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Chapter One


A week into being kidnapped, Peregrine was certain it was the best thing that had ever happened to him. 
There was the company, for one thing. Yes, he was locked in a tiny cabin with windows of thick, wavy glass that seemed smaller than they really ought to be to let any light in, and he’d only met the captain so far. But Peregrine found the captain both good company and Peregrine’s favourite kind of company: entertaining.
A polite knock at the hatch above, and Peregrine looked up from the book of charts he’d been struggling to read. “Do come in!” he called regally.
Captain Macdara descended, carrying Peregrine’s tray and with already a long-suffering expression on his face. That was good; saved time.
“How are you today, my prince?” he said as he set the tray down.
That wasn’t the right form of address, but Peregrine hadn’t corrected him, because it was funny.
And, he had to admit, because he liked to hear it.
“I’m very well,” Peregrine answered and then remembered his schemes and plans, of which he had too many to keep track. “Aside from how I’m greatly depressed in spirits—to be frank, dear Captain Macdara, I Am Languishing.”
The captain studied his bright, expectant face. “Are you.”
“Yes.” Peregrine clapped his hands together. “So, I was wondering—if you hadn’t made plans to ransom me yet—if you wanted to let me come and help! You know, with the piracy.”
The captain’s long-suffering look grew more pronounced. “I could always throw you overboard.”
“I can swim!” he said brightly.
Macdara pulled a stool over, sitting so he no longer towered over him. The captain wasn’t a tall man, but Peregrine was, regrettably, quite short. It was polite of the captain to sit closer, and also meant Peregrine got to enjoy a closer view. Macdara had a magnificent, curling red beard, which Peregrine envied, and a perpetual scowl, which he did not. His hair was long and tied loosely back at the nape of his neck, curls escaping to frame his face, and he wore a horrid little black cap of some kind of leather which didn’t suit him at all. His long black coat, however, did. Standing, he had a certain raw-boned grace. Sitting like this, he looked faintly uncomfortable, like he was the visitor on his own ship and Peregrine the host. Which, of course, was the idea.
“My prince, if you could just tell me who to apply to, we can see about getting you safely home.”
Peregrine rested his face in one hand, batting his eyelashes. Nature had given him big blue eyes and by God he was going to make the most of them. “Why would I want to go home when this is such an adventure?”
“We’ll see how another week locked in here will make you feel about that,” the captain said coldly.
It was almost convincing, with his brows drawn low and his glower fearsome, but Peregrine had been this man’s ‘prisoner’ for a week now and knew him rather better than that.
So he widened his eyes. “I feel so sick and weak …”
Macdara’s steady look told him he was unimpressed, but he relented anyway. “One turn about the deck,” he said, holding up a cautioning finger, and Peregrine grinned.
He swept as best a bow as could be managed. “You are the picture of grace, my good captain.”
Was that a flush? Hard to tell under the beard. Probably not. Macdara stood. “Eat, and I’ll tell the crew.”
To keep an eye on him, no doubt, so he’d have no chance to really do anything fun. And once he was out, there’d be the whole crew to worry about—whose ways Peregrine would no doubt learn, but hadn’t learned yet—instead of just Captain Macdara, who he’d come to know quite well.
So Peregrine caught the edge of his coat to still him. “I think you really should give my proposal more thought,” he started then stopped, swallowing, as the captain gave him a flinty, intense look that was probably meant to be frightening but instead made him think, for a breathless moment, that he might really fancy the man.
Peregrine dropped his coat but continued, “Truly! You may think my life as a sheltered nobleman makes me a poor candidate, but you’d be mistaken. Like any highborn son, I am greatly accomplished at fencing, shooting, and riding, and only one of those is anything less than perfectly suited to a Life on the High Seas!”
“Why do you bloody talk like that,” Macdara muttered.
Unpromising. He pushed on. “I can earn my keep and I’ll take whatever jobs you care to give me. You know me a little by now, you know I’m always in good spirits!”
“Except for when you’re languishing,” Macdara pointed out.
“Yes, except for then. I shan’t need any special treatment!” Peregrine picked up a ship’s biscuit from his tray to wave in emphasis. “I certainly don’t need finery. Just give me one of those floppy shirts and the tight breeches and the boots up to here.”
Macdara gave him a despairing look. “My prince, that’s not—”
“Well, and perhaps a larger cabin?
The captain dropped to the stool, raking a hand over his face. “This is my cabin.”
“Oh!” And Peregrine glanced around it, inclined to be better pleased, even to find it more spacious, now he knew it was the captain’s cabin: there the captain’s bed, there his desk, there his rosary of pink coral. Generously he added, “You’re welcome to sleep in here still, you know, I can make room for you.”
“No, there’s a chance you’d strangle me in my sleep, and I’m busy,” Macdara said.
Entertaining!
“Although it’s not my cabin alone,” the captain added, because he was hilariously honest. “Our surgeon takes it some shifts, when it’s a bad idea for him to sleep in the sickroom.” He waved at a corner of the small room, loosely partitioned off with a hanging drape, which held a sea-chest and some sundry belongings.
That did explain why some of the books were in Chinese. “Hold on,” said Peregrine, who didn’t experience the pangs of a troubled conscience very often and at first thought he was just hungry. “So I’ve been rifling through some stranger’s belongings?”
Macdara huffed. “Either way, aye.”
“Oh, not you, Captain. We’ve been introduced!”
Macdara bit his lip to hide some emotion and turned his face aside for a moment. “Proper formal introduction, was it?”
From the warmth in his voice, what he was trying to hide was amusement.
Peregrine didn’t take that personally. Being snatched off the street certainly didn’t feature in any of the etiquette books he’d been forced to read as a child. “I suppose not,” he replied and sat looking at him expectantly.
The captain huffed another breath, nearly a laugh, though he didn’t smile. “Very well,” he said and rose to make a clumsy bow. “Captain Alastar Macdara, of the Cygnus.”
Peregrine stood and swept a more elegant one. “I’m Peregrine—Hawkings.”
Macdara raised an eyebrow. “Hawkings.”
“Yes, what of it?”
Crossing his arms, Macdara asked, “Would that be Peregrine Falconet Hawkings, of the Eagleton Hawkings?”
He was smiling, a twist to one side of his mouth. Peregrine slapped his shoulder. “You shut up. I’m still working on the last name.”
“Mmhm.” Macdara paced, twisting his cap between his hands. “I’ll deal with you fairly, my prince.”
“Peregrine, please,” Peregrine said in the smooth and coaxing tone he used when trying to make men fall in love with him.
Macdara waved a dismissive hand. “We’re not there yet. Now, what you need to understand—really understand—is that any life at sea is bloody and hard and bloody hard work. Piracy is near the worst of them.” He regarded him, green eyes clear and curious. “So what I’m wondering is, why would someone like you want to be a pirate?”
The bad thing about honest men was they made Peregrine want to be honest too. It was catching, like plague. 
“I will deal with you fairly in turn, Captain—” But there wasn’t enough space. Peregrine gestured impatiently. “I need to pace now. Sit down so I can pace.” The captain took his seat and Peregrine resumed, “You may think me a prisoner now, but in fact I was far more a prisoner in my old life; think of yourself as a liberator, if you like.”
“That’s the idea,” Macdara murmured, almost too soft to hear.
Peregrine was too wrought-up to care about Macdara’s rich inner life right now. “I was a captive, a privileged one, yes, but a captive all the same. Had I stayed—if you return me—my family and everyone around me would insist I marry some awful old baronet or duke who’s lost all his teeth and I just can’t stand it!”
His outburst took even him by surprise. Moreso the captain, who went still. Slowly he said, “Regrettable indeed, but I hadn’t thought those nobs would be so accepting of men marrying men.”
Peregrine drew a breath.
Here it was. It wasn’t as if he could’ve kept this secret forever; the royal family was public knowledge and by now everyone would know he was missing.
Beside. Some secrets, carefully rationed out, could build a facsimile of trust.
“They aren’t.” Normally he tried to be charming, but it was hard enough just to get these words out, and they came out bitten-off and cold. “Funnily enough, though, they aren’t keen on recognising men who they thought were women as men, either. Quite the contradiction, I’ve always felt!”
The captain’s gaze was thoughtful. He was hard to read when he wasn’t talking. Leaning back against his desk, in his cabin, on his ship: for all of Peregrine’s efforts, all the power here was his.
Peregrine met his gaze with frank honesty and, in a tucked-away corner of his mind, began planning his next steps, if the captain reacted to this as some men would. Certainly he didn’t want to be ransomed. Perhaps he could steal a boat.
Macdara scratched his chin. “And they trained you in fencing and all that?”
Peregrine threw more firewood on the brightness of his smile. “I had to sneak out and don various cunning disguises to get a proper education. The palace tutors quite despaired of me.”
Was that a smile? “I’m sure they did.”
“If you think me vexing now, you should have seen me at fifteen; I’ve mellowed out at one-and-twenty.”
“Mellow ain’t the word I’d use,” the captain said and stood. “You sit down, my prince, I’ll pace.”
Peregrine scowled, personally affronted even as he obeyed. “Why do you need to pace? This isn’t half as troubling to you as it is to me!”
“I know,” Macdara said, turning to him with that striking gentleness that made Peregrine both like him and feel vile for liking him, as though his court-trained ruthlessness would rub off on Macdara if he wasn’t careful. As though that, like honesty, was catching. “I know. I’m not troubled, I’m planning.”
Peregrine rested his elbow on the desk, trying to echo Macdara’s pose, the power in it. “Oh, very well then, I’ll allow it.”
“Thank you kindly, my prince.” Peregrine smirked at the bite of sarcasm in his words as Macdara jammed his horrible little cap back down over his wild curls. “I’ll tell the crew … not all of that, I’m not a fool, so don’t look at me like I’m one. I’ll tell them …” He walked the length of the room and back again. “Piracy won’t do. But where to leave you?”
“Piracy will do,” Peregrine said helpfully. “Piracy does!”
“I’ll talk to them,” Macdara said without seeming to hear him. He halted at the other side of the room. After a moment he said, “Can I ask—” then cut himself off.
Peregrine rubbed at his forehead, since Macdara couldn’t see him. “Go on.” He rarely had much patience with this, but he needed this man on his side.
The captain asked no prying questions though, and instead quite surprised him with, “So you—you wouldn’t oppose marrying a man, if it was as yourself?”
Peregrine grinned incredulous delight and tried to get a look at his face, but the captain was gazing steadily out the window. “Depends on the man!”
The captain turned, caught his eye, and flushed. Undoubtedly flushed.
But he explained, “You’ll fit in well here,” and left with a quick nod and without meeting his eye again. Peregrine didn’t know if it was a sign of the captain’s flustered state or an increase in trust, that this time he heard no click of the hatch being locked. 
Smirking to himself passed a few moments enjoyably, even though he knew that lanky, severe Captain Alastar Macdara was likely only flustered because he hadn’t been flirted with by many pretty young men before. Another moment passed pleasantly in repeating to himself, Captain Alastar Macdara. Finally Peregrine had a full name to put to him.
Then he grew deeply bored.
He ate, he languished, and after that there was nothing in the world to do. The pursuits that had comfortably eaten up most of a week seemed frustrating and tedious now that he seemed to stand on the edge of making real progress.
After what felt like several years, but was perhaps half an hour, the captain returned and bid Peregrine follow him. He was to meet the crew, to stride the open deck of the Cygnus at last.
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Chapter Two


Peregrine came out on deck and stood blinking and overwhelmed. All was glare and sunlight, and after that, all was a confusion of sails and rope. 
“Steady there, lad,” Macdara said quietly, standing at his side, likely ready to offer a supporting arm if he needed it. Lovely as that was, Peregrine didn’t plan to need it.
He blinked hard and took another look around.
The salt wind biting at him was a relief, and he breathed it in. As he’d gathered from when he was taken aboard, the ship was not large, and it seemed to ride rather low in the water, especially at the front—no, he knew this: the prow. A furtive glance showed no one else seemed concerned, so that must be normal.
“She’s a cutter,” Macdara said with proprietary pride. “One of the swiftest you’ll find in all these seas, my prince.”
That, Peregrine believed. Even in this light breeze the wide spread of sails strained against the single mast, skipping them over the waves like a stone skipped over a lake.
“Did you get her from other pirates?” Peregrine said. “Or did the navy sell surplus ships after the war?”
“Both, in a way. She’s English-built and privateers in Bermuda had her. We’ve made some modifications, like the privacy of your cabin, but she was always a sweet sailor. We commandeered her with Gull.” He waved toward a tall man standing near the mast.
Peregrine mock-gasped. “Captain! You’re telling me you stole your ship?”
“They were slavers,” the captain said, a smile in his eyes though he kept his lips pressed together firm and unamused. “We just disagreed over what men can and can’t own, that’s all.” He strode forward, ducking easily beneath a swinging length of wood. “Come. Stay out of the way.”
“I’m trying. I’m still getting my sea legs.”
In proper daylight, Macdara’s skin almost seemed to have a deep green tinge, as if to match his eyes. Not that much of his face was visible that wasn’t covered by curling red hair. Maybe all old sailors got that, through exposure to the ceaseless Whims of the Sea?
The ship’s wheel was in front of the hatchway to the captain’s cabin, near the rear of the ship. “My sailing master, Te Whetū Atarangi,” Macdara said, “Whetū likes to take his turn at the helm.”
The helmsman nodded to them. He looked a little older than the captain, perhaps in his mid-thirties. He was a sturdily built man with swirling tattoos on his tanned brown face and callused, capable hands.
Peregrine eyed him with interest.
“No,” the captain said and hurried him along. “Here,” he said, sounding relieved. “Kanta’s close to your age.”
Peregrine looked where he was looking and came to a stop, briefly perturbed. He dropped his tone. “But it’s …. that is, I heard it was bad luck to have women aboard ship.”
Macdara’s mouth twisted up, but it still wasn’t a smile. “If anyone aboard is bad luck, it’s me.”
The woman in question looked over. “I can hear you!” she called. Peregrine rubbed the back of his neck, then overcame his sheepishness long enough to make an elegant leg, only he really hadn’t got his sea legs yet and he stumbled. Macdara’s hand came up to steady him, gripping his arm briefly and letting go the moment he had his balance.
Peregrine didn’t let himself linger on that. “I’m Peregrine,” he said.
“Kanta Bhaduri,” she said, coming closer long enough to shake his hand. Her handshake was brisk, her hand stained with gunpowder.
Bhaduri was average height and Peregrine’s age or a few years older, her hair hidden under a bandana. She wore a soft shirt embroidered with flowers and had a blunderbuss the size of Peregrine’s arm slung over her back. Peregrine was therefore inclined toward respect.
He looked over the ordnance: four squat guns on deck, which seemed smallish for a warship, but then, he knew nothing about weaponry larger than a musket. “Gosh, how fast your ship is,” he said.
Bhaduri lifted her eyebrows. She had striking good looks, thick brows and a strong nose, with a mouth that curved wryly at one corner. “We’re making all possible speed, since the captain’s plan to kidnap some middling nobleman instead got us a member of the royal family.”
Macdara heaved a put-upon sigh. Peregrine said, “Think of it as exceeding your goals!”
“I need to see to the carronades.” Bhaduri gave a nod to Peregrine, a slightly deeper nod to the captain, and went back to her gun. It was set on what looked like a sliding mounting.
The captain went forward again. “Many on board prefer guns to people; don’t take it personal,” he said in a low tone.
Was he trying to cheer him up? Why on earth would Peregrine need to be cheered up when he was surrounded by pirates? “So do I, so we shall get along famously.” He brightened. “Who do I see about getting weapons?”
“No.” Macdara stopped by the tall man he’d called Gull. “The quartermaster, Gulliver Wheelwright. Gull, this is Peregrine.”
Gulliver held out a hand and said gravely, “Charmed.” He was a tall Black man dressed more elaborately than anyone else on deck, in a purple velvet coat over an embroidered silk waistcoat and taffeta breeches. He kept his shaved head bare rather than wearing a wig as was in fashion, and his boots were polished to a high shine.
If Peregrine had just stepped on to the ship and been presented with Gulliver and Macdara, he knew who he would’ve assumed to be the captain. While Macdara did look fairly dashing in his own shabbier coat, Gulliver was just so much better-dressed, with an air of command to him. But quartermaster was an important rank on pirate ships, Peregrine vaguely thought.
“I greatly admire your coat,” Peregrine said. “Could you give me the name of your tailor?”
“Sure. Gulliver Wheelwright,” the quartermaster said.
It took Peregrine a moment to understand. “Oh, you’re very talented!”
“Thank you.” Gull looked him up and down. “Don’t get the wrong idea, though. If you’re fond of fine fancies, you’ll be better off ashore.”
“Oh, no, that’s—” Peregrine started, but the tall man had already turned away.
Peregrine drooped. Captain Macdara frowned around the deck, the wind playing with his loose ponytail. He said, “Very well, you’ve had your walk—” but was interrupted by someone dropping down from the rigging.
The sailor landed in an easy crouch and straightened to grin at Peregrine. They had close-cropped dark hair and skin so tanned and weathered he couldn’t guess at their age with any accuracy. “This is our hostage, yeah?”
“Well—” said Macdara, with a pinched look.
“Yes!” Peregrine said brightly. “Hostage Peregrine, pleased to make your acquaintance.”
The sailor laughed. “Absolution Good-Be-Right,” they said. “Call me Goodby.” They winked. “Or Sol once we’re friends.”
“Soulless if you’re enemies,” Macdara said.
“You hush!” Goodby gave the captain a friendly shove, making him stagger a step. He let them.
Goodby wore a patched vest over a loose linen shirt, with breeches tied up at the knee. Their right arm ended just below the elbow. They were medium height, muscled and broad, with a simple tattoo of crossed swords on their ankle.
Peregrine eyed them with interest, too.
“No,” the captain said, exasperation seeping into his voice. “Will I need to tether you to the mast to keep you from chasing everyone on this ship?”
“Chasing them where? This ship is smaller than the average parlour,” Peregrine said.
Macdara scowled like Peregrine had insulted him personally.
Goodby reached out and tousled Peregrine’s hair playfully. “Well, I ain’t offended,” they said.
“Finally,” Peregrine said. “Some good manners on this ship.”
“Don’t you have work to do, Sol?” the captain said with a note of warning.
Goodby shrugged as if it was all the same to them, grabbed a rope and swarmed nimbly back into the rigging. Peregrine whistled his admiration, mostly so the captain would glare at him, which he did.
Even then, though, when the good Captain Macdara was clearly annoyed—he could’ve commanded it, and he didn’t.
Peregrine carefully fixed the careless chestnut waves of his hair.
Macdara turned, caught him at it, and quirked a closed-lipped smile. “One more turn and then it’s back to the cabin, my prince. I have work to do.”
“You could leave me with any of these good people,” Peregrine said hopefully. Macdara didn’t respond. He didn’t threaten him—he wasn’t even wearing the pistol or sword Peregrine knew he had—but Peregrine found himself falling into step behind him anyhow.
That didn’t mean he couldn’t have fun. He exaggerated his unsteadiness and said, “Ah, curses and tarnation, it’s so hard to keep my footing …”
Macdara didn’t take his arm again, though. “You’ll get used to it.”
Peregrine scowled at his back. Perhaps it was true what his favourite nursemaid had once told him: there were no gentlemen at sea.
“Here, though,” Macdara said. They were at the prow, sea spray sparkling up in front of them with each wave. The bowsprit extended out from the ship like a fencer’s foil, and beneath was the figurehead: a swan with its proud neck arched, wings sweeping back to clasp the ship.
Peregrine made all the proper noises of admiration, then made the mistake of following it up with, “But why a swan? They don’t exactly strike fear in the heart.”
Macdara’s brows drew together. “The Cygnus was named after some ancient Greek king, like half the ships in the navy,” he said. “I kept it since swans stand for speed. Grace. You don’t like swans?”
“I …” One had chased him once, when he was small, and he’d never quite forgiven them. “I don’t dislike swans. What are these guns?”
The captain patted idly at the railing, the nearest part of the ship to him, as though the ship needed comforting. “Those are the bow chasers.”
“For chasing down your prey?” Peregrine said happily. They were much longer than the stockier carronades Bhaduri was currently cleaning.
“Indeed.”
“How appallingly violent. I love it.” Peregrine pranced up to inspect them, as he wouldn’t be in anyone’s way here.
One was long-muzzled and deadly. The other seemed to be a harpoon.
“Do you engage in any whaling, Captain?” Peregrine said, half-laughing at the idea.
“Fuck, no.”
Peregrine laughed harder at Macdara’s reflexive disgust.
He turned to admire the sea as the Cygnus climbed up a wave and swooped down into the trough after it. Wind whipped his hair into his eyes. “Where are we going?”
“That I will not tell you.”
“Wise,” Peregrine allowed.
“The question is where to leave you,” the captain was saying, when he was interrupted.
“Sails,” a voice called.
It wasn’t loud, but a silence fell over the ship.
Captain Macdara swore and strode aft, not seeming to mind whether Peregrine followed or no. Peregrine fell in step, though. He was well aware that he was in over his head.
The person who’d spoken was a girl at the stern he hadn’t noticed, a frail figure with lank black hair who turned as Gulliver went up to her, stooping to talk, his expression urgent.
“Annie,” Macdara explained as they walked—so he knew Peregrine was there after all. “Shipwreck survivor. She makes herself damn useful, though.” He stood beside the others at the stern and took a spyglass from his coat, peering at some distant speck on the horizon. Peregrine went to join them there, but Whetū, at the wheel, stretched out an arm to stop him with a shake of his head.
Gulliver was looking through his spyglass too, and after a moment said tersely, “English. Maybe a third-rate.”
Macdara collapsed his spyglass with a jerky movement. “Fuck!” he said to no one in particular. Then he called up, “Sol, what do I pay you for?”
Goodby dropped from the rigging, looking a touch more sober. “Raids mostly,” they said. “Lemme grab my knife.”
Peregrine inhaled sharply.
Macdara looked at Peregrine and paled. “Shit.” He looked astern, and added irrelevantly, “Damn and blast, my gun is in the sick bay.”
“Are we going to rob them?” Peregrine said eagerly. He’d only needed a moment to recover from his shock. He was a grown man and very well-prepared for piracy.
Macdara’s eyes went wide and incredulous, green as bottle-glass. “Rob them! That’s a ship of the line. We’re going to flee like the very devil is after us.”
“They won’t have seen us yet, not a good little cutter like our Cygnus,” Goodby added more encouragingly. “We’ll put up a good spread of sail and be out of harm’s way in a flash.”
Peregrine said nothing. Kanta Bhaduri had said they were already making all possible speed.
Macdara ran a hand through his beard. “You may as well stay out, for now; just stay out of the way, prince.”
Bit of a demotion from ‘my prince’, but Peregrine could forgive a man with important work to do. “Aye aye.”
Macdara glanced at his sailing master. “Can you?” he asked, and on receiving a nod told Peregrine, “Stay with Whetū. You’ll be safe with him.”
First though, Macdara took Whetū by the shoulders and took him the five paces to the side of the ship.
Peregrine sauntered a step or two closer to overhear. The captain said in low tones, “If they come in sight, get him below.”
Whetū answered, “Seventy guns on a third-rate. If they come in sight, we’re already dead.”
“All right, then your corpse get his corpse down below, thank you kindly,” the captain said, jostling him, and Whetū grinned.
Peregrine stood watching thoughtfully, his suspicions cementing after seeing Captain Macdara with his crew for only the space of five minutes. Between Macdara and many—maybe most—of his crew, there was friendship, real camaraderie. The crew of the Cygnus spoke to him with respect but without reverence, and the captain listened to them in turn.
So, all he had to do to convince the captain to keep him on board was to convince the crew. And Peregrine was very persuasive. How hard could it be?
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