just some vague fa-
miliarity. In the dim light of the sundry lanterns that lit the waterfront,
in the mist turning rapidly to fog, they held one another’s eyes for a sec-
ond, less than a second. Then Marlowe turned fast, took Elizabeth’s
arm, hurried off down the road.

It is not bloody possible, he thought. The first bloody face I see?

It was nothing, it was his imagination, he assured himself. All these
old broken sailors, they all looked alike. He had known a dozen men
who looked just like that old beggar.

But those eyes, that scar. He tried to take twenty years off the face,
place it where he might have seen it last.

It was not possible he could have been recognized, not by the first
man he met! He hurried Elizabeth along the cobbled road until she
had to ask him to slow down, ask what was the matter.

“It is nothing, dear, not a thing. Just anxious to be done with this, I
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reckon. And afraid the merchant’s office will be closed. Do you know
when they close?”

“Nine o’clock. We have an hour or better,” Elizabeth said.

Marlowe glanced back over his shoulder but saw only darkness
there and mist and the odd halos of lanterns glowing in the fog.

They came at last to the merchant’s office, set in the front of a vast
warehouse. In the common area were stationed tall desks for the har-
ried bookkeepers and behind them a few walled-off offices for those of
greater importance.

They stepped through the door, into the din, lit with the pools of
light spilling from various candles and lanterns, messengers and
stevedores and scriveners hurrying about, great stacks of casks and
unidentifiable bundles lurking in the shadows in the back of the big
building.

A clerk met them at the door. Both he and his clothing had a wilted,
resigned quality. “May [ help you?” he asked, and then, “Ah, Mrs. Mar-
lowe, of course. And this would be . . .”

“Captain Marlowe,” Elizabeth said curtly. “He has come to sign the
bills of sale, and he does not care to waste another moment with this
nonsense.”

“Of course, of course,” said the clerk, running his eyes over Mar-
lowe, seeming to try to gauge how far this fellow could be pushed. “Let
me inform Mr. Dickerson that you are here, sir.”

The clerk disappeared into one of the offices and a moment later
was back, saying, “Mr. Dickerson instructs I tell you he is grateful you
could come in person, and he will attend to you the very instant he is
done with the business he is on.”

“Very well,” said Marlowe in a tone that conveyed his feeling that
this was not very well at all. He loosened his cloak, crossed his arms,
gave Elizabeth an arched eyebrow, and silently they waited.

Five minutes, ten minutes, and never a sign of Dickerson.

“That son of a bitch,” Elizabeth whispered. “He is doing this be-
cause he is angry about the deal I struck, I know it. I think he reckoned
on getting some great bargain when you would not show up.”

“If he does not see us now, then he shall get more than a bargain.
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I'll cut his damned throat in another minute,” Marlowe muttered. He
was worried and angry and anxious to be gone, all at once.

And then the door opened, and the clatter of the streets drowned
out the muted noise of the office. Marlowe turned, and there, filling
the door, was Roger Press.

He stepped through, and behind him came two other men, big,
rough-looking men, hands resting on cutlass pommels, but Marlowe
had no eyes for them.

He looked only at Press, who stood in a relaxed attitude, arms
folded, shifted his silver toothpick with his tongue, and looked back at
him.

Tall, gangly, pockmarked and, to Marlowe, inexplicably still alive,
Roger Press. And all that Marlowe could think was It is not bloody pos-
sible.



THEY STOOD there, said nothing. Here it was again—that face, this
background. The two did not seem to go together. Half a minute
passed.

Finally Press broke the silence, saying, “Surprised to see me, I'll
warrant. Fear not, I am no ghost.” Then he smiled, and the toothpick
waggled obscenely. “But perhaps it would be better for you if I was a
ghost, eh, Barrett? What say you?”

Barrett. Even that name did not fit. Malachias Barrett, that was the
name by which Roger Press knew him. His real name, before he re-
made himself into Thomas Marlowe, gentleman planter.

“I'm surprised to see you alive,” Marlowe said, finding his voice at
last. “Now I shall have to kill you again.”

Press’s smile turned to a smirk. “Again? You did not kill me the first
time. Nor all the others that have tried. It don’t appear I can be killed.”

That voice! Just the sound of it and Marlowe went reeling back sev-
enteen years, across the Atlantic, across the Spanish Main. He felt sud-
denly a bit unsteady.

He saw himself once again leading a band of thirty ragged bucca-
neers up the narrow, cobbled streets of Nombre de Dios.
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He could see the pistol in his left hand, the sword in his right, the
same sword that now hung from his belt. Another brace of pistols hang-
ing from a ribbon around his neck, slapping against his chest as he ran,
his clubbed hair thumping against his back. A red sash around his
waist, patched slop trousers.

Up the narrow street, walled in by two- and three-story stucco build-
ings, bright shutters slammed tight against the marauders. Nombre de
Dios—it was not the orgy of gold and silver that it had been in Drake’s
time, but it was wealthy enough still to make it worth attacking and
weak enough that it might fall to the sixty or so men who came from
the sea to plunder the place.

Came in before dawn in longboats from the pirate ship Fury.
Malachias Barrett, quartermaster. Roger Press, captain.

The buccaneers were shouting, firing their pistols, racing to the
citadel that dominated the center of the Spanish colonial town. Faces
peered from windows and quickly withdrew. Civilians with sword or
pistol appeared before them, ready to defend their city, and fled or
were cut down by the pirate juggernaut.

Attack the citadel, draw out the few soldiers that were there, engage
them in a desperate fight, and then Roger Press at the head of the other
thirty would appear from the west, plunge into the brawl, and together
they would overwhelm the Spaniards. That was the plan: simple, eas-
ily accomplished, no great risk, and when they were done, Nombre de
Dios would be theirs to sack at leisure.

The road ran like the spoke of a wheel to a wide central hub, in the
middle of which loomed the great citadel that protected the town.
Marlowe —Malachias Barrett—stopped short, and behind him his
band did likewise.

The sweat soaked through his loose shirt, and he could feel the
warm cobblestones through the thick, callused soles of his bare feet.
He caught his breath, readjusted his sweating grip on the sword as the
big doors of the citadel burst open and the soldiers with gleaming hel-
mets and breastplates and swords and muskets charged out.

“Steady, lads, they're coming right to us!” Marlowe shouted, and
from behind him came grunts, howls, jeers, curses. These men were
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les boucaniers, the Brethren of the Coast, and they were not afraid of
two dozen Spaniards or ten dozen. They saw those men only as an ob-
stacle between themselves and the riches of Nombre de Dios, the
pleasure of sacking a town, and they wanted to be at them.

And Captain Press would be there at any moment, hitting the
Spaniards on their flank.

An order shouted out in rapid Spanish, and the soldiers shouldered
muskets. Marlowe raised his pistol, leveled it at the officer’s face,
twenty feet away, pulled the trigger, and saw the man’s helmet plucked
from his head, heard the ringing of the metal, just as the soldiers
opened up with a rippling volley.

Bullets flying past, screams from behind, and then with a shout
Marlowe led his men forward, wild buccaneers crashing into the
Spaniards, pikes and swords flashing, pistols cracking back and forth,
battle cries in Spanish and the polyglot voices of the pirates, English
and French and Dutch. The noise echoed off the close buildings,
seemed twice as loud.

It was a desperate fight, the Spaniards taking heart from the small
number of attackers, not knowing, as Marlowe did, that Roger Press
would be there soon. Men fell —Spanish, pirates—blood ran between
the cobblestones as both sides fought on, neither yielding, neither ad-
vancing.

Ten minutes of that—it seemed like hours—and Marlowe began to
wonder where Press was. They had landed at the same time, set off on
their different routes at the same time—he should be there.

Marlowe had an indefinable sense of his men falling back, a step,
another, and the Spaniards were pushing forward.

Press, goddamn your eyes, now, now!

It was not possible that the Spanish would repel them, but they were
outnumbered and . . . Where was Press?

Another step back, yielding ground now to the Spaniards, who were
fighting with a ferocity that Marlowe would not have expected from
them. He saw one of his men go down, a Frenchman named Jean-
Claude, and a big Spanish sword finished him, nearly severed his

head.
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“Steady, steady!” Marlowe shouted, loud as he could. He was gasp-
ing for breath, his sword beating back two and three men at a time, and
he was stepping back as well. He could feel the men’s resolve waver-
ing, their fighting madness a fog burning away.

And then they were running, fleeing down the street up which they
had come, and behind them the jeers of the Spanish soldiers, the most
humiliating sound that Marlowe had ever heard before or since.

Down to the landing, the fifteen men who had lived through that vi-
cious fight, panting, limping, bleeding. Humiliated and defeated.

And there was Roger Press and the thirty men who were to have hit
the Spanish flank. They had found the government countinghouse,
overwhelmed the guard, carted off quantities of gold and silver. They
were just loading it in the boats as Marlowe’s men were falling under
the Spaniards” swords.

Harsh words passed between the two groups of men, weapons were
brandished. After a moment of shouting it became clear that Press had
lied to his men, led them to believe that the plan had been changed at
the last moment, that they were not to support Marlowe’s men at all.

Clear out the countinghouse and make for the ships. Let the
Spaniards take care of Marlowe and the rest. Halve the number of men
with whom the booty would be shared. That was Press’s intention. It
had almost worked.

Marlowe blinked hard, brought himself back to the warechouse, the
cool, foggy night on the London waterfront. Out of the corner of his
eye he saw Mr. Dickerson peer out of his office, assess the situation,
then disappear again, like a weasel down its hole.

“The last time I saw you,” Marlowe said, “we had marooned you for
cowardice and for betraying us all at Nombre de Dios. I am sorry to see
you did not die on that spit of sand. We left you with a bottle of water
and a loaded pistol, as I recall. I am sorry you did not see fit to use the
pistol to do the honorable thing.”

Press just smirked, shifted the toothpick—that damned toothpick! —
back and forth. He had the advantage now: two men at his back and
Marlowe by himself. No need for fast talk this time, for arguments, de-
nials, such as he had made when his own men had put him on trial.
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He had tried to make it all sound reasonable, an innocent mistake.

It had not worked. The men of the Fury had pronounced him guilty
of cowardice and theft from his shipmates, the two most heinous
crimes in the pirates’ code. Marooning, that had been the vote. It was
the way with the Brethren of the Coast.

“No, Barrett, I did not use that bullet on myself. I waited. For eight
days I roasted and starved and went near mad with thirst. I was ready
to blow my brains out. Would have the next day, I have no doubt. But
before I did, a ship came by and took me off.”

Marlowe sighed. “Very well, Press, let us be done with this. I shall
fall on my sword if I have to look at your damned smirking face a mo-
ment more. Cold steel? Pistols? Or will you have these apes murder
me while you stand safely by? That would be more your manner of
doing things, would it not?”

Press frowned, as if he did not understand. He took the toothpick
from his mouth, held it like a conductor holding a baton. “Murder
you? Cold steel? Really . . "

“You will not go to the authorities, methinks. You would not care to
hang at my side.”

“Ah, but, my dear Barrett, you see, I am the authorities now! I have
a commission from the queen herself to hunt down pirates and bring
them to justice. And I do believe I have caught my very first one. Gen-
tlemen” —he turned to the men behind him, who looked very much
like pirates in their own right— “pray remove Master Barrett’s sword.
He and this lovely doxy will come with us.”

Marlowe did not resist as one of the men unbuckled his sword and
handed it to Press. He doubted very much that Press was in the employ
of the queen—the days of Francis Drake and even Henry Morgan were
over—but it made little difference. Press was armed, and his two
henchmen were armed, and so they could do pretty much as they
pleased.

There might yet be an opportunity to escape, Marlowe understood,
but this was not it.

“This . . . doxy . . . is a stranger to me. She has naught to do with
this.”
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“Oh, indeed? But I don’t believe you. In any event, we will
straighten that out later.” Press tucked Marlowe’s sword under his arm,
opened the door. He jerked his head toward the man with the ill-
concealed pistol. The man pushed past Marlowe and disappeared into
the street.

Very professional, Marlowe thought. No chance of fleeing that way.
These villains knew their business.

“Pray, come along,” Press said politely.

Marlowe glanced at Elizabeth. Her lips were set, eyebrows together.
He could see the fury held in check, the effort it was taking for her to
remain silent. He could see her looking sharply around, looking for
their chance, the opening to exploit, just as he was doing.

He gave her the slightest of nods, and she nodded back, stepped for-
ward, through the door that Press held open. Marlowe followed and,
behind them, Press and the second guard.

It was dark, and the fog had settled down on London like a thick
wool blanket draped over a sleeping form. Twenty feet in any direction
the wet streets and buildings disappeared in the haze. Here and there
glowing ghosts of light showed where a lantern was lit against the
gloom. The air was damp and pungent.

Marlowe paused, looked around —for what, he did not know. Some-
thing. Then Press gave him a push from behind, said, “Start walking.
To your right. And none of your nonsense, or I shall shoot you before
you are two steps gone. And I shall shoot this little bunter first. Or save
her for my men.”

Marlowe gritted his teeth, began to walk. Press had a knack for find-
ing the fissure and sticking the knife in, an ability to divine the most
offensive statement and then give it voice. It was no wonder that oth-
ers besides Marlowe had tried to kill him.

Marlowe guessed he himself would try again, and soon.

They stepped off into the dark and fog, the one guard leading the
way, then Marlowe and Elizabeth side by side, then Press and the sec-
ond guard.

This is it, Marlowe thought. There would not be a better chance at
escape than now, on that open road, with the Elizabeth Galley’s boat
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just one hundred yards away. Three against one and he with never a
weapon, but this was the main chance.

With each step Marlowe inched closer to the seawall that formed
the left side of the street, a low stone wall, and beyond that a straight
drop to the Thames below. He could hear the water washing against
the ancient rock, but he could not see it in the fog.

Opver his shoulder Press called to the guard leading the way, “Han-
son, damn you, man, we have walked clean past Dock Street!”

Hanson turned, and Marlowe stumbled against a raised cobble-
stone, cursed, tried to regain his balance.

“Watch him!” Press shouted, saw the fake, took two quick steps for-
ward. “Shoot him if he—"

Marlowe straightened, wheeled about, grabbed Press by the lapels
of his coat, and twisted him around, nearly jerking him from his feet,
slamming him into Hanson, who was pulling his gun and rushing back
to grab the prisoner.

Press grunted with the impact, and Hanson staggered. Marlowe’s
muscles screamed in pain—Press was a strong man, and heavy. The
surprise worked for a second, no more, and then Press was fighting
back.

Too close to draw a weapon, Press lashed out with his long arms,
wrapped powerful fingers around Marlowe’s throat. Marlowe heard his
sword drop from under Press’s arm, clatter on the road, heard Hanson
cock his pistol, heard sharp footfalls behind as the second guard rushed
up.

Press’s fingers were digging into Marlowe’s throat, crushing his
windpipe, choking the life from him, but at least he was blocking Han-
son’s shot.

He heard a gasp behind, and the footsteps stopped, and then a thud
like a sack of flour hitting the road, and he guessed that Elizabeth had
tripped up the running man.

Marlowe twisted, pushed away from Press until he was able to drive
a fist up between Press’s arms and into his jaw—one powerful jab, then
another—and another and then he felt Press’s grip weaken.

Both arms up between Press’s forearms, a jerk outward, and Press’s
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hold was broken. Marlowe could see that the big man was dazed by the
blows. He grabbed Press’s lapels again, twisted him around. Press’s legs
hit the low wall, which would have prevented a smaller man from
falling but only served to trip Press up. One shove and he was over,
falling in a flurry of coattails and gangly legs and arms.

Marlowe leaped to the street, heard Press hit the water as Hanson’s
pistol discharged, the flash bright in the fog, the bullet whizzing over-
head. He snatched up his sword and tried to recall if Press could swim.
A flick of the wrist and the scabbard flew off, and he drove the blade
into Hanson’s stomach as the man descended on him.

“Elizabeth! Get to the boat! Go! Go! Tell Dinwiddie to get ready to
slip the cable!” he shouted even as he stood and pushed the sword
deeper, then pulled it free and turned to face the next man.

He saw Elizabeth hesitate, one beat, two beats, unwilling to leave
Marlowe behind. Ten feet away the second man. He had regained his
feet after Elizabeth tripped him, sword drawn, hanging back. From the
fog came more footfalls, and two more men resolved from the mist and
took their place alongside the second man.

Damn him! Marlowe thought. Press had his guards, and he had two
more trailing behind.

“Go!” he shouted again, and this time Elizabeth turned and fled
down the road.

Three against one again. Marlowe faced them, sword drawn. The
second guard pointed toward Elizabeth, running away down the street,
shouted, “Stop that bitch!” and one of the new men charged after her
as the other pulled a pistol from his belt.

Then everyone was moving at once. Marlowe took two big steps and
flung himself at Elizabeth’s pursuer as he raced past. He was in midair
when the pistol went off, and he felt the bullet rip through the flesh of
his upper arm, and then he and the man were rolling on the street, the
impact with the cobblestones thankfully dampened by the man’s body.

But that did nothing to ameliorate the agony in his arm. He shouted
with the pain, rolled over, kicked his way to his feet, untwisting him-
self from his cape just as the others were on him. He met the sword
coming down at him with his own, held crosswise over his head,
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turned it aside and lunged, felt the tip bite flesh before his attacker
could leap clear.

He heard a sharp yell but knew he had done no real damage. He
managed to get his sword in place to beat off a lunge from the second
man. He had purposely worn his big sword, his killing sword, not the
ceremonial rapier, but that weapon was best wielded with two arms,
and he was down to one.

Another lunge and he turned it aside, then whirled fast and kicked
the man he had tackled hard in the head as he was pulling himself up
from the road. Down again and Marlowe leaped away from a thrust he
knew would come, turned to see the blade reaching into empty space,
knocked it aside, stepped into the attacker, drove home another thrust.

He could beat one man that way, delivering a series of stab wounds
that would wear him down, but not three. Three men would do that
to him first, and he was already wounded worse than any of them.

He backed away, sword held ready, hilt at waist height, the tip wa-
vering at the men’s eyes like a snake. They had had enough of that
blade that they would not attack headlong, but their advantage was too
great for them to quit the fight.

Twenty feet . . . Marlowe thought. If he could put twenty feet be-
tween them, he could lose them in the fog. Hire a boat to bring him
back to the Galley. But how could he win twenty feet?

And then more footfalls on the cobblestones, coming from the op-
posite direction, running hard, and all four men paused, listening.

Duncan Honeyman burst from the mist, two men of the boat crew
behind him, and they fell on Marlowe’s attackers like wolves, wet
blades flashing in the muted light. Three strokes, four strokes, and it
was over, the one called Hanson dead on the street, the others flinging
away their weapons as they fled.

Honeyman pursued, no more than ten feet, until he was certain
they were gone. Then he turned to Marlowe, and for a minute all that
either man could do was gasp for breath.

When Marlowe could talk again, he said, “Elizabeth?”

Honeyman nodded and gasped, “Made it to the boat . . . told us
what was acting . . . got here fast as we could . . .”
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Marlowe nodded, too. “Fast enough . . .” he managed. He staggered
over to the seawall, looked down at the river. Something was floating
there, bobbing in the water ten feet from the stone wall. Marlowe
stared at it for a moment before he recognized it. Press’s hat.

Guess he couldn’t swim, Marlowe thought. He pictured Roger Press
sinking down into that black, filthy water, struggling to regain the sur-
face, his long limbs thrashing out, finally gasping for breath, getting
only a lungful of the Thames, and Marlowe felt not the slightest re-
morse.

“Bastard,” he muttered. Turned to Honeyman. “Come, let’s get us

back to the Galley. Quickly.”



ROGER PRESS could not swim.

He felt himself go over the seawall, and he was gripped by panic,
crushing panic, like being in the jaws of a beast. It seemed unreal, a
horrible dream, as he plunged toward the water and then it was around
him, covering him up, and even the dark, foggy night was gone, and it
was all watery blackness.

He lashed out, flailed out with arms and legs, but the water kept
him from moving fast, and that made him more panicked still. Then
his fingertips hit something hard and smooth, the stones of the seawall,
something concrete in that watery world. He clawed at them, but there
was no hold to be had on the wet rock.

He clawed again, and this time his fingers found the gap between
two stones, and he locked his fingertips in as best as he could, held that
tiny ledge with his powerful hands and pulled himself up.

His head came out of the water, and he found he was pressed against
the slime-covered wall. He reached out with his other hand, found an-
other groove between two stones, and held on. It was the most precari-
ous of handholds—he was supporting himself with his fingertips—but
it was enough. His head was free of the water. He was breathing.
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And now the river was his ally, because now it supported him. He
would never have been able to hold on as he was were he hanging in
air, but being more than half submerged gave him just enough help to
maintain his grip.

For a long time he did not move, just clung to the rock, let the panic
subside. Overhead, close overhead, he could hear the fight, heard
Marlowe yelling, “Elizabeth! Get to the boat! Go! Go!”

“Doxy’s a stranger to me . . .” Press’s panic had cooled enough now
that he ached to get into the fight. He looked up, craned his neck, hop-
ing to see something of what was happening, but he was under some
kind of overhang, the top of the seawall jutting out, a narrow cliff a foot
above his head. He could see nothing but the underside of the wet
rock.

He cocked his ear instead and listened. He could hear more men
running, someone shouting. His reserves. They would do for that bas-
tard.

I was always one step ahead of that stupid whoreson . . .

But then the reality of his situation came back. He was safe, but he
could not stay where he was.

How the hell do I get out of this poxed river?

He would have to move, let go of his precious handhold, find an-
other. The idea brought fresh panic. Every instinct told him to stay
put, but reason told him that if he did, then eventually his grip would
fail and he would sink into that black water.

The thought was enough to steel him for the next move. He grit his
teeth, then carefully, carefully, let go with his right hand and, holding
his weight with his left, ran his fingers along the wall until he found
another fissure to which he could cling. He settled his grip as best he
could, then shuffled himself along the seawall and held himself with
his right hand as he found a new hold for his left.

Inch by inch, handhold by handhold, he moved along the wall. It
was like a nightmare trap, the dark water just below his head, the over-
hang above. His fingers ached, the tips were bleeding, which only
made his grip slicker and more difficult to maintain.

He realized that the fighting on the road had stopped, how long ago
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he could not recall. He had not heard what had happened, and at that
moment he did not care.

Another inch and another. He lost his grip once and went under but
managed to pull himself up again, held himself in place as he vomited
from panic and from ingesting the filthy water.

He had no sense for how long it was that he crept like a lizard along
the seawall. He was near exhaustion, near giving up, when the steps ap-
peared out of the mist, just ten feet away. Ten feet. He had only to
make that distance and he would not be swallowed up by the horrible,
horrible river.

Inch by inch, and finally he could reach out with his long leg and
touch the submerged stone, and a minute later he was lying on it. He
gasped, sputtered, gagged, but it was air he was sucking into his lungs,
not water. The filthy, stinking air of London. It was the sweetest smell
he had ever enjoyed.

He lay on his back on the seawall steps, the Thames lapping around
him, his face toward the sky, breathing, his fingers hanging limp, with
no more possibility of being taken by the water.

After some time of that he began to shiver, and he knew he had to
move. With a groan he pulled himself up to a sitting position, and then
he stood. He ached all over from the effort and the tension of the past
hour.

He had not thought that he could hate Malachias Barrett more than
he had when he stood on that strip of sand seventeen years ago and
watched the Fury sail away. A strip of sand that rose incongruously out
of the ocean, one hundred feet around and barren, where he had been
left to die.

Now it was twice that Barrett had bested him, humiliated him,
nearly killed him. He hated him with twice the passion he had felt
then. Incredible.

He staggered up the steps and through the gap in the stone wall and
onto the street. It was quiet, deserted, no one moving at that time of night.

It was possible that Barrett was dead. Probable. It had been two
against one, and because he, Press, was so much more clever than Bar-
rett, there had been reserves as well. They should have done for him.
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His tongue moved to work the toothpick in his lips, but of course it
was not there anymore.

“Goddamn it,” he muttered, then plunged his hand into his cold,
wet coat pocket, hunted around through the sodden folds of cloth until
he felt another. He pulled it out, thrust it into his mouth, worked it fu-
riously with his tongue. The cool, hard metal tasted of Thames water.
Press jerked it out, spit on the cobblestones, and then inserted the
toothpick again.

He shuftled down the road, moving more quickly as the blood began
to flow through his limbs once more. Perhaps he could find some evi-
dence of what had happened while he was inching along the wall.

He could see something lying in the road, and as he approached, he
saw it was a sword, discarded, and nearby another. He frowned, picked
it up, moved on.

Through the dark and the mist he could see a shape now, and he had
seen enough men lying wounded and dead to recognize one just by the
dim outline. He stepped cautiously, knew the danger that a wounded
man could present. He could feel his heart beating. There was every
chance that this was Barrett lying dead. Or, better yet, wounded.

He stepped close, and the figure did not move, and Press could see
no sign of life. He poked the man with the sword. Still nothing.

He put his foot against the man’s shoulder and rolled him over. The
man flopped onto his back, lifeless. Hanson.

“Son of a bitch, son of a bitch!” Press shrieked, stamping his foot in
his fury, despite the pain. He hobbled off down the road, back the way
he had led Barrett and his slut, back to the warehouse to which the old
man had followed them.

Press had eyes all over the waterfront. All those old, broken sailors
who loafed on the docks and crowded the streets of Rotherhithe. He
paid them well for intelligence of note, and they kept him informed.
What luck that one should have known Barrett from the old days at
Port Royal.

Not so much luck, actually. The community of pirates was a small one.
Like members of a tradesmen’s guild, they all knew one another. And
many of them were now rotting out their lives on the London waterfront.
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He stepped up to the warehouse door. It was shut, but he could
see lights behind the shades. Some greedy bastard up late count-
ing his money. He pounded on the door with the pommel of his
sword.

There was a shuffling of feet, and then it stopped, and then silence.
Press pounded again. A voice, high-pitched with fear, called, “We are

'7)

closed, sir! Pray come back on the morrow

“Queen’s officer, please open the door!”

Another pause, then, “I am sorry, I cannot . . .”

Press paused, caught his breath, forced himself to speak calmly. “I
am a queen’s officer,” he said in a more reasonable tone. “There was a
disturbance here tonight. A man was removed under armed guard. |
must speak with you about that.”

He heard locks being worked on the other side of the door, and then
it swung open a crack. The merchant’s weasel face peered out, just vis-
ible in the light from the candle he held. He was in shirtsleeves and
breeches. Not expecting company.

“Yes, how may [ help you?”

“Let me in, please.”

“If you don’t mind, sir—" the merchant began, but Press had had
enough. He lashed out with his foot, kicked the door open, sent the
merchant and his candle sprawling.

He stepped into the office space, shut the door behind him. The
candle had not gone out. It lay guttering on its side as Press held the
point of his sword under the merchant’s chin, pricking his skin for em-
phasis. “There was a man here with a woman, pretty thing, blond hair.
His name was . . . ?”

“Marlowe. Thomas Marlowe. Captain of the ship, but he didn’t
want to come ashore at first and sign the papers.”

“I reckon not. What ship?”

“The Elizabeth Galley. Just cleared in from Virginia with tobacco.”

“Elizabeth Galley? That don’t sound like the name of a merchant-
man to me.”

“That is the name, sir, I assure you,” the merchant said. There was
a note of defiance in his voice, so Press jabbed him with the sword, just
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enough to produce a trickle of blood, and the man was cowering and
subservient again.

“Show me the ship’s papers,” Press demanded, and he stepped back,
allowed the merchant to stand. The frightened merchant scrambled to
his feet, and Press followed him into his office. A desk piled with pa-
pers, a few ship models and paintings of merchant vessels on the walls.
The merchant dug through the pile, with shaking hands handed Press
a sheaf.

Press took the papers, thumbed through them. He did not know
much about merchantmen’s documents, did not really know what he
was looking at. But he saw the names Thomas Marlowe and Elizabeth
Galley, and that was enough for him.

“Where is the ship now?”

“I don’t know exactly, I swear to the Lord I don’t. Moored in the
river, not above a mile from here, I heard the lighterman say. Beyond
that, I don’t know.”

Press laid the sword on the desk, grabbed the merchant by the col-
lar, punched him hard in the face. It was agony on his fingers, but it
had to be done. The point had to be made.

The merchant was on hands and knees, spitting blood. “I swear . . .
[ know no more . . .” he whined.

“I believe you,” Press said, then kicked him hard in the stomach,
sent him sprawling on his back. Grabbed him by the hair and lifted
him to his feet, shoved him back against the desk.

The merchant cowered, looked up at him, shying his face away. He
was certain that he was about to die. Press knew the look.

“I have people watching, do you understand?” Press said, soft, so the
merchant had to really listen to hear. He nodded.

“If this Marlowe returns, you get word to me. Captain Roger Press.
Any sailor that lives down here will know how to find me. Under-
stand?”

The merchant nodded again.

“Good. And, pray understand, if he comes back and you do not alert
me, I'll know. If you tell anyone what happened tonight, I'll know. And
then it will go hard on you. Do you believe that?”
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The merchant nodded again, and Press could see that he had in-
deed made a true believer out of the man.

“Good.” He straightened, picked up the sword from the desk.
“Good night to you, sir,” he said, then stepped out of the office and out
onto the street. He owned the merchant now. The little man would
not cross him.

And out on the water, within a mile of where he stood, Malachias
Barrett was waiting for him.

They staggered back to the boat like a tiny army in retreat, Marlowe
clutching his wounded arm, one of the sailors limping with a gash on
his leg, all of them winded from the unaccustomed running.

At the head of the steps one of the two remaining sailors stood
guard, arms crossed, pistols barely concealed under his coat. As they
approached, Marlowe could see Elizabeth in the boat at the bottom of
the steps, the second seaman standing on the step, painter in hand.
Honeyman had stationed them well for the defense of his wife.

They made their way down the stairs and into the boat, and word-
lessly the sailors followed, cast off, leaned on their oars. Three long
strokes and the seawall disappeared in the mist.

They settled in, with Honeyman holding the boat on a compass
heading back to the Elizabeth Galley. Big ships rose out of the fog and
then disappeared in the boat’s black wake, a few odd sounds punctuat-
ing the night: voices from ships, something falling on a deck, the slap
of rigging, the groan of a vessel’s rudder moving in the gudgeons.

Marlowe caught Honeyman’s eye. “Thank you, Honeyman,” he
said, and Honeyman nodded and looked back at the compass. No
more was said, or needed to be.

At last the familiar shape of the Elizabeth Galley appeared through
the mist. Honeyman laid the boat alongside, and Elizabeth climbed
awkwardly up the steps, trying to keep her feet from tangling in her
skirts, and then Marlowe climbed gratefully aboard, letting the sight
and smells of his beloved ship embrace him. It was safety there. He
imagined this was how a criminal felt, reaching the sanctuary of a
church, or a fox reaching its den ahead of the yelping dogs.
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He stepped aft to the quarterdeck. Bickerstaff and a very worried-
looking Dinwiddie were there.

“Things did not go well?” Bickerstaff asked.

“Not so very well, no. Not well at all, in fact.” He looked around.
Honeyman had saved his life by coming to his aid, but that meant that
word had not been passed to Dinwiddie to ready the ship to sail.

Marlowe folded his arms, looked down the length of his deck, tried
to get his thoughts in some order. Press was dead —he had to be, or he
would have gotten back into the fight—but the others, Press’s men,
had escaped. How much did they know of Marlowe’s past? Of why
Press had arrested him? Who might they tell? Did he, Marlowe, still
need to flee?

If they sailed now, they would be leaving behind their tobacco and
that of their neighbors. The parsimonious Dickerson was not going to
pay them unless they demanded payment in person. If they did not,
they would be ruined.

“Mr. Dinwiddie, what is the state of the tide?”

“On the ebb now, sir. We'll have low water in two glasses. I was just
getting ready to drop the second bower to moor her.”

“No, no. We need no more anchors. Let us roust up all hands, qui-
etly, and rig the capstan. We will win our anchor and drop downriver. A
mile or two, I should think.” The wind was light, but they had an hour
more of ebb tide that would sweep them along, a few miles at least.

That should do for now, just to see how things lay. Perhaps cover up
the ship’s name on the transom.

Dinwiddie passed the order. Grumbling, half asleep, the men stag-
gered up from below and went through the paces of rigging the cap-
stan. Marlowe saw glances shot back aft, men in huddled conversation,
the signs of fear and discontent. Trouble building like thunderheads.

Goddamn it all, not bloody again, he thought.

He wondered if there would ever come a day when some worthy ge-
nius would invent a miraculous engine that would replace all sailors,
so that he might never again have to suffer their whining malcontent.

“Might I inquire, Thomas, what happened ashore?” It was Bicker-
staff, pulling him from his foolish reverie.
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“Do you recall, Francis, when [ told you of the raid I undertook on
Nombre de Dios, when I was a young man? And the captain, Roger
Press, who betrayed us?”

“I do. You marooned him, as I recall.”

“Yes, well, he did not stay marooned. In fact, I saw him this very
night. He claims to have a queen’s commission, which I doubt very
much. But he did have four armed men with him, which were harder
to deny.”

Bickerstaff began to say something else, but they were interrupted
by Duncan Honeyman, coming up from the waist, taking the quar-
terdeck steps two at a time. “Capstan’s rigged, Captain,” he said in
his nonchalant way. He glanced up at the rig overhead, then forward,
and then in a different tone said, “Lads forward ain’t happy, Captain,
[ got to tell you. They don’t know what’s acting, and they ain’t
happy.”

Marlowe looked hard at Honeyman, said nothing for a minute. “I
could care less if the men are happy or not. They have their orders. I
am in command here, not you.”

“Don’t mistake me, Captain. This ain’t any of my doing. 'm a mes-
senger, no more.”

“Indeed. Well, Honeyman, in my experience, the message usually
starts with the messenger.”

“Usually does. But not here. Thing of it is, sir, the men thought they
was signing on aboard a merchantman, and maybe for the Red Sea.
They didn’t reckon on being taken in London. They don’t care to hang
as pirates.”

“They will not hang as pirates.”

“They don’t know that, sir. And, respectfully, you don’t neither.”

Marlowe and Honeyman stood two feet apart, staring at one an-
other. I should have reckoned Honeyman for a sea lawyer, damn his
eyes, Marlowe thought. If Honeyman thought that coming to his aid in
that street brawl would give him leave to take such liberties, he was
mistaken.

But Thomas understood, and he knew that Honeyman understood,
that a sailor was not a soldier. He would not risk his neck if there was
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no reward for it. Loyalty was a precarious thing with men who moved
easily from one ship to another.

“Very well, tell the men that it is an extra shilling for every man for
tonight’s work.”

“Very good, sir.” Honeyman betrayed no reaction to this, just turned
and went forward.

Bickerstaff stepped up beside him. “You must bribe the men to do
your bidding?”

“If the bidding smacks of the threat of arrest, yes, I do. On the open
sea I could bully them more, but I can do only so much with the shore
two cable lengths away.”

Marlowe paused for a moment, watched as Honeyman passed the
word of his offer of a bonus, saw faces brighten considerably. “If there
was nothing . . . questionable about what was acting, then the threat of
being accused of mutiny would keep them in line. It is my damned
luck that these villains always seem to have the upper hand because |
always seem to be doing something that skirts the law.”

“Your ‘damned luck’? I think luck has very little to do with it, my
dear Thomas. I should look more to your own natural tendencies.”

“Whatever it might be, we need their cooperation. If they desert and
we lose this tobacco, we are done for.”

“Done for indeed. Whatever did Honeyman mean by ‘maybe for
the Red Sea’?”

“The Lord knows. I think that Honeyman is something of a rogue.
[ am sorry now I shipped him aboard.”

Marlowe turned slightly until he could feel the light breeze on his
cheek, glanced aloft at the rig and then over the taffrail at the vessel
moored astern of them. In his mind he could see the fore topsail set
aback, the helm over, the Elizabeth Galley turned downwind and tide.
They were close to the vessel astern, but once they had pulled up to
the anchor, there would be room enough for that turn.

In his mind the whole evolution was a done thing. He had now only
to make the ship follow his vision.

“Mr. Dinwiddie, hands aloft to loosen tops’ls, and then let us haul
up to the best bower,” he called, and Dinwiddie relayed the orders. He
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had been impressed with the need for quiet, so he modified his vol-
ume, though his tone did not change, with the result that it sounded
like listening to Peleg Dinwiddie from a far way off.

The men moved fast up the ratlines and out along the yards—a sin-
gle shilling could buy a lot of pleasure along the London waterfront—
and a minute later the topsails were hanging in big baggy folds under
the yards.

Down to deck again, and the capstan bars were shipped and the
swifter rigged and the men in place, ready to heave round.

Marlowe glanced fore and aft. Haul up to the anchor, set the fore
topsail, break out the anchor, and away they go, lost in the fog. Find a
safe place in the river to hide, and then deal with the money he was
owed. Simple.

“Very well, Mr. Honeyman, heave round!” he called.

“Heave round!” Honeyman called, soft but clear, and the men
began to move in their slow circle, the cable began to come in, black
and dripping through the hawsepipe, and Marlowe tried to contain the

very uneasy feeling churning in his guts.



STUMBLING, CURSING, Roger Press ran down the road that bor-
dered the river. Ten minutes of searching, with the fog like a veil that
he could not push aside, and he managed to find one of the few hired
boats still operating at that hour. The boatman was asleep on the
thwarts, snoring obscenely, as was his one-man crew, until Press gave
him a sharp poke with his sword.

The man bolted awake, furious and ready to fight, an emotion that
died an untimely death with his first look at Press’s wet, bedraggled
clothing, bright sword, and pocked face, twisted in an anger that the
boatman could not hope to match.

“Where to, sir?” was all he said as he snatched up his oar and gave
the other man a sharp kick, venting his anger at Press on his helpless
mate.

“Queen’s Venture,” Press said as he climbed into the stern sheets.
There was no need to say more. Everyone who worked on the water
knew the Queen’s Venture and the cruise for which she was fitting out.
Sailors, indentured servants, second and third sons of the aristocracy
looking for adventure in an officer’s berth—they all were flocking to
Press with the hope of joining in the noble expedition and its promise
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of huge rewards. Press had had his pick of the best mariners in Lon-
don, and that meant the best in the world.

The boat pulled through the fog, and soon Press could make out the
Queen’s Venture, growing more distinct with each pull of the oars.
They rowed under the ship’s high counter and then down her oiled
side. Press was aware of heads peering over the rail above, a sudden
burst of activity on deck as the anchor watch was informed that the
captain was returning, as word was passed to Jacob Tasker, the Ven-
ture’s first officer.

Press stared straight ahead, ignored it all.

The boatman pulled up to the boarding steps, and the younger man
hooked on to the chains, and Press was up and climbing even as the
boatman said, “That’ll be . . . sir? A shilling, sir!”

Press stepped through the entry port into the waist. As he expected,
Tasker was there, in his nightshirt and breeches, still unbuttoned. He
made to speak, but Press cut him off with “Pay that whoreson in the
boat and meet me aft.”

He left Tasker in the waist, let him deal with finding a shilling. He
stamped up the quarterdeck ladder and peered out into the gloom.

A moment later he heard Tasker pad up behind him. Without turn-
ing, Press said, “I met a pirate tonight. A murdering bastard named
Malachias Barrett who goes by the name Thomas Marlowe now. I ar-
rested him, and those idiots with me let him escape. Hanson is dead.”

“Dead. Aye, sir.” Tasker was smart enough not to inquire further,
smart enough not to ask Press about his wet clothing or his lost hat or
how he seemed to have had no part in Marlowe’s escape. That was why
Press had shipped him as first officer.

“Barrett is out there, on a ship. Close. And I intend to find him. I
want the longboat brought alongside.”

It would have to be a boat attack. Press would have liked to use the
Queen’s Venture, his powerful warship, but she was in disarray, still fit-
ting out. They were not slated to sail for Madagascar for another three
weeks. It would take hours just to get her under way.

The longboat, then. “Thirty men in the boat crew,” Press contin-

”

ued. “Armed. Cutlasses and pistols. I want to be under way in . . .
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Press paused, cocked his ear. He could sense Tasker tensing up with
the gesture, but he ignored the officer, his concentration directed en-
tirely outboard. Some little sound had caught his ear, some familiar
tone.

The Queen’s Venture’s rudder groaned below them, drowning out
everything else in the muted night. And then it stopped, and then Press
heard the sound again, a steady, mechanical sound.

Clack, clack, clack . . . the sound of a capstan’s pawls falling into
place. He had heard it a thousand times before, and he could not mis-
take it, the sound as much a part of his life as his own voice. It was the
sound of a ship getting under way. There was only one man he could
imagine who was desperate enough to up anchor and move on a black,
fog-shrouded night, in a river on a falling tide.

“Damn it!” Press slammed his hand on the cap rail, bit down hard
on his silver toothpick. “Get that damned boat alongside now!” he
hissed between clenched teeth. “Do you not hear that? They are win-
ning their anchor!”

“Aye, sir!” Tasker turned and ran forward, knowing better than to
move at a pace slower than that. Into the waist, firing a broadside of or-
ders, conveying both the intent and the urgency of the captain’s com-
mands.

Men ran in every direction. Handpicked, able seamen, they knew
when it was time to move and move fast. Cutlasses came up from
below and were handed out, pistols clipped to belts. The longboat, al-
ready in the water, pulled alongside, and the boat crew dropped into it
and took up the oars.

Four minutes from the moment he gave the word, Press climbed
down into the fully manned, fully armed boat. It could not have been
done fast enough to please him, but neither could it have been done
any faster than it had been.

“Shove off. Give way,” he growled, and the boat swung away from
the Queen’s Venture’s side. The long sweeps came down and caught
the water, and the boat shot forward, despite its being heavily loaded
with men and arms.

Press pushed the tiller over, aimed the bow in the direction of the
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capstan noise. He had not brought any kind of light, so he could not
see the boat’s compass, and he cursed that fact and he cursed the fact
that they had not had time to muffle the oars. The squeaking of the
looms in the rowlocks seemed like the screaming of the damned in
the quiet night. He was certain Barrett would hear it and be alerted to
the pending attack.

But it would not matter, Press assured himself. Surprise was not so
crucial. In that light air the boat could move faster than any ship under
sail. And Barrett’s ship was a merchantman, twenty sailors at most. It
was unlikely that they would be willing to fight and die for their cap-
tain. And even if they were, they would be no match for his band.

No, beating Marlowe was no problem. He had only to find him, to
come upon this Elizabeth Galley on the river, and the rest would be
simple. He toyed with the toothpick in his mouth, waggled it back and
forth with his tongue, beat the gunnel of the boat lightly and rhythmi-
cally with his fist.

The Elizabeth Galley inched forward, pulled against the tide as the
men at the capstan hauled her up to the anchor in preparation for get-
ting under way.

“How much cable have you veered, Mr. Dinwiddie?” Marlowe
asked, an irritable and unnecessary question.

“Cable and a half, sir. We was to moor, you'll recall.”

“Yes, yes,” Marlowe said, and paced away. A cable and a half, almost
a thousand feet of rope to haul in. He was growing more anxious with
each passing moment. The loud clacking of the capstan pawls was like
some kind of torture. He was sure it was increasing in volume every
minute.

Elizabeth, who had gone below secking the privacy of the great
cabin to compose herself, returned to the quarterdeck. She gave Mar-
lowe a half smile, an expression of support, then moved to the oppo-
site rail and stood there, quiet and unobtrusive. Thomas knew she
would remain in that place, ready to help if asked, not questioning, not
interfering, and he loved her for that, for knowing what he needed in
every instance and giving it, willingly.
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Then his mind moved on from those warm thoughts. He leaned on
the rail and looked out into the night. Between the dark and the fog he
could not see beyond twenty feet.

Press is dead, he thought. If he had been able to swim, he would have
got back into the fight.

But he could not shake the gnawing worry. It was not the first time
he had assured himself that Roger Press was dead.

Clack, clack, clack . . .

“Here’s the splice coming aboard!” Duncan Honeyman called aft,
sotto voce. The splice where the two cables were joined. That meant
that they had hauled in one third of the cable they had let out. Mar-
lowe pounded the cap rail softly with his fist.

Clack, clack, clack . . . It was like a town crier announcing that they
were slipping away, and Marlowe could hardly stand to listen to it.

And then he heard another sound, a creaking, like any of a hundred
creaking noises that a ship might make. But there was something about
it that caught his attention, a certain rhythmic quality. What was more,
it did not sound as if it came from the Elizabeth Galley but from some-
where out in the dark. He strained to listen.

Again, there it was. Oars in tholes, he was certain. He crossed to the
other side of the quarterdeck, listing in his mind all the reasons a boat
might be out at that time of night—a drunken party returning to their
ship, a bumboat looking for a late-night customer, even whores being
ferried out to a ship—it was not unheard of. A hundred reasons a boat
might be out on the water at that hour.

He leaned on the starboard rail as the boat appeared out of the mist
like some nightmare water bug, a longboat, oars double-banked, men
crowded at the thwarts, just fifteen feet away before it was visible. In
the stern sheets, too indistinct to see in any detail but unmistakable in
his gangly form, sat Roger Press.

Marlowe stood upright, gasped as if a ghost had suddenly materi-
alized, and then Press’s voice shouted, “Backwater! What ship is
that?”

The men at the capstan froze, the clacking ceased. Marlowe flailed
around for an answer, but before he could grab one, Peleg Dinwiddie,
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standing on the gangway and looking down on the boat, answered
helptully, “Elizabeth Galley! Who goes there?”

“Give way,” Press said to his boat crew. Then to Dinwiddie: “We are
going alongside.”

The Elizabeth Galleys seemed to have turned to stone. They stood,
unmoving, unsure what to do, but Marlowe had no doubt.

“Cut the cable!” he shouted. No need for quiet now. “Cut the
damned cable!”

Still no one moved. They remained frozen long enough for a curse
to build in Marlowe’s throat, and then Honeyman snatched up an ax
and brought it down on the bar-taut anchor cable, one stroke, two
strokes, the strands shredding with each blow.

Marlowe leaned over the rail. The longboat was ten feet away, less
than its own length, the crowd of men—armed men, he could see—
ready to swarm up and into the unarmed, unprepared, and untrained
men of the Elizabeth Galley. It would not even be a fight.

“Pull! Ship oars!” Press cried. He looked up, and his eyes met Mar-
lowe’s. Press looked calm, no surprise on his face, as if he had known
all along where he might find his old enemy.

The boat crew pulled hard, the boat shot forward, and the oars came
up and were laid on the thwarts, out of the way, where they would not
hinder the men from clambering aboard the Galley.

The heavy boat bumped along the Galley’s side, its momentum car-
rying it fast, the bowman standing with the boat hook and reaching for
the main chains, when the anchor cable parted under Honeyman’s ax.
The wind and tide seized the Galley’s bow and swung it away. The
bowman lunged, slashed at the chains, almost fell overboard as the
ship turned beyond his reach.

“Set the fore tops’l!” Marlowe shouted. “Hands to the halyard, haul
away! Sheet home!”

The men in the waist burst from their reverie and raced to pin rails
and halyard tackle. They might not have been men-of-war’s men,
ready for a fight, but they were good sailors and they responded swiftly
to those familiar orders.

“Haul away! Sheet home!” Dinwiddie took up the series of com-
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mands, and overhead the topsail yard began to jerk up the mast, and
the men hauling on the sheets pulled the lower corners of the topsail
out to the ends of the fore yard below it.

The current had hold of the Elizabeth Galley, turning her so fast
that Press and the longboat were already astern. The boat crew, caught
right at the moment of preparing to board the Galley, were now strug-
gling to lay down arms and take up oars again. It was a little cluster of
chaos floating on the river, and it gave Marlowe a flash of hope, like a
spark from steel on flint, but no more. The current would carry them
both alike, and once the boat crew was straightened out and pulling
again, they would move faster than the Elizabeth Galley could in that
light air.

“That’s well!” Dinwiddie shouted, and then, “Damn me! Captain!
Captain! Larboard bow!”

Marlowe looked forward. The ship astern of them, which they
would have missed if they had not cut their anchor cable short, was
now right in their path, the river sweeping the Galley into her.

“Larboard your helm! Hard over!” Marlowe shouted to the helms-
men, who shoved the tiller hard to the larboard side. Such a shift of
rudder would have had a dramatic effect on a ship moving fast through
the water, but now it was the water that was largely moving the ship,
and the rudder did little to alter her course.

“Damn my eyes,” Marlowe said as they dropped closer to the
moored vessel, a slow, deliberate, graceful drift toward collision. “Shift
your helm!”

The helmsmen swung the tiller in an arc across the deck, all the
way to starboard. The move had done some good, Marlowe noted, had
jogged the Galley a little way out of line with the ship astern.

The bowsprit passed the moored vessel and then the bow, not five
feet off, the two ships so close it would have been a simple matter to
step from one to the other. Marlowe could feel the men on deck hold-
ing their breath as they watched the anchored vessel, deserted, ghostly
in the mist.

“Midships!” he called to the helmsmen, and they moved the tiller
to the centerline, and Marlowe saw that he had waited a second too
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long. The Galley’s stern was too close, and just as he decided that no
further jogging of the rudder could help, the ships hit, the Elizabeth
Galley’s larboard quarter slamming into the turn of the other vessel’s
bow with a shudder that shook both ships, keel to truck.

Marlowe watched the damage happen, a few feet from where he
was standing. The Galley dragged down the side of the other ship
with a chorus of snapping and cracking and wrenching. He heard
glass break and knew that his beloved quarter galley was smashed to
splinters.

For long seconds the ships ground together as the Elizabeth Galley
was carried past. Someone appeared on the deck of the moored ship,
shouting curses, just as the Galley bounced off her main channel,
wrenching it from her side, and then she was clear.

There seemed to be a collective sigh of relief fore and aft, a second’s
reprieve, and then a pistol shot rang out, and Roger Press’s voice was
shouting, “Bring to! Bring to for a queen’s officer!”

“Set the main topsail!” Marlowe called forward, as if he and Press
were arguing over who was in command of the Galley. The men
moved to obey, but slowly, and he could see eyes glancing outboard.

“Bring to!” Press shouted again, audibly closer. “Bring to for a
queen’s officer, or you shall all hang!”

That had the effect Press was hoping for. The men moved more
slowly still, unwilling to disobey Marlowe, but by tacit agreement
working with such hesitancy that they might be construed as obeying
Press as well.

“Damn your eyes! He’s no queen’s officer, he is a bloody pirate!
Give him no thought, unless you would be cut down on deck!” Mar-
lowe shouted, but rather than inspire the men, that only seemed to
confuse them more.

Damn it! Marlowe turned, looked aft. The longboat was pulling for
them with a will, the men bending to the oars, the boat more than
matching the Elizabeth Galley’s speed. Thirty feet astern and gaining,
all those men, all those weapons.

What did they have for defense? No cannon, no swivels. A smatter-
ing of muskets and cutlasses. Marlowe had intended to rely on the
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Elizabeth Galley’s speed to keep them out of danger. He had not
thought of being overtaken by a rowed vessel.

“Damn it!” he said out loud. He heard Honeyman’s voice, a men-
acing growl, a squealing overhead. The men were being driven to set
the main topsail, but even that would not keep them out of Press’s
hands. Unless the wind picked up dramatically in the next two min-
utes, the boat would overtake them.

Bickerstaff appeared beside him. “I would not expect these men to
defend the ship, Thomas. They are not sure with whom they should
place their loyalty.”

“You are right. I am loath to say so.” If they are loyal to anyone, Mar-
lowe thought, it is Honeyman. For all the good that will do me.

“Perhaps you should slip away,” Bickerstaff suggested. “Go down the
starboard side with a float as Press comes up the larboard. I do not
think he will molest the others if you are gone.”

“Do you think I would be so craven?”

“No, but it is a prudent suggestion, and so I thought it my duty to
make it.”

“And I appreciate that, but I cannot.” He looked back at the boat.
Almost up with the after end of the Elizabeth Galley.

Marlowe felt a gust of wind on his neck, and the Elizabeth Galley
heeled a bit, and the water gurgled around the cutwater. Hope surged
up as he looked astern, saw the longboat disappearing again in the mist
and dark. And then the gust passed, and the ship came down on an
even keel, and the sound of the water died away. They had gained fifty
feet. It would take Press four minutes to make up the distance.

“Perhaps we can fend them off,” Marlowe said, and then he ran
down the quarterdeck and along the gangway over the waist. “Mr.
Honeyman, get a gang to unlash those spars!” He pointed amidships to
the top of the main hatch, where the spare yards and topmasts were
stored, long, massive tapered timbers like a giant bundle of kindling.
“Roust out that main topsail yard! We shall fend these dogs off!”

“Come on, come on, you heard the captain! Go! Go!” Honeyman
shouted the orders, and the men reacted, casting off the lashings, ar-
ranging themselves along the length of the heavy spar. They moved to
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Honeyman’s orders and because Marlowe had hit on just the right de-
gree of resistance —keeping the boarders off without bloodshed, avoid-
ing the possibility of shooting at a queen’s officer, if such he was, or
being shot by one.

But they would not enjoy that neutrality for long, Marlowe under-
stood. They might boom Press off once or twice, but then Press would
start shooting, and then the Elizabeth Galleys would have to reexam-
ine their loyalties.

The men hefted the heavy spar, twenty-five feet long and three hun-
dred pounds, and maneuvered it so it was lying crosswise on the ship,
ready to be tilted over the side and used like a giant poker to push the
boat away.

How long will we be able to do that? Marlowe wondered. Not very
long.

And then Honeyman was there, at his side, and Marlowe wondered
what fresh request the men had at that critical juncture. But Honeyman
just nodded and said, “Spar’s ready for fending off, Captain.” He hesi-
tated, just a beat, and then added, “I was thinking, we might hoist it
aloft with the stay tackle. Get it more vertical.” He looked Marlowe in
the eye, and there was a wicked expression on his face. “Of course, if
we do that, there’s a chance we might drop it. If you get my meaning.”

It took Marlowe a few seconds before he did, but when he saw what
Honeyman was suggesting, he grinned as well and said, “A fine idea,
Honeyman. Sway her aloft.”

Honeyman rushed off, called, “Let us get the stay tackle on this
spar, make it easier to maneuver!”

The stay tackle, a block and tackle that hung between the masts, di-
rectly over the main hatch, was used primarily for hoisting cargo and
supplies in and out of the Galley’s hold. Now eager hands grabbed the
end of the tackle and made it fast to the middle of the spare topsail
yard, and Honeyman shouted, “Sway away!” The men hauled to-
gether, and the long, tapered spar rose up in the air.

The longboat had regained the distance lost to the cat’s-paw of
wind, was pulling over the last stretch to the Galley’s side, twenty feet
off and closing.
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Across the water Marlowe heard Press shout, “Pull, you whoresons!”
though he could see the men were already pulling with all they had.

Damn it, damn it, too bloody late, Marlowe fretted as his men
hauled away on the tackle and the yard rose up, up, wavering and tilt-
ing in the air.

Marlowe’s eyes moved between the yard rising up overhead and Press’s
boat flying toward them. A pistol banged out, the ball thudded into the
mainmast— Press giving the men of the Elizabeth Galley a taste of things
to come if they did not comply—and the message struck like the bullet.

The lower end of the yard was resting on the Galley’s rail, pointing
down at the water, and the upper end was twenty-five feet above him,
pointing at the sky, the whole thing nearly vertical.

Ten feet away Marlowe saw the longboat, a dim shadow in the mist.
He could make out the crew giving one last pull, the men unshipping
their oars again and snatching up weapons, poised, ready to board.
There was the bowman again, a dark shape, once more reaching out
with the boat hook. There was Press, in the stern sheets, unmistakable.
Marlowe could see him run his eyes along the Galley’s rail, looking,
no doubt, for Malachias Barrett.

Marlowe grabbed the low end of the yard, shoved it along the rail
until it was hanging directly over the place where Press’s boat would
strike the Elizabeth Galley’s side. He was astounded that Press had not
yet smoked his intentions.

And in that instant, Press did. The longboat hit the Galley’s side
with a shudder, the men poised to board, and Press shouted, “Shove
offt Shove off, damn it!” and over Press’s voice Marlowe shouted,
“Honeyman! Let go!”

The yard jerked from Marlowe’s hand as Honeyman let go of the
end of the stay tackle. The huge spar plunged down, down over the
side, down like a great lance aimed at Press’s boat. Marlowe watched
the long wooden shaft rush past, heard the sound of thin planks shat-
tering as the lower end of the three-hundred-pound yard smashed right
through the bottom of the boat and kept going.

Overhead he could just make out the end of the quivering spar as it
stopped, sinking itself into the mud of the Thames.
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He heard shouts of surprise, screams of outrage, saw the panicked
boat crew shrinking away from the water that flooded in through the
shattered bottom of the boat.

The line from the stay tackle spun through the blocks and then fell
into the water. Already astern, the spare topsail yard was sticking
straight up from the river like a giant pin, and skewered on that pin was
the longboat that held Roger Press and his stunned, shouting men.

And then the mist enveloped them, and they were lost from sight,
and only the shouting remained. In a minute that, too, was gone.

The Elizabeth Galley drifted on a mythic river, her own black and
forlorn River Styx, alone.

Marlowe looked around the deck. The men were smiling, talking in
low voices, laughing. There was no remorse for what they had done,
no fear of reprisal. It had been too good a trick for any second thoughts.

Peleg Dinwiddie stepped up to him, grinning as broadly as the oth-
ers. “I guess you done for them, sir,” he said.

“I reckon theyll stay put, for the time being,” Marlowe agreed.

“You'd said we was to drop downriver a mile or so. It'll be dead reck-
oning for that, sir, and not so accurate on such a night, I fear.”

“Oh.” Marlowe had already forgotten that plan of dropping down-
river. “As to that, I reckon you may as well steer for the open sea. Our
business here is done, like it or not.”



THE ISLAND of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean, three hundred
miles off the southeast coast of Africa. As if half of Mozambique had
cracked off and drifted away, fetching up at last in that place. On a
chart one can see where the island would still fit clean against the
African coast, snapping into place like a puzzle piece or the perfectly
tooled part of some machine.

But for all that kinship to the Dark Continent, the Madagascar of
1706 was a world unto itself, supporting a culture almost entirely
unique in the world. It was the advance base, the dockyard, the chan-
dlery, the marketplace, and in many cases the home of the men who
sailed the Pirate Round.

Madagascar had not been the first choice of the Roundsmen, ideal
though it was in so many ways. They had first set up on Bab’s Key, the
little island marked Perim on the charts, at the entrance to the Red
Sea. It was a perfect spot, insofar as it was at the very crossroads of the
great wealth of shipping in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea—trea-
sure ships bringing tribute to the Great Mogul; shiploads of wealthy
pilgrims bound for Mecca; the lumbering, lightly manned ships of the
British, French, and Dutch East India companies.
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But Perim had no water, and that was the most precious jewel of all
aboard ships that were at the mercy of wind and tide. A miscalculation
in that area, especially in the arid and brutally hot Red Sea countries,
could result in a death more horrible than anything the pirates could
inflict on their most hated enemy.

So the Roundsmen had moved their operations to Madagascar. It
was over two thousand miles from their hunting grounds, but piracy
was a movable profession, and what Madagascar lacked in proximity it
more than made up for in other ways.

The island was lush, fruitful, with an abundance of fresh water. The
climate was perfect—not sweltering, not frigid—a place where a man
could pass out drunk on the ground with no fear of the weather’s
killing him. The natives were cowed by the power of firearms, and
even if they had not been, they were far too involved with fighting
among themselves ever to coordinate any real resistance to the Euro-
peans’ encroachment. Any band of pirates had only to help the local
tribe in a raid against its neighbor to find themselves welcome on the
island.

The native girls had much to recommend them as well. Mostly
local Malagasies, they had a well-carned reputation for comeliness,
with none of the Christian women’s aversion to fornication nor the
mercenary attitude of the whores.

So perfect a place was Madagascar, such the pirates’ Eden, that
many never left. They took local girls for wife, set up in trade with
other Roundsmen, idled away their days in ease and drunkenness. In
the entire history of piracy, only Tortuga, Port Royal in Jamaica, and
Nassau would come close to rivaling Madagascar as the pirates’ utopia,
a place where they alone ruled.

And of all the pirate communities that developed along Madagas-
car’s extensive coastline, at Fort Dauphin and the Bay of St. Augustin
and Diégo-Suarez and Ranter Bay and lesser places, the jewel of them
all was the tiny island of St. Mary’s, twenty-six miles long and one mile
wide, less than ten miles off the northeast coast.

It was at St. Mary’s that the progenitor of the Roundsmen, Thomas
Tew, first landed his massive take and divided it among his men. But
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Tew was not the first white man on St. Mary’s. By the time the Amity’s
anchor splashed into the bay, St. Mary’s had already been settled by an
Englishman named Adam Baldridge.

Baldridge recognized the island’s potential as a defensible outpost—
its shallow harbor with an island like a fortress at its mouth, the vicious
reefs that prevented ships from landing anywhere else but under his
guns. He recognized Madagascar’s ideal location as a byway from Eu-
rope and America to the Red Sea and India. He saw in the island a fine
place to hide from the murder charge for which he had fled Jamaica.
St. Mary’s suited his every need.

Business exploded for him. Manufactured goods, rum, and naval
stores poured in from England and America, plundered goods and
gold and jewels from the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea, with
Baldridge standing right in the confluence of all that wealth.

From his tiny outpost, carved from the jungle, Baldridge established
an empire that any of those men living along Pall Mall or St. James
might have envied. He built warehouses, a stockade fortress, a mansion
crafted in the English style from local materials, high on a hill that
gave him a grand view of all he had created. He had a harem as big as
any found in the Fast. He ruled his island kingdom without challenge.

By 1697 Baldridge was the undisputed “King of the Pirates,” even
holding a personal court and adjudicating disputes from all over Mada-
gascar.

In the end the king pushed his luck too far, sold a few too many of
the local citizens into slavery, and his once-loyal people rose against
him, driving him out.

He settled at last in New York and lived a long life there. He was
content, but he was no longer king.

Now I am king. The thought drifted through Elephiant Yancy’s mind.
I am king now.

Elephiant Yancy sat on the wide, second-story flagstone veranda that
Baldridge had built, in a grand chair carved from slabs of mahogany
and inlaid with ebony and ivory detailing. He was a small man, and
thus the chair itself sat on a raised section of stone that he, Yancy, had
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had constructed, so that even seated he might look down on anyone
standing before him.

Yancy rested his head in his hand and stared idly out beyond the low
wall that surrounded the veranda. Beyond and below the house lay the
town of St. Mary’s, where the pirates and whores and dealers in stolen
goods and tavernkeepers made their homes. It was a variable popula-
tion, perhaps two thousand people at its most crowded.

To the south of the town lay the shallow harbor with its black,
muddy water. At the mouth of the harbor was a small island, Quail Is-
land, which was home to a battery of cannon and not much else. But
Quail Island was perfectly situated. With his men garrisoned there,
ready at the great guns, Yancy could dictate completely who came and
went from St. Mary’s.

From his veranda Yancy could see the southern half of the harbor.
He watched as a small ship stood slowly into the anchorage, rounded
up, and dropped her anchor under a backed main topsail. Wondered,
with only the slightest curiosity, if she was from England or America,
or if she brought mail.

He thought of Baldridge. Baldridge had created all this and had
been forced to abandon it. He, Yancy, had found it, all but in ruins,
had built it back up, had made it his own. Baldridge might have started
the whole thing, but Elephiant Yancy, former pirate and Roundsman,
had resurrected it to an even greater glory than Baldridge could have
envisioned.

St. Mary’s Rediviva.

He repeated that thought, worked it around in his mind the way an
Arab worked his prayer beads. He didn’t really believe it at all, which
was why he had to keep telling himself it was true.

At length he looked down at the two pathetic creatures seated on the
low chairs before him. One of them had been talking for . . . how long?
Yancy did not know, had not been listening. As lord of the island,
Yancy had taken it upon himself to sit in judgment in such petty dis-
putes. It was part of the burden he had to carry as supreme ruler of the
kingdom, and he accepted that, but it was still a great bother and a ter-
rific bore.
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He was king, but he was not so ostentatious as to use that title. He
insisted, rather, that he be called “Lord Yancy.”

“It’s a lie, what he said, Lord Yancy, I swear to Jesus God it is,” one
of the men was protesting. “That stuff he says [ stole, it was mine, it
weren’t never his. Except for the knife, and that I won in gaming, fair
and all, and he knows it—"

“That’s a lie!” the other interjected. “Son of a bitch is trepanning
you, Your Honor, and I can have a dozen witnesses say that’s a fact!”

Yancy sighed audibly, stared out at the harbor again. Other men
might look at his wealth, his power, his harem of women, and they
might be envious, but they did not understand the terrible responsi-
bility he carried.

He looked back at the men, put thumb and forefinger under his
nose, and slowly ran the tips of those fingers down his mustache,
smoothing the hair and then stroking his neatly groomed goatee with
his full hand. He had practiced that gesture in the mirror until he was
certain he had achieved the thoughtful, contemplative look he
wanted.

The two litigants were both talking at once, a jumble of sound that
Yancy could not pull apart so as to hear the individual words. He
waved his hand for silence, and both men stopped talking. They
paused a moment, hung there in expectation. When Yancy did not
speak, one of the men started in again, but the guard who stood to one
side punched him in the head, and he shut up.

“I have listened to your arguments,” Yancy announced slowly, even
though he had not. He did not in fact even recall what their dispute
was about. “You are both liars and thieves, perfidious men. I banish
you both from St. Mary’s. You have until sundown to leave.”

There, that was the simplest solution.

Both men looked stunned, and as the guards stepped up behind
them, one shouted, “Yancy, damn it, that ain’t . . .7

The words died, withered under the heat of Yancy’s glare.

“Lord Yancy, sir, | mean—" the man stuttered.

“You argue with my judgment? Shall I cut your hands off and then
banish you?”
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Yancy saw the guards’ faces brighten at the thought, but the man
shut his mouth tight and shook his head. Finally he managed, “No, my
Lord ..

“Good. Begone.”

Yancy closed his eyes, massaged his temples as the guards shuffled
the two away. He hoped someone was watching, as he knew that this
particular gesture gave him the look of a world-weary monarch, a man
who carried a great load on his shoulders.

Elephiant Yancy was not much above five feet tall, and thin, and he
had the small man’s energy, but he tried not to display it. It was not fit-
ting for one in his position.

But energy he had, and drive. He had the energy for pirating in the
Caribbean, for sailing the Round. Five years before, he had stepped
ashore with the small crew of his pirate sloop, the Terror, and taken
possession of Baldridge’s old haunt from the few drunks who lived
there. He had the vision and energy to see it built up again to its
former glory, to court trade from the American colonies and from Lon-
don.

He had done all that, and now he was at the top, and he moved with
the languid quality of the nobility, let others serve him. He did not
rush, he did not speak quickly, as was befitting a monarch. He dressed
in the clothing of a gentleman and sported great capes lined with red
silk and wide-brimmed hats with long feathers trailing behind. He un-
derstood that in order for his people to respect him as lord of St.
Mary’s, his every action, his every word, must be lordly.

But for all his certainty about his own divine right to rule, Yancy was
worried. He closed his eyes, still massaging his temples, pictured the
faces of the guards. They were bored by the trial, pleased by the possi-
bility of cutting off a man’s hands, disappointed when Yancy let him
go. They were a brutish lot. Their loyalty was open to question.

There were currently more than five hundred men on St. Mary’s,
and nearly every one was or had been a pirate, and those who had not
were still of no higher moral character. They frequented the makeshift
taverns along the harbor, caroused with the native girls on the beaches
or in the thick jungle, spent their booty, died as broken wrecks in the
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dirt streets. They were his army, but how many could he really count
on?

Thirty, he reckoned. Those men who had first come with him, who
had helped him build this up, who had recognized his place as king of
it all. He had made those men rich, had given them harems, slaves.
They lived with him in the big house, surrounding him. His Praeto-
rian Guard. They would stand by him. Of the others? A third, perhaps,
would stand by him, but they would be loyal to whoever they thought
wielded the most power.

The last would like to see him impaled. He had just added two
more to that group.

He sighed, stood up from his chair, which he thought of as a throne
but did not refer to as such. He walked across the wide veranda, his
cape swishing behind in a dramatic swirl of cloth, leaned his elbows
on the stone wall, looked down on the town and the harbor below.

The jungle spilled from the interior of the island right to the water’s
edge, as if cascading down the hillsides, a thick green waterfall of veg-
etation running down to the sea. Here and there the green was
splotched with color, the lovely flowers that were native to the place,
bougainvillea and hibiscus, the air heavy with their scent.

A dusty road ran from the center of the town below and followed the
shoreline to the harbor to the south, where it terminated at a battered
old dock. A boat was pulling away from the newly arrived ship to the
docks, which probably meant mail. Yancy hoped there would be some
good word from some quarter. He could use that.

Soft footsteps at the far end of the veranda, and a native servant an-
nounced, “Dinner, Lord Yancy. Me bring there, lord?” The servants
were all Madagascar men and women, some slaves, some freemen, de-
pending upon their station. It was Yancy’s standing order that the ser-
vants announce themselves from a distance. He did not need people
sneaking around behind him.

“Yes. Set it here,” he said, never taking his eyes from the harbor and
the boat that had now reached the dock. He could see a man get out
of the stern sheets, step onto the dock, hurry along the road to the

town.
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The servant set down the tray and retreated quickly. Yancy glanced at
the food. Cold roast beef and a pot of mustard. Bread, butter, a slice of
kidney pie. A gold chalice filled with wine. It looked like the Holy Grail.

The cook was English, enticed off a visiting vessel with absurdly
high wages and a small harem of his own. He was good, but that did
not mean he was trusted.

Fach bit of food had a small piece carefully cut away where Yancy’s
taster had taken his sample —cut cleanly to retain the neatness of the
presentation, but cut obviously enough that Yancy knew that the food
had been tested. A man as powerful as he had powerful enemies. He
had to defend against assassination.

Lord Yancy reached for the bread, realized he was hungry, then
stopped. What if his taster were part of a plot? He was the one person
who could easily poison Yancy’s food. Taste it, declare it fit, then slip
some poison or other in it.

He pulled his hand back slowly, as if the food might strike out at
him like a snake if he made a sudden move. He felt his appetite melt
away. He tried to recall if the taster had a family, a wife, children? If
so, should he arrest one or more of them, hold them as collateral,
with the promise that they would be tortured to death if he died of
poisoning?

He was staring at the food, trying to formulate a plan of action,
when he heard boots on the cobblestone veranda, walking fast, confi-
dent. Henry Nagel, Yancy’s quartermaster during his days on the ac-
count, his second in command now, his chief adviser, his lord
chamberlain. No one else would dare approach so boldly. He held a
canvas bag in one meaty hand.

“Ship just come to anchor, my lord,” Nagel said as he approached.
“Arrived from London, forty days out. Brought mail. Captain brought
it ashore, right off.”

Yancy turned and looked at Nagel, who stood a respectful five feet
away. Nagel was the physical opposite of Yancy—a big, powerful brute
of a man, a seaman and pirate through and through, but with enough
insight to realize that it was brains, such as Yancy had, and not brawn
like his, that made a man a leader.
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“Henry, how loyal are the men of this island to me?”

“My lord,” Nagel began, and Yancy could hear the placating tone in
his voice.

“Tell me true.”

Nagel straightened, tried to summon the words. He was the only
man on the island who was not afraid of Yancy, and if his loyalty were
not so far beyond question, Yancy would have had him killed. As it
was, he could not imagine ruling St. Mary’s without Nagel, the only
man who dared tell him the truth.

“My lord, the men here, theyre pirates. End of the day, they
don’t give a tinker’s damn for any but themselves, but that ain’t
something you don’t know. All us from the Terror, we what came
here with you, we’d die for you and never think on it. You know
that. The others? I reckon most of "em would fight for you—if they
thought there was a better than even chance you’d win against who
you was fighting.”

Yancy nodded. “What of our defenses? How are they?” The battery
and stockade on Quail Island looked formidable indeed, with ten
heavy guns trained out over the water. Any ship going in or out had to
run the narrow entrance, with the big guns at point-blank range.

But the appearance was deceiving. The guns had been there since
Baldridge’s time. Indeed, in Baldridge’s time there had been forty of
them, but Yancy had sold off most of them, reckoning ten were more
than enough for the job.

Those that remained had received no maintenance for years. They
were blacked now and the carriages repaired, but blacking and new
carriages would not prevent them from blowing apart if the metal had
grown weak through age or defects in the casting. Yancy had never
fired them. He did not dare.

“Well, as to that,” Nagel said, “the stockade’s in pretty good shape.
There’s some parts are rotting, but I mean to get some men on that,
shore it up. Guns, well . . 7

“Yes, yes, very well.” Yancy had heard enough. He was suddenly
tired of that conversation. “Is this the mail?”

“Yes, yes, my lord.” Nagel knew when to let a subject drop. He
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hefted the canvas bag and gently poured the contents onto the low
stone wall. “Ain’t sorted it out. Thought you would want to see it first.”

“Yes, yes . . .7 Yancy said, sifting through the letters that were piled
on the wall. They were not all for him, of course. Some were for other
denizens of St. Mary’s, those well enough established to receive corre-
spondence there, those few men who could read and write or knew
someone who could read and write.

Two letters from Yancy’s merchant in London, another from his
merchant in Newport, Rhode Island. “Bloody thieves . . " he mut-
tered, setting those letters aside. They were his middlemen, and they
robbed him with never a scruple, but he needed them.

He continued through the pile, separating his letters from the oth-
ers. Here was a letter for Bartleby Finch, who operated one of the tav-
erns near the harbor. Yancy had granted him permission, but still he
did not trust the villain. “Let us see who is writing to this dog,” Yancy
muttered, and he set Finch’s letter with his own.

A letter from his wife in New York; he wondered how she had
smoked his whereabouts. She had been a pretty thing, the last time he
had seen her, pale-skinned and blue-eyed.

His gaze wandered off for a moment, unfocused, as he thought of
her. He loved the girls of his harem, every one of them, their dusky
skin and dark hair. But he missed the creamy skin and soft blond hair
of the white women he had known. He had had a surfeit of Malagasy
girls. He longed for a woman of European blood.

Yancy shook off that thought, turned back to the letters. More non-
sense from merchants, a letter from the governor of New York . . .

His hand paused in midreach as he saw a familiar seal. He lifted the
letter from the pile, gently, as if it might break, and turned it over.
Richard Atwood. He had not heard from him in over a year.

Atwood was one of Yancy’s triumphs, a well-placed secretary
within the British East India Company. Yancy sent him yearly tribute
in the amount of five hundred pounds. To Yancy it was a trifle, but it
was more than twice the salary that the East Indian Company paid.
In exchange, Atwood forwarded along shipping schedules, naval in-
formation, intelligence on the doings of the Great Mogul. Yancy had
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used that information to earn back many times what he had paid
for it.

He unsheathed the ornate stiletto that he always wore at his hip.
The razor-sharp blade sliced away the seal, and he unfolded the letter.
The paper was covered with Atwood’s neat clerk’s handwriting in even
lines. “Lord Yancy, [ trust this finds you well . . . it began, as Atwood’s
letters always did. He knew to address his benefactor with respect.

As you, sir, are all too Aware, the Company has at Various times in
the Past endeavored to make sundry attacks on what they perceive as the
great threat of Pyrates in Madagascar. They have never met with any
great success, in part, | flatter myself to think, due to my timely warn-
ings of their pending Action, but also in part due to a want of intelligent
or active officers to lead such an Enterprise.

There is now in the making another such Enterprise, but this one of
a more Secretive Nature than the others. A few of the more influential
members of the Company have undertaken to Outfit a private man-of-
war and tender for the purpose of routing out Pyracy in Madagascar and
there is reason to believe that their enterprise will meet with greater suc-
cess than those past. In part this is due to their affording every request
of the commander in the article of weaponry, supplies, and men, who
are well paid and very numerous, and this being just the beginnings of
their Preparations.

The men who are secretly arranging this Expedition, with the con-
sent of the Queen, have hired a privateer captain well known for his ac-
tive nature and in whom they place great confidence. His name is

Roger Press . . .

Yancy gasped as if he had been doused with cold water, felt his
hands clench, heard the crackle of Atwood’s letter as he crushed it in
his fist.

Press!

It was not possible. Yancy stared out over the water, but he did not
see it. He saw only Roger Press’s ugly, pockmarked face, that damned
toothpick wagging between his lips like a little accusing finger.
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No, it is not possible. Press could not have escaped . . .

But how many were there with that name? And of all of them, how
many would be of such a kidney as to lead a raid against a pirates’
stronghold? It was not inconceivable that Press had somehow re-
deemed himself, worked his way to a place of trust, at least trust
enough that he might be given a secret and dangerous mission such as
this.

Nagel stood patient but worried. He knew better than to ask Yancy
what the trouble was.

Yancy looked at the date on top of the letter. The second of August,
1706. Almost three months past. If Press had sailed at the same time as
the ship that had brought it, he could arrive any day. Even if he had
not, he would not be far behind.

Yancy whirled around, put his hands flat on the low wall, looked
down at the cluster of buildings below and the few figures moving
around, as if he could judge from there their fidelity and willingness to
fight for his kingdom.

“. . . Affording every request of the commander in the article of
weaponry, supplies, and men, who are well paid and very numerous . . .”
That was what Atwood wrote. Would those villains down there stand
and fight a well-armed and motivated band of mercenaries? Not
bloody likely.

In his mind he saw himself racing down a strange hallway, flinging
open doors, looking for the one that concealed the plan, the right ac-
tion to meet this new threat. Door after door, and then he opened one
and behind it was something he recognized as an idea. He studied the
thing, and as he did, it resolved into a possibility. A minute’s more con-
sideration and it had become a full-fledged plan of action.

Elephiant Yancy had not become Lord Yancy by folding in panic in
the face of every adversity. He had become Lord Yancy by recognizing
that all adversity held in its core potential opportunity.

And here was adversity: his most hated enemy, still alive, well
armed, and coming for him. But what Yancy saw was Roger Press sail-
ing right into his arms. Roger Press, coming right to him and thinking
it was all a great secret.
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He straightened, turned to Nagel, but before he could speak, he was
overcome by a hacking cough that doubled him over and rendered
him incapable of speech for half a minute.

He looked up again, at Nagel’s worried face. “The time has come,
my dear Henry. To prepare for the future. We cannot tarry. Our fate
will be upon us soon.”



THE Elizabeth Galley drifted on her forlorn stream for two hours,
helped along by the fitful breeze. When the tide turned at last and they
could make no headway against it, they anchored with the second
bower and kept anxious watch astern, fearful of pursuit.

“They,” in this case, did not include Thomas Marlowe. As con-
cerned as he was—and he had more reason than any to be so—he was
too exhausted to care. His arm ached terribly where the bullet had
grazed him.

He stumbled below, shed coat and sword, fell facedown on the
cushion-covered lockers aft. He was hardly aware of Elizabeth clean-
ing and dressing his wound. He tried to recall if, in his younger days,
he could have taken on such activity and not have felt so spent, but he
could not recall and did not really care about that either, and soon he
was asleep.

He woke to find daylight coming in through the stern windows and
the Elizabeth Galley under way, heeling slightly in what he perceived
was a usable wind.

He pulled himself from the locker, staggered out the door and into
the waist, then up to the quarterdeck. It was a magnificent day, bright
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blue skies with only a smattering of benign clouds, a breeze to drive
the ship along. The brown Thames stretched away before and behind,
the shores seeming to bustle past, the crowds of shipping—every type
of shipping—moving in every direction, with every conceivable pur-
pose. But the stately Elizabeth Galley clove a straight wake downriver,
lovely, noble in her headlong flight.

“Captain . . 7 A worried-looking Peleg Dinwiddie hustled up to
him, even as he was trying to get his bearings. “You had said, sir, we
was to make for the open sea, and the tide turned, and this blessed
breeze, and you was still asleep . . .7

Elizabeth came up behind him, stepped around the portly officer,
put her arm through Marlowe’s. “It is my fault, Captain. I begged Mr.
Dinwiddie to not disturb you, told him he should just proceed with
your last order. Here [ am giving commands, and me with less author-
ity than the meanest sailor aboard.”

“Never in life, my love.” Marlowe kissed the proffered cheek. “You
command us all. And I am grateful for the sleep, truly I am.”

He looked around once more, saw that Gravesend was a mile or so
astern of them. The place where he was born. He wondered if he
would ever see it again.

“Oh, Lord, there is nothing like sleep to set one up again!” he ex-
claimed. The night before, his mood had been black and desperate.
His life in ruins. But now, rested, under that perfect sky, he saw
only possibilities. Now he needed only to get the others to share his
vision.

By tacit consent they did not even mention their predicament for
the next three days. That was the time it took to drop down the
Thames, past Southend and Sheerness where the river spread out to
merge with the North Sea, to double Foreness Point and turn south,
past Ramsgate and back through the Strait of Dover and into the En-
glish Channel once more.

It was only there, with the Elizabeth Galley sailing a line almost
halfway between England and France and out of sight of both, with
only water and, on occasion, distant sails to be seen—sails that fled at
the sight of them for fear they were pirates or privateers—did they un-
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dertake a formal discussion of their situation and what they might do
about it.

Elizabeth spoke first. “Our entire cargo, in which we have invested
our very last penny, is sitting in that villain Dickerson’s warehouse.
Our neighbors’ as well, and they will expect to be paid for it, out of our
purse, | reckon, if we just abandon it. And now we are every minute
leaving it farther behind.”

Marlowe nodded thoughtfully as he watched her. It occurred to him
that she had more than a financial stake in this. It had been her idea
in the first place to use the Elizabeth Galley as a merchantman to save
on shipping rates. If it ended up being their ruin, she would have to
bear the guilt.

“I fear,” said Bickerstaff, “we have shipped all our eggs in a single
basket, to rework the old saw. Worse, we have put other people’s eggs
in as well.”

It was not a crowded meeting. Just Marlowe, naturally, as captain
and owner, and Elizabeth, being the bookkeeper and supercargo.
Bickerstaff, to whom Marlowe had looked for advice almost since they
met. And Peleg Dinwiddie, who, as first officer, had a right to take part
in any such discussion.

Peleg did not actually take part, of course. Marlowe never thought
he would. Rather, he sat at the table, hands folded, trying to look as if
he were carefully considering every point made. He nodded, twisted
his fingers, frowned, smiled as the occasion warranted, but he said
nothing. In the great cabin he possessed none of the authority and con-
fidence with which he prowled the quarterdeck. He looked very un-
comfortable, in fact.

“Without we are paid for our cargo, we cannot even buy the provi-
sions we will need to return to the colonies,” Elizabeth pointed out.
Thomas could hear the despair creeping in around the edges of her
voice. It was time to put a stop to this talk.

“The tobacco is lost to us,” Marlowe said. “We may as well have
dumped it in the river.”

“But sure there is some way . . . ?” Elizabeth began.

“No. Perhaps if I had driven that topsl yard right through Roger
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Press’s black heart, we might have been able to return. Believe me, I
tried, but I fear I killed no more than the boat.

“Press will see to it that Dickerson informs him if anyone comes
calling in regard to our tobacco. He will have the warehouse watched.
Even if we send someone in our stead, hire an agent, it will do us no
good. Anyone who looks twice at our cargo will be arrested. I do not
care to think on what Press might do to someone in order that he
might extract information from him.”

“This Press would seem quite rabid with the thought of vengeance,”
Bickerstaff observed.

“He is like that. Always was, as I recall. Though it is not as if ma-
rooning him was my notion. It was a vote of the crew.”

“ ‘Marooning him, sir?” Dinwiddie spoke for the first time.

“It is nothing, Mr. Dinwiddie. Happened a long time ago. A . . .
business decision, if you will.”

“Still, I can see how a fellow might take it personal,” Bickerstaff ob-
served.

“All right, goddamn it, can we speak of our cargo?” Elizabeth said,
annoyed, exasperated. “What are we to do about that?”

“Nothing,” Marlowe said. “Abandon it.”

“T'hen we are ruined.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps there is some other way that we might regain
our fortune . . .7

He said the words, let them hang in the air, gave the others a mo-
ment to wonder. It was good theater, and he needed every trick he
could muster.

“Very well, if you will make us beg,” said Bickerstaft, “pray what is
this scheme of yours, this main chance?”

“We sail for Madagascar.”

Silence again as these words took hold. There was no need to ex-
plain the scheme further. No need to describe the treasure ships of the
Great Mogul, the riches to be had on the Pirate Round. The four peo-
ple sitting at the table in the great cabin knew all about it, as did any-
one in the American colonies with any connection to the sea. The
name “Madagascar” was enough to summon it all up.
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“Piracy, then?” said Bickerstaff, making no attempt to disguise his
disdain. “On the account?”

“Not piracy. Privateering. Stay . . .” Marlowe cut Bickerstaff off be-
fore he could make the obvious objection. “I do have a commission for
privateering, my dear Francis. Governor Richier was kind enough to
offer me one, and I had the foresight to accept.”

“Richier offered you one? Just like that? Did he think it his duty as
host? Is that a consideration he extends to all his guests?”

“Well, I may have offered him some little token, I do not recall.”

Bickerstaff just looked at him, making a small shaking motion with
his head, and Marlowe could see he was taken aback by what he was
hearing.

After all these years, and you are still surprised by me, Marlowe
thought. But wait, my friend, it gets better yet.

“Very well, privateering,” Elizabeth said. “You have a commission,
it is as legal as it is wont to be.” As a young woman, beautiful and des-
titute, Elizabeth had been forced into prostitution. She understood the
occasional need for pragmatism over loftier moral considerations. “But
Madagascar is halfway around the world. We have no provisions and
no money to buy them.”

“Ah, as to that, I do happen to have a bit tucked away,” Marlowe
said. “Enough certainly to provision for the voyage.”

““Tucked away’?” Elizabeth asked. “You mean to say you have
money—specie —that I did not know about?”

“Well, yes, in fact. I buried it on the property, just after I bought it.
Before we were married, ages before. Quite forgot about it, really. Just
thought to dig it up before we left.”

Now it was Elizabeth’s turn to look stunned. Before she could speak,
Bickerstaff said, “I know the Moors are considered easy game, but we
have no cannon, no small arms, no powder. Sure they are not so cow-
ardly that they will surrender to an unarmed vessel?”

“I think the small pittance I have should be enough to buy us those
things. Cannon, small arms, powder—yes, I reckon we can stretch it
enough that we might get what we need.”

“But where? What chandler will you apply to for those articles?”
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“We shall get them in Madagascar, my dear Francis! All things are
to be had in Madagascar.”

“Hold a moment.” Elizabeth found her voice at last. “Do you mean
to say that you have specie enough to provision and arm this ship? That
you have all this time been in possession of enough money to do all
that, and you let me think we were on the very edge of ruin?”

“Ah .. Marlowe stalled. From the moment he decided to dig up
that hidden booty, he had envisioned this scene. It had been like
watching a great storm building on the horizon, knowing it could not
be avoided, that it would lash him eventually. And here it was.

“Yes, I suppose so,” he said. “But I cannot tell you all my secrets,
now can I? You would fast grow bored with me if I did not retain just
a little mystery.”

Marlowe did not think that his flip answer would placate her, and
he was right. He saw her eyebrows come together, her lips purse, her
arms fold, and he knew he had not yet felt the brunt of the storm. We’ll
run before it under bare poles, he thought. There is naught else to do.

“Well, I reckon you got this all thought out!” Peleg Dinwiddie said.
His voice was loud and enthusiastic, and it startled the others, who,
being wrapped up in layer upon layer of emotion and personal history
and the subtleties of their relationships, had entirely forgotten that he
was there.

Bickerstaff looked sharply at Marlowe. “Thomas, I find your coyness
frankly offensive. Pray do not pretend you have not planned this for
some time.”

Bickerstaff was right, of course. Marlowe had been planning it for
some time. Years. Ever since the horrible memory of his pursuit of
King James had begun to fade. Ever since his fortunes had begun to
ebb and his boredom and disgust with the gentry of the Tidewater, of
the idle life of a lord of the manor, had begun to flood. Ever since then
he had been planning this, even if he had never said so explicitly, not
even to himself.

He was sick of playing the gentleman around Williamsburg. He was
sick of worrying about money. He was sick of the small beer of tobacco
cultivation. He was ready for a big payoff.
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“Perhaps I have. And a damned good job, too. Because we would be
shipwrecked, ruined, with no options, if I had not.” Marlowe was grow-
ing weary of the coy act as well. “So I have steered us to a place where
we might find some real money. If any of you can advise some other
course, then I am pleased to listen.”

The great cabin was silent, an uncomfortable, grim, angry silence,
as each person’s eyes shifted from one to another. Dinwiddie alone did
not look angry. He looked worried, and Marlowe guessed that he was
afraid someone might talk the captain out of steering for Madagascar.

But Marlowe knew that would not happen.

“No,” Bickerstaff said at last, his words clipped. “No, we have no
choice. That is your genius, Thomas, it always has been. You do not
ask others to follow you; you maneuver them until they have no
choice. You did it with the Plymouth Prize, you did it when we hunted
for King James, and you are doing it now. I am in awe, sir, of your
skill.”

“I will accept your compliment, whether you meant it as such or
no,” said Marlowe.

“Of course, tricking us into acquiescence is one thing. Your plans
are for naught if the men will not agree.”

At that, Peleg Dinwiddie actually chuckled, an odd sound in such a
charged atmosphere. “Oh, sir, I do not reckon you’ll get much fight
out of them!”

Dinwiddie was right about that. Once those in the great cabin had
agreed to Marlowe’s plans—or had at least yielded to the dual thrusts
of logic and coercion—they made their way to the quarterdeck.
Thomas could see the curious glances, the eyes following them as they
climbed up the ladder aft. Every man aboard the ship understood what
had taken place in London, the predicament that Marlowe was in, the
fact that they were each owed money. They knew that the ship’s deci-
sion makers had spent the entire morning in the great cabin, and they
guessed that some word was imminent.

“Mr. Honeyman, pray assemble the men aft,” Marlowe said. Hon-
eyman nodded, called the word down the deck. Men came up from
below, down from aloft, back to the after end of the waist, where they
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assembled, some standing, some sitting, all of them looking up at the
quarterdeck like groundlings before a stage.

Marlowe looked down at them. Half of the faces looking up at him
were black, and that surprised him. He did not often see the whole
crew en masse, and so accustomed had he become to their odd
makeup, so integrated into the shipboard life were the former field
hands, that Marlowe had lost track of the fact that this was something
unusual.

He had always counted the field hands as his own faction on board.
He, after all, had freed them from slavery. They were the men of Mar-
lowe House, his people, standing between him and whatever muti-
nous, piratical villains they might be forced to ship.

But now, looking out over the hands, he was not so sure.

The men no longer grouped themselves by race. Though they ap-
peared to stand in a loose mob, black and white, Marlowe could see
that they were in fact gravitating into their watches, starboard and lar-
board, each with his own, and also into that most intimate of shipboard
divisions, the mess.

The clothes that the young men from Marlowe House had made
new on the passage to England were now worn and tar-stained and
patched. The men themselves had the loose-limbed, casual stance of
the true deep-water sailor, like men possessing enormous strength of
arm and endurance but not willing to waste any of it. They had the
sailor’s cocksure, jaunty quality. They seemed to swagger even when
they were standing still.

The blacks were no longer the men of Marlowe House, they were
Elizabeth Galleys now, loyal to their ship, loyal to their mates fore-
most. Once he could have counted on their support, but now they
would be as unpredictable as any crowd of sailors.

The lower deck was the most heterogeneous workplace in the
world.

“Listen here, you men,” Marlowe began, an unnecessary injunc-
tion, he saw, since he already had everyone’s rapt attention.

Honeyman was sitting on top of the spare spars, the hard cases that
he had recruited standing around him like his own personal crew.
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Sundry others of the men before the mast stood scattered around the
waist. Twenty-eight men. Not a large crew, not for a pirate vessel.

“You men know what happened in London, you know we can’t go
back there. We would be taken, hanged for piracy, as unjust as that
might be. The mariner doesn’t always get justice—foremast jack or
master, it makes no difference. You know that better than anyone.

“So we have a problem. Our cargo is gone. We'll see not one penny
of profit for our labors. But there might be a way we can recoup our
loss. Perhaps even make some profit. Perhaps even strike it rich. I pro-
pose we steer for Madagascar!”

That proposition received the response that Marlowe had expected:
wild cheers, hats waved in the air, grins all around. Even the black
men, who two months before probably had never even heard of Mada-
gascar, cheered with enthusiasm, having no doubt been filled with
tales of the Pirate Round by the more experienced seamen aboard.

“I take heart from your response,” Marlowe said. “Madagascar it is!”

“Hold a moment, Captain!” Honeyman stood up, took a step for-
ward.

Oh, son of a whore, Marlowe thought. Must we hear from the sea
lawyer now?

“I'm for Madagascar, much as the next man,” Honeyman began.
“But it was a merchantman we signed aboard. Merchantman rules. If
we are off on the Pirate Round, then it changes things.”

Marlowe leaned on the rail, glared down at Honeyman. “You men
signed ship’s articles. You are bound by them.”

“Beg pardon, sir, and pray believe I mean no disrespect,” Honey-
man continued, “but those was ship’s articles for a trading voyage to
London and back to Virginia. Off to Madagascar . . . well, that changes
it. We're not bound by those articles. I say we draft articles anew, in the
fashion of the Code of the Coast.”

Glare as he might, Marlowe could not silence the murmur of con-
sent that ran through the men at this suggestion.

Then Dinwiddie stepped forward, the timidity he might have felt in
the great cabin entirely gone now that he stood on the quarterdeck, his
natural forum, and faced the sailors below.
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“Damn you, you sneaking puppy!” he bellowed at Honeyman.
“Captain has given orders, and they’re to be obeyed!”

Dinwiddie’s was a voice that would have cowed most men, but Hon-
eyman persisted. “The captain will be obeyed in all things. I reckon
the men will agree there be no voting on captain, nor officers, which
is common among the Roundsmen, as you know well, Mr. Dinwiddie.
[ say only we need articles.”

The murmur of approval grew louder, heads nodded, eyes fixed aft.
Well, it is out of the damned bottle now, and I shall never get it back in,
Marlowe thought. Damn that man, Honeyman— he has hoisted me by
my own petard.

Then up stepped Burgess, one of Honeyman’s hard cases, his
gnarled, muscular arms folded, his gold earring flashing, his head
bound in a red damask cloth. “I say we votes Mr. Honeyman as quar-
termaster!” he called, and that brought a renewed murmur of approval.

Marlowe clenched his teeth, felt the entire thing slipping from his
grasp.

A quartermaster now, and new articles.

But that was the way of the pirates—he knew it better than any on
board. He had hoped to have it all ways, to be captain of a Red Sea
Rover without submitting to the crude democracy of the Brethren of
the Coast. But now he saw that would not happen. Seamen as a tribe
were too protective of their precious rights to let him off that easily.

Would they now vote him out of his captaincy? And if so, what
could he do about it? It was he, after all, who had suggested piracy in
the first place.

“Very well,” Marlowe said. He glanced behind him. Bickerstatf
stood off to one side. He gave Marlowe a cocked eyebrow, an eloquent
sermon on Marlowe’s misplaced self-assurance. “Let us vote.”

The polling did not take long, no more time than it took for Mar-
lowe to say, “Who here would vote Duncan Honeyman as quarter-
master?” and for every man aboard, including the former field workers
from Marlowe House, to raise his hand.

That done, Honeyman stood on the main hatch, and all eyes turned
from Marlowe to him. And Marlowe understood that he had just given
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up his supreme authority as a legitimate ship’s captain for the popular
rule of the pirates, and he was not happy. The quartermaster of a pirate
ship was the representative of the men, the bridge between great cabin
and lower deck, and now that bridge was Honeyman, the sea lawyer.

How long has he planned this moment? Marlowe wondered. Since
Norfolk, from the moment I first said “Madagascar”?

“See here.” Honeyman was talking now. “We said no vote on offi-
cers and Mr. Dinwiddie and Mr. Flanders are fine officers in any
event, and Mr. Marlowe as good a captain as ever I've sailed with. I
reckon we need only choose a new bosun, and we're set up proper.”

They chose Burgess, as experienced and able as he was taciturn and
piratical.

Honeyman and Marlowe retired to the great cabin, where they
might work out the new articles in peace.

“Captain Marlowe,” Honeyman began, “I want you to know I mean
no disrespect, nor no challenge to your authority, by this. It’s just . . .
well, the way things are.”

“Yes, yes,” said Marlowe, impatient, wanting to be done with that
distasteful job. Marlowe, the manipulator, did not care to be manipu-
lated himself, and he had been. Played like a flute.

It took them no more than an hour to draw up the articles for the
Elizabeth Galley. They both were familiar enough with the protocol of
the pirate ship that they had only to write it down, with a little modifi-
cation to fit their circumstances.

Every man to have a vote in affairs of the moment, save for those
concerning the disposition of the Elizabeth Galley, of which Thomas
Marlowe was recognized as the sole owner.

FEvery man to keep his piece, pistol, and cutlass clean and fit for
service; any man who would desert the ship or his quarters in battle
would suffer marooning; any man who would cheat his shipmates out
of the value of one dollar would suffer marooning. The captain and
quartermaster to receive two shares of a prize, boatswain and gunner
and officers one and a half shares.

It differed from the standard agreement among the pirates in only a
few points. An exception was made for Elizabeth in the clause banning
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all women from the ship, and the great cabin was recognized as her
and Thomas’s private domain, a luxury not enjoyed by most pirate cap-
tains.

Honeyman looked on these concessions as thoughtful considera-
tion, but Marlowe considered them patronizing and demeaning, and
they made him angrier still.

When the ink was dry, they took the document out to the waist,
where it was read aloud, and then every man, save for Bickerstaff,
signed, and those who could only make their mark did so, and Mar-
lowe wrote their name beside.

In just half a day, and with that single piece of paper, the Elizabeth
Galley was transformed from an honest merchantman to a Red Sea pi-
rate.

That night Thomas Marlowe slept on the lockers aft. Elizabeth
made it plain that he was not welcome in her bed.

He wondered, as he lay on his back looking out the big windows at
the stars swaying overhead with the roll of the ship, how long she was
likely to stay that angry. He wondered how Honeyman might be plot-
ting to betray him, if Bickerstaft would remain forever disgusted with
him and his clever manipulations.

All the plunder in the Indian Ocean would be meaningless to him
if he lost the love of Elizabeth and Francis. He wondered if he had not

made an enormous miscalculation.
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ELEPHIANT, Lord Yancy, looked around the clearing that had been
hacked from the living jungle. It had been cleared years before his ar-
rival and then left, and the jungle had quickly returned, like water rush-
ing into a hollow in a cliff, before Yancy ordered it cleared once more.
Fifteen miles along the length of the island, on winding, half-obscured
paths from the great house and lands that he had by divine right inher-
ited from Adam Baldridge. Fifteen miles through a deep ravine and
then up along a knife-edge trail to the secret location, near the crest of
one of the low mountains in the heart of the island of St. Mary’s.

It had been a long day’s hike to that place. Yancy, not as strong as he
once was, had had to ask repeatedly that they stop, allow him to rest,
before taking up the climb again. He waved off the others™ solicitous
concern.

Now, sitting on a stool in the shade, Yancy let his eyes move slowly
over the small wood-and-wattle house, the high row of pickets that sur-
rounded it, the deep, deep jungle beyond, a wall of coconut and ba-
nana and papaya. Like the big house, this smaller outpost had been
built by Baldridge, and though not as opulent, it was still unstinting in
the quality of the location and construction.
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For the first few years that Yancy had been king on the island, he had
not even known of its existence. He might never have known about that
secret place had one of his Malagasy wives not made an ofthand refer-
ence to it and then, on his further questioning, led him there.

It was in far worse shape than the big house, having been com-
pletely abandoned. The jungle was to a building what the sea was to a
ship: left unchecked, it would work its way in, creep in through tiny
openings, overwhelm and consume. The small house had been near
to returning to a state of nature when Yancy found it.

Baldridge had understood the need for secret places, escape routes,
clandestine entrances, the advantage of having a place to which one
could get away. A place that was hidden and easily defensible. Yancy
understood that as well, and he took advantage of the preparations that
Baldridge had made.

He set his men to beating the jungle back once more, to repairing
walls and roof and the stockade that surrounded the house. It was slow
going. He could put only his most trusted few to work, because he
would not reveal the existence of the place to any of the others.

It had taken months, but the place at last was set to rights. For sev-
eral years it had been maintained that way, but rarely used. Yancy had
no need to leave the big house. He did not wish to take his eyes off the
activity on the harbor for very long.

Atwood’s letter had changed that, had made it imperative that the
small house be readied for occupation. The trusted few were set at it,
urged on by Yancy, who expected every day to hear from his lookout at
the top of the jungle-clad hills rising up behind the town that Press’s
ship and tender were standing into the harbor, guns run out, armed
men swarming the decks.

But now it was done. Repaired, provisioned, armed. Yancy had casks
of fresh salt beef and pork and dried peas stacked under cover. Barrels
of powder and shot, muskets, a few swivel guns that could be mounted
on the stockade. A natural spring came up right in the middle of the
yard, which no doubt was why Baldridge had chosen that site.

They were ready to hold out there as long as need be. And Roger
Press had not yet arrived.
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“Good. Good,” he said, nodding his approval. He pulled a red silk
handkerchief from his sleeve and mopped his brow. Looked up at
Henry Nagel, looming over him. “And the weapons, Henry? You are
sure of the weapons?”

“Aye, sir. Seen every one of the muskets fired myself, just yesterday,
to the number of fifty. Swivels as well. Two hundred rounds per gun.”

“Good, good.” They looked across the courtyard, enclosed by the
stockade. Fifteen or so of the original Terrors were cleaning weapons
and making repairs to the stockade and finishing up the last of the myr-
iad details that would make the outpost comfortable and defensible.

They would need their women, too, of course, at least a portion of
their harems. That would make it crowded, to be sure, but it was im-
possible to think of holding out for any length of time otherwise. With
no women it would be like life at sea, but without the constant work
or threat or hope of a prize to keep minds occupied.

The men would get restless, and resentful of having to do the me-
nial chores of cooking and cleaning. These, after all, were the elite of
St. Mary’s, the founding fathers. They would not even be engaged in
the tasks of repairing and provisioning the compound, were it not for
the need for secrecy.

Yancy looked over the house, but his mind was still on the issue of
his harem. Since receiving her letter, his thoughts kept wandering
back to his first wife, the one he had left back in New York. Sometimes
when he lay with one of his Malagasy wives he would close his eyes
and picture her— Susan, that was her name —her lovely white skin and
blond hair, like silk.

“Lord Yancy?” Nagel interrupted his reverie.

“What?” Yancy snapped, a response that would have made other
men wince, but Nagel, too dumb or too unafraid, did not react, and it
made Yancy suspicious.

“It’s only, sir . . . do you means to hide out here? Forever, like? If I
might be so bold, sir, what is your plan?”

“Plan?” Yancy coughed into his handkerchief. “I have no plan,
Henry. What can we do against Press, with his great band of loyal
men? These” —he indicated the others with a wave of his arm, “these



THE PIRATE ROUND 117

are the only men [ can trust. Precious few. No, Henry, [ fear that all I
can do is see that my beloved Terrors are safe, off in this paradise where
Press cannot find you.”

“Us, sir,” Nagel corrected.

“Pardon?”

“Us. Where Press cannot find us.”

Yancy was silent for a moment, watching the activity in the court-
yard. “Oh, yes, yes. Us, of course.”

Foul weather, above and below.

Seven days since the meeting in the great cabin, and Elizabeth was
still sulky, still giving Marlowe only the most perfunctory of greetings,
at first silent during dinner, and then abandoning dinner altogether,
eating in the sleeping cabin, forcing him to sleep on the locker. Fur-
ther apologies had been of no avail, attempts to cajole her out of her
funk had been met with angry looks.

It seemed incredible to Marlowe that she should be so angry over
one simple lie. Not even a lie, really, a mere omission of information.
It was his money, his responsibility. His contrition was turning to anger
as Elizabeth held tenaciously on to her grudge.

Bickerstaff, too. He did not sulk, was not the sulking kind, but nei-
ther did he try to hide the certain coolness he felt toward Marlowe.

It was something Marlowe had anticipated, something he had
worked into the calculation. Bickerstaff detested pirates. Years before,
when he had been Marlowe’s prisoner—or, more accurately,
Malachias Barrett’s—Marlowe had forced him to sail in the sweet
trade. But he had never forced him to commit piracy, had allowed him
to stay below and out of any fight, had defended Bickerstaff against the
other men on board the ship who thought him a coward.

It was not for want of courage that Bickerstaff stayed below. He was
not wanting at all in that area. It was because of his moral revulsion
with piracy. Marlowe knew he would not wish to sail the Pirate Round.
But he knew as well that practical considerations and concern not for
Marlowe’s social standing but for Elizabeth’s, whom he loved, would
lead him to countenance it at least, if not participate.
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Marlowe knew from the beginning that Bickerstaff would not be
pleased to find out the extent to which he had planned out the entire
thing. Still, he was surprised by how very displeased Bickerstaff seemed
to be.

Honeyman went about his duties as ever, if perhaps a little less
taciturn and a little more conciliatory, which only served to annoy
Marlowe more. Dinwiddie grew more surly by the day, not pleased
to find himself a first officer with less real authority than the quar-
termaster.

And overhead a thick blanket of gray cloud, through which the sun
made not even the ghost of an appearance, not even a bright disk to
hint at where it was. Below the solid cover, darker clouds raced along,
driven fast by winds that were flowing in a direction different from that
of the wind over the water.

The seas were big and growing bigger, gray, lumpy, with stark white-
caps as the tops broke on the bigger waves. The atmosphere was
moody, hostile, threatening. Tense.

Marlowe sat at the table in the great cabin, stared out the salt-
stained windows aft. A wet tablecloth spread across the tabletop held
pewter plates from sliding around with the roll of the ship. On the
plates the half-caten meal shifted slightly with the bigger seas.

He was alone at the table. Elizabeth was in the sleeping cabin, eat-
ing, sleeping, praying that God strike her husband down—he did not
know and was beginning not to care. The surfeit of ill will was numb-
ing him to it.

Bickerstaff took his meals with Dinwiddie and Flanders and Hon-
eyman. Marlowe guessed that they were not a particularly jovial group.
Better to eat alone.

The Elizabeth Galley rolled hard to larboard, and the wide-
bottomed tankard of wine toppled over, sending a dark red stain
spreading across the already-wet tablecloth, but Marlowe could not
muster the energy to do anything more than look at it, then turn back
to the seas beyond his window.

They were two days out of sight of land. After having made the de-
cision to turn Red Sea Rover, they had stood in for Penzance on
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Mounts Bay, Cornwall, at the very western tip of England, to provision
for the long voyage to Madagascar.

The Cornish people were well known for their casual disregard for
Admiralty law. They asked no questions about the unarmed privateer
victualing in that out-of-the-way port. They showed no curiosity about
the Spanish gold with which Marlowe paid, just accepted it gladly.

Three days later the Elizabeth Galley stood out of Mounts Bay with
food and water and firewood enough in her hold to see them around
the Cape of Good Hope and on to Madagascar.

Marlowe sighed, abandoned his dinner for the quarterdeck. Had it
been blue skies and calm seas, he might have stayed below, but the
weather now was to his liking. Dark, ugly skies, cold wind, spitting rain
and spray—it was like stepping right into his own confused and angry
mind.

He stopped at the weather rail, turned his back to the wind. His
cloak beat against his legs, and his hair, long enough finally to be
bound in a queue, was flung forward over his shoulder.

The bow of the Elizabeth Galley went down into a trough between
big seas, and the quarterdeck seemed to fly up in the air, like one end
of a giant seesaw. Marlowe felt his stomach left behind as the after end
of the ship rose, hung for a second, then plunged down again as the
wave passed under. An odd sensation, but he had been too long at sea
for it to bother him.

Dinwiddie and Honeyman and Burgess were everywhere, seeing
storm gaskets passed around furled sail, double-gripping the boats, in-
specting the tarpaulin covers over the hatches, rigging lifelines down
the length of the deck.

As much as he thought Honeyman was vermin, a sea lawyer, and as
much as Dinwiddie was becoming a malcontent, as surly as Burgess
was, still Marlowe had to admit that they were seamen who knew their
business. The storm that was building around them would be a bad
one, he could tell. At that moment he would not have traded the first
officer and the quartermaster and bosun for the cheeriest sycophants
on earth.

The bow plunged down again and this time slammed into the on-
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coming wave, some quirk of timing that made the vessel shudder and
sent a huge plume of water bursting over the fore rail, like surf against
a rocky shore. Marlowe saw the water douse Honeyman and Dinwid-
die, saw them hunch their shoulders against the cold deluge as they
worked their way aft along the gangway and back to the quarterdeck.

“Deck’s secured, sir,” Dinwiddie said, loud, to be heard over the ris-
ing wind. “I"gallants?”

“Aye!” Marlowe said. It was time to get the topgallant masts and
yards, the highest and weakest of the spars, down from their place aloft
and stowed safely on deck. “Once you've struck them down, let us have
the deep reef in the topsails. Mr. Honeyman, I reckon we have men
enough to rig rolling tackles while the topgallants are being struck?”

“Aye, sir, should do.”

“Very well, then. Let us get that all snugged down. I think this night
will be something of a shitter.”

“Reckon so, Captain!” Dinwiddie shouted, and then the two men
went forward again to carry out the last of the preparations for the
building storm.

Gray, dim, watery. For all the stormy afternoon the sky seemed
never to achieve full daylight. The seas built, bigger and bigger, rising
up around them to the level of the gunports, then the cap rails, then
the quarterdeck rail, so that in the trough between the waves there was
nothing but water roiling around, as if the Elizabeth Galley had been
tossed down into a hole in the ocean.

And then she would rise again on the waves, up so high it seemed
she must topple off such a fine perch, and then down once more.

The topgallant masts and yards were lowered to the deck and lashed
to the main hatch. The topsails were reefed, the top half of the sail
lashed to the yard from which it hung, leaving only a portion of the
canvas still exposed to the wind. Rolling tackles that kept the heavy
yards from slamming side to side as the ship rolled were rigged and
bowsed taut. The Elizabeth Galley plunged on.

There was one good thing about that wind, only one, and that was
that it was northeasterly, blowing the Galley south and west, the very
direction that Marlowe wished her to go. South and west, they would
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cross the Atlantic almost to the continent of South America, drift
through the equatorial doldrums, and then pick up the westerly trades
south of the line that would fling them back across the Atlantic and
around the southern tip of Africa. A long voyage. A desperate and final
attempt at salvaging his gentleman’s fortune.

The daylight, such that it was, was nearly gone when Dinwiddie
came aft. Marlowe stepped toward the first lieutenant, expecting him
to report that all was secure for the night.

The two men maneuvered toward each other, hands on the cap rail,
feet spread wide to the wild heaving of the ship, the decks wet with the
spray that filled the air and the intermittent showers of rain.

“Honeyman’s getting a little large for his goddamned britches, Cap-
tain” was the first thing Dinwiddie yelled in his ear, over the shriek of
wind in rigging. “Telling off men to rig the rolling tackles, arguing
with me about the lead of the top rope, I won'’t stand for his nonsense!”
Not exactly the report Marlowe had hoped for.

“Pray, Mr. Dinwiddie, let us see if we live through the night, and
then we'll straighten it all out in the morning!” Marlowe shouted back.
As if I need any more nonsense from these motherless chuckleheads, he
thought.

“Aye, sir.” Dinwiddie bit off the words, and Marlowe saw that he
would require some placating.

“You are right! Honeyman needs taking down, and I will see to it.
Now, are we set for the night?”

“Aye, sir, all snugged down proper! Don’t know how long we can
hold on to the topsails, though!”

Less than half an hour, as it turned out. The last vestiges of light
were starting to go as Marlowe stood at the weather rail, looking aloft
through the gloom, wondering about the topsails. He was braced
against the wind as it tried to shove him forward, like temptation push-
ing him as he tried to resist. It was his nature to carry sail as long as he
could, make every inch of distance if he was going in the right direc-
tion, but the canvas would not hold out much longer.

He had just decided it was time to take in sail, to run before the
wind and seas under bare poles, when the fore topsail split. He was ac-
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tually looking at the main topsail, contemplating the relative age and
strength of the cloth, when he felt the wind give him a hard shove. He
was pushed forward, grabbed at the rail, braced himself harder.

The Elizabeth Galley staggered as if she had been hit with a broad-
side, rolled hard to one side, the seas rolling up around her. She
groaned, and the wind in the shrouds rose in pitch, and a thousand
parts of her hull and rig clattered as she righted herself.

And then through all that chaos of noise Marlowe heard the telltale
crack of splitting canvas, a sharp report, like a gunshot. He looked up
again.

The main topsail was an unbroken field of taut, dull, wet canvas.

He bent down, looked forward and up. The fore topsail looked
much the same, a sheet of light gray in a dark gray and black world.
But just to starboard of the midpoint of the sail he could see the split,
three feet long, from the bolt rope up. Just the one split, and for the
moment it was getting no wider, as if the sail were fighting to keep it-
self together, just long enough for Marlowe to send help.

Honeyman was in the waist, and he also was looking at the sail.
Marlowe thought to shout an order, realized Honeyman would never
hear him, took a step forward —and then the sail let go.

Another crack, many times louder than the first, and when Marlowe
had looked aloft again, the topsail was nothing but ribbons blowing out
to leeward, long trails of canvas flogging like banners. The bolt rope,
which had once reinforced the edges of the topsail, was still held in
place, like the skeleton of the sail, as if it did not know that the canvas
was gone.

Underfoot Marlowe felt the ship slew a bit as the balance of sail and
hull suddenly changed. He whirled around, hand over hand on the
rail, his eyes streaming tears as he took the wind full in the face, ready
to issue orders to the helmsmen or take the tiller himself if need be.

But one of Burgess’s mates, another seasoned hard case of a seaman,
was at the tiller, backed up by one of the strong young men from Mar-
lowe House, and they had shoved the tiller over, just a bit, to com-
pensate for the change, turning just how Marlowe would have ordered
them to, so he let them alone and turned his back to the wind again.
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Honeyman was charging forward, Burgess at his heels, grabbing
men to come with him, pushing others toward the pin rails and ges-
turing. Clew it up! Clew it up! Honeyman’s meaning was clear, even
from the quarterdeck.

“Good man!” Marlowe said out loud. But Honeyman was thinking
only of the sail, and Marlowe had to think of the ship. The helmsmen
could not hold the vessel forever with the sails out of balance. One
wicked gust and she would spin beam on to the seas, and then over she
would go.

“Mr. Dinwiddie!” he shouted to the first officer who had staggered
up from the lee side. “We must get the main topsail off her!”

Dinwiddie nodded, nearly fell as the Galley’s bow, now lost in the
dark, slammed into an unseen wave. He stumbled against the bulwark,
grabbed hold, turned to Marlowe.

“You get some hands to the leeward gear!” Marlowe continued. “I
shall see the weather clews manned! Tell Flanders to get a gang to-
gether to lay aloft and stow!”

Dinwiddie nodded again and shouted the orders back, though now
Marlowe could hardly hear him for the wind, even from two feet away.
He lurched off, calling, waving for men to follow, while Marlowe gath-
ered up hands to help with the weather rigging.

They cast off clewlines and halyards and heaved away, hauling the
main topsail yard down, inch by inch. Men clung to the clewlines,
pulled, swayed with the bucking of the ship, slammed against the bul-
wark, pulled again.

At last the yard was down and the sheets were cast off and the sail
was hauled up. It filled with wind and bucked and fought like a wild
animal, but finally it was subdued through strength of arm and the me-
chanical advantage of block and tackle.

Then, one by one, the men climbed into the weather shrouds and
worked their way aloft, moving slowly, a single careful step at a time,
as the rolling ship tried to fling them into the sea. Up, up the main
shrouds, over the main top, and up the topmast shrouds. From there it
was step onto the foot ropes strung under the yards and shuffle out to
where they could claw the canvas into submission.
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Marlowe watched them go aloft. He had no business joining them.
As captain, his place was on the quarterdeck, where he could see the
entire situation, fore and aft. Indeed, it would have been a dereliction
of duty for him to abandon that place and lay aloft with his men. But
still, even after all the years he had had command of ships at sea, he
could hardly bear to send men aloft into such peril while he remained
behind.

Bickerstaff, he saw, was with them. He had been on deck through
most of the day, bearing a hand, ignoring Marlowe. He worked by
choice. He had no official duties on board. In fact, he was something
of a nonentity, having refused to sign the ship’s articles, leaving him
with no vote and no right to any prize taken.

But for all that, Bickerstaff was not a man to shrink from labor, not
the kind to use his status as a gentleman to avoid hauling side by side
with the men, especially in a crisis such as the building storm. And so
he hung from the clewlines like the others, heave and belay, and made
his careful way aloft to save their precious topsail from the wind’s ter-
rible grip.

And Marlowe wished fervently that Bickerstaft would not die before
he had a chance to redeem himself in his friend’s eyes.

For over an hour the men fought with the main topsail. At last it was
stowed and what was left of the fore topsail lashed in place and all the
men back in the relative safety of the deck.

Full night was on them, complete blackness, which meant that
every big sea that rolled up from the dark took them by surprise, some-
times breaking over the stern, sometimes seeming to pause in front of
them so that the bow pounded into the wall of water again and again.

A wild, hellish night of mounting wind and bitter-cold spray, a night
where men and gear were tossed around the deck by the capricious
seas, and water coming over the bow and through the gunports in the
open waist would run two and three feet high over the deck.

But still Marlowe was sanguine about it all. Years of experience told
him that they were at the height of the storm, that dawn would bring a
slacking of the wind, a diminishing of the seas. And they were secure
now, the sails stowed away, everything on deck lashed down, the pumps
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working well. It was all hands on deck, too rough for anyone to get a
watch below, but the men were not exhausted or starved, and they were
showing what a solid and coordinated crew they had become.

The Elizabeth Galley was moving fast under just bare poles. The
sail area that her masts and yards alone presented was enough to drive
her at six and seven knots before the gale. Under their bow, over three
thousand miles of open ocean. And best of all, and most unusual given
the seemingly malicious nature of storms at sea, they were being driven
in just the direction they wished to go.

Cold, wet to the skin, tired, throat burning from swallowing salt
spray, Marlowe was still feeling largely optimistic as he struggled down
the ladder to the waist and, bouncing off the doors in the alleyway,
stumbled aft to the great cabin to check on Elizabeth.

He found her in her bunk—their bunk, their former bunk—{flat on
her back, moaning with each wild swing of the hanging bed. It took
quite a bit to make Elizabeth seasick, but the storm was giving quite a
bit that night.

“How are you, my dear?” he asked, trying to sound tender and sen-
sitive, which was hard, as he had practically to yell over the cacophony
of creaking timbers and the waves and the howl of the wind.

She looked up at him, her face waxy in the light of the lantern,
which also swung in wild arcs, throwing crazy shadows around the
small sleeping compartment. Her long hair was tangled and matted,
and it looked as if she had not been entirely successful in keeping it
clear while she vomited.

For a moment her expression was pleading, vulnerable, and Mar-
lowe thought she was going to express her unfailing love for him, there
on what she might believe to be her deathbed. But she did not. Instead
she flopped onto her back and closed her eyes as the ship rolled and
the bunk swung so hard that it thumped on the overhead.

When the Galley had come upright again, she said simply “Go to
hell, Thomas,” so soft Marlowe could scarcely hear.

Well, damn you, then. You shall be sorry, you ungrateful wench, if we
all die this night, Marlowe thought, and without another word he
turned and left her there.
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Back down the alleyway and into the waist, past groups of men hud-
dled in what shelter they could find. Nothing to do at the moment, no
sail to trim, and the ship seemed to be standing up to the storm’s on-
slaught. Only the helm to man and the pumps to work, and beyond
that there was only to stay awake and alert, because their happy stasis
could be torn away by a single rogue wave or gust of wind.

For all that black night Marlowe prowled the quarterdeck, standing
sometimes in the lee of the cloth lashed up in the mizzen shrouds,
sometimes talking with the helmsmen or with Dinwiddie or Honey-
man to see how the vessel fared, sometimes making his way down into
the waist to give the men some encouragement and to see that noth-
ing had been overlooked. But the Galley was strong and well set up,
and the crew he had managed to piece together was competent and
able, if not so numerous as he might have wished, and all was well.

Two bells in the morning watch, five A.M., and Marlowe realized
that the pumps were sounding louder. It took his fatigue-shrouded
brain a moment to realize that this was due to a lessening in the wind,
a diminishing in the omnipresent howl that had tormented them all
the dark hours.

With that realization came the awareness that the sea was settling
down a bit. It was still a mad, pitching, rolling, yawing ride through the
big swells, but Marlowe realized it was not as bad as it had been an
hour before, and an hour hence, he had reason to hope, it would be
better yet.

Dawn came around four bells, no more than a gray version of the
night, with the sun entirely hidden behind the impenetrable cloud.
The sea was the color of lead, rising up all around, row after row of wa-
tery hillocks that obscured everything beyond as the Elizabeth Galley
sank down in the space between them and then gave a brief glimpse of
the horizon as she rose up again. But the menace of the night was
gone, the tension that came with not knowing when the next wave
would be on them or how big it might be.

Dinwiddie sent lookouts forward and to either beam, there now
being some hope that they might see something, if there was anything
to see. Marlowe doubted there would be. They had been running fast
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away from the English coast all night. Nothing was under their bow
now but open water, clear to the Americas.

He sat wearily down on a quarter bitt. His legs ached, and his skin
was chafed raw in several places from his salt-water-soaked clothing.
He was thinking about breakfast.

Then the forward lookout shouted, “Son of a bitch!” his voice edged
in panic.

Marlowe shot to his feet, leaped up on the bitt, hand on the mizzen
shrouds, looking forward. Water, nothing but water.

“What is it, you poxed whoreson?” Dinwiddie shouted.

“Ship! Damn me! A wreck!” was all the lookout could splutter. The
Elizabeth Galley came up again as the sea passed under. There, below
her now, unseen in the trough of the waves until that moment, was a
ship, or what was left of one.

Dismasted, half sunk, lying almost on her beam ends, her bottom
toward the Galley, her deck on the far side. Glistening in the dull light,
water breaking over her. A ship, lying at a right angle to the Galley, like
something that had risen up from the grave, her stern under the Gal-
ley’s bow, directly in their path.

“Starboard your helm! Starboard!” Marlowe shouted. The helms-
men shoved the tiller over. The Galley began to turn as the wave
passed under and the wreck rose up above them. And then the next
roller had the Galley, driving her forward, and the two ships struck.
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THE GALLEY’S spritsail yard hit first, dragging across the quarterdeck
of the drifting hulk, then catching in the shattered taffrail, tangling in-
extricably in the jagged wood, as if the dying ship were reaching out,
one last desperate grasp for help.

Honeyman was at the bow, casting off the spritsail lifts and braces,
but Marlowe could already feel the Elizabeth Galley pause as the
wreck held her in its grip.

“Shift your helm!” The tiller went over again, and the Galley
turned, just a bit. The wind and sea were driving the Galley fast, and
now the waterlogged wreck was trying to hold her back.

He could see the bowsprit flexing under the enormous pressure,
could see the spritsail yard bending, wondered what would give first.

And then the spritsail yard was torn clean away, pulling free from
the bowsprit with a cracking of wood and snapping of lines. Bits of rig-
ging whipped through the air as the big yard was wrenched off. The
Elizabeth Galley leaped forward, out of the wreck’s grip.

“Midships!” Marlowe shouted, and then the Elizabeth Galley’s star-
board bow slammed into the wreck’s transom. The ship shuddered, the
waterlogged hulk as unyielding as solid rock. The cathead crumpled
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under the impact, and the bulwark stove in. Men ran aft as the ship
dragged along the wreck, tearing itself up.

Marlowe stared, transfixed by the sight of the great round white bot-
tom of the ship. The deck was still lost to his view, the ship listing away
from the Elizabeth Galley.

The starboard fore channel hit next, tangled up in the battered stern
section of the hulk. Marlowe could see the three forward shrouds grow
taut and tauter under the strain, and then something snapped, and the
shrouds went slack again, ripped apart like old twine. If even one more
shroud was torn free, they would loose the mast.

The next sea lifted the Galley’s stern and began to shove it around.
She turned sideways to the sea, pivoting on the forward section that
was locked to the wreck. Broadside to the waves, a bigger sea might
have rolled them over, but the waves were smaller now, choppier, and
Marlowe did not see a watery end coming.

The channel wrenched free from the hulk, and the sea drove the
Galley past, and they were downwind of the drifting menace, safe, be-
yond the threat.

The deck of the dead ship came into view, and Marlowe was able to
see something of her in the imperfect light of that early morning. A big
vessel, an Indiaman perhaps. The lee bulwarks were underwater—her
hull must have been half filled. She had an hour to live, perhaps a bit
more, and then she would be gone.

On the stump of her mainmast, rising fifteen feet abov