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To those millions of people stolen from Africa and upon whose 
long-forgotten backs this country was raised to greatness












Piratea sea-robber, or an armed ship that roams the seas without any legal commission, and seizes or plunders every vessel she meets indiscriminately, whether friends or enemies.



Privateera vessel of war, armed and equipped by particular merchants, and furnished with a military commission by the admiralty, or the officers who superintend the marine department of a country, to cruise against the enemy and take, sink, or burn their shipping, or otherwise annoy them as opportunity offers. These vessels are generally governed on the same plan with his majestys ships, though they are guilty of many scandalous depredations, which are very rarely practiced by the latter.


William Falconer
 An Universal Dictionary of the Marine
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Chapter 1





THE CHURCH was all heat and white sunlight, dust and the smell of dry grass and manure pushing in through flung open doors. Flies swirling, lighting, black specks on white painted pews.


Sunday. June 14, the Year of Our Lord 1702.


In the pulpit the preacher droned, on and on.


Marlowe shifted, felt the sweat running under his heavy coat and waistcoat and shirt. Realized he had had no thought forhow long? No thought, just consciousness. Like an animal.


The preacher waved his arms, entreated God.


The air was close, oppressively hot. The church was nearly twenty years old, built when the now-burgeoning Williamsburg was still a backwater called the Middle Plantation. People crammed in like hands of tobacco prized into a cask. A blessing in winter, a misery in summer.


Marlowe looked at his shoes, then over at Elizabeths legs, the outline of her thighs just discernible through layer upon layer upon layer of silk and taffeta. She had to be even hotter than he was. But she would remain proper, because she needed to feel proper after her many years of secret impropriety.


Propriety was why he was there in the first place, in his own pew. Not in front of the communion table; those pews had been sold long before to the first families of Virginia. Their pew was behind the vestry, which was still perfectly respectable. The important thing was that everyone, todays newcomers and yesterdays, knew they could afford a pew in front of the communion table, were one available.


Marlowe had purchased the pewat no little costbecause Elizabeth did not wish to jeopardize their place in Virginia society. She did not wish to risk losing this new life they had carved for themselves in this new land. They had position now in tidewater society, and people with position spent Sundays in their own pews.


As a merchant seaman, Marlowe had had Sundays off. Hed had no duty, save standing watch, unless the ship was run by some petty tyrant who could countenance no idleness among those to whom he paid wages.


What had it meant when he was on the account, among the Brethren of the Coast?


Nothing. As often as not they hadnt any notion of what day of the week it was. It did not matter to the lawless and the godless, whose hours called them only to slothfulness and debauchery.


Marlowe realized his legs were cramped. He stretched them out full length, flexed the muscles, savored the relief. Stole a glance at his friend Francis Bickerstaff, seated on his other side. He was dressed in conservative, unadorned clothes. He held a Bible in his lap, sat rigid, his eyes intent on the preacher. He looked as if he might have been a preacher himself.


Bickerstaff was a pious man, after his own fashion. A former tutor, fluent in Latin and Greek and all those things that the overeducated and underemployed seemed to know. He appeared to be absorbing every syllable of the preachers harangue.


But the preacher was, to Marlowes certain knowledge, a fool. He doubted there was anything the man could say that Bickerstaff would find enlightening. He concluded that Bickerstaff was as far removed from the sermon as he himself was, but that Bickerstaff, as usual, was better at hiding it.


Three years. Three years they had been coming to that cursed church.


He lowered his head, hoping it made him look pious. It had not been so bad before, with the old Reverend Hathaway, who was a good man, godly and thoughtful, and could spin a sermon that was not so oppressively dull. But he had taken fever and died a year back, and the Right Reverend Ezekiel Trumbell had taken his place. What the congregation had done to deserve him, Marlowe could not figure.


His thoughts wandered away from those considerations as his eyes wandered to the hem of Elizabeths dress, then slowly up her leg. He pictured her thighs under all that cloth, the smooth white skin, the flat, lovely stomach, the curve of her hips, the way she looked lying naked in their big bed.


He felt himself becoming aroused, had a vague sensation that that was not appropriate in church. And then the warm sensuous drowsiness lapped over him and he felt his eyes close, felt delicious sleep pulling him down.


Felt a sharp elbow in his ribs that jerked him back to church.


Stop that, Thomas, Elizabeth hissed, never taking her eyes from the preacher, her expression of pious attention never wavering.


What? Marlowe felt himself flush. He wondered, did she mean his falling asleep, or had she guessed at his salacious thoughts?


I do believe Reverend Trumbell is speaking to you, dear.


Marlowe straightened and focused on the Reverends words. Trumbells head was turned in their direction, and his eyes flickered toward the Marlowe pew, like fingertips testing a hot griddle, then pulling away fast before they are scorched


Oh, God. Will you not even look me in the eye, you little worm?


It was the speech about the danger of free Negroes again. Dressed up with some nonsense about Cain and Abel, but at its heart it was the same old speech. Marlowe wanted to curse out loud.


And the precursor to Cains sin of the blood? Was Adams failure to obey Gods command to keep dominion over all the beasts of the field, yea, all the living creatures.


And so today, like Adam, are we not commanded to have dominion over all the beasts of the field, and all the heathen creatures, be they man or beast, who have not the benefit of knowing God? It is our duty as Christians to prevent the wicked idleness into which man must fall if the Godly do not keep dominion over them. We fail in our duty if we do not hold the reins tight. And most especially must we keep dominion over those poor children of Africa, whose childlike innocence


Oh, God, I pray, preserve me from such blather, Marlowe said, a bit too loud. A few heads turned, Elizabeths sharp elbow struck home.


It was his slaves, of course. His former slaves, actually, the ones that had come with the plantation he had purchased from the estate of Elizabeths late husband. He had freed them all and then employed them as wage labor.


It was not a popular decision in the tidewater.


Marlowe saw Trumbells attention shift from his pew to those in front of the communion table and he followed the Reverends gaze. In the second pew back sat Frederick Dunmore, arms folded, listening with great care to the words. He had the entire pew to himself. He had no family that anyone knew of.


Of course, Marlowe thought. Check with Dunmore, the Lord and Master, make sure youre delivering the speech the way he told you. How had Bickerstaff put it, from one of his plays? Speak the speech, I pray, as I pronounced it to you. That was Dunmore.


He was dressed in white, as he always was: white silk coat and waistcoat, brilliant white breeches and socks, a great white river of ringlets from his periwig cascading down the front of him. He blended into the pew like a deer blends into an autumn field. He looked as if he were trying to dress like God himself.


You dog, Marlowe muttered, and then to Bickerstaff whispered, It is that dog Dunmore that is behind this blather, you know.


Dunmore was a newcomer to the colony, late of London and just turned plantation owner. In the year he had been there he had wormed his way into the House of Burgesses, had somehow arranged that enviable pew. It took a vast sum of money, spread judiciously and thick, to achieve all that.


Marlowe sighed, purposely loud, leaned back, arms folded, and thought of old Reverend Hathaway. He had been a man of his own mind, a man who led his congregation and would not be its puppet. In fact, he was one of the only men in the tidewater, he and Bickerstaff, who supported Marlowe in his decision. He believed it was Gods will that the blacks be freethe same reason Trumbell was now using to insist on their bondage.



Dunmore carried his support of Negro bondage with missionary zeal. When he heard what Marlowe had done he had gone apoplectic, had been waging a silent war on Marlowe ever since. He had seen to it that the laws concerning Negroes carrying firearmslaws that had been hitherto rarely enforcedwere strictly adhered to.


He hired minions to keep up a loose surveillance of Marlowe House, hoping to find some cause for complaint, some clear breach of the law. Marlowe knew that Dunmore was investigating the legality of his freeing, then hiring, his former slaves, was considering bringing suit.


And, of course, Dunmore had convinced Trumbell to speak from the pulpit on that issue. He had somehow arranged to have his own opinions flow from the Reverends mouth.


Cowardly little bastard, Marlowe thought. His anger was a smoldering thing, a glowing spot in a pile of coals, not the hot flash that made him act without thinking, that led to so much trouble.


But what could he do? He would have happily called Dunmore out and put a bullet through the mans head or a sword through his chestDunmores choicebut Dunmore always maneuvered his way around blatant offense, like a lady stepping carefully through a stable. He was clever about never doing anything that would give Marlowe cause to demand satisfaction.


People were standing now, shuffling out of pews. Marlowe looked up. It was over, thankfully over. His thoughts had carried him through the end of the service, had put one more torturous Sunday morning in his past. He stood, stretched, and smiled the first genuine smile of the morning.


Come, my love, he said, extending a hand to Elizabeth, let us have dinner and then get us down to the river. I am with child to see her with her topgallant gear sent up.


You saw her yesterday morning.


But then she did not have her topgallant gear sent up.


Thomas, you are insufferable, Elizabeth said, but the end of the service and the prospect of the sight that awaited him at the river were making Marlowe giddy, reckless.


And you, my love, he said in a voice so low that only she could hear, are so beautiful I wish nothing more than to give your arse a good squeeze, right here.



If you do, I shall cut your throat in your sleep, she said with the sweetest of smiles as she brushed past him and stepped down into the aisle between the long row of pews.


Marlowe followed docilely behind his wife as she wound her way out of the church, flashing white-tooth smiles to those she passed, receiving smiles back from the women, appreciative glances from the men.


Appreciative but furtive glances, a quick up-and-down and then eyes averted. No man in Williamsburg wanted to offend Thomas Marlowe. Men who had done that had died. Men who had once tried to bring him down by bringing Elizabeth to shame had died brutally. His fellow gentlemen-planters viewed Marlowe as a pet tiger: tame, domestic, but still wild inside, dangerous and unpredictable. He knew it and encouraged it.


Elizabeth led them to a side entrance, not through the main doors where Trumbell was greeting the parishioners as they made their exit. They stepped out of the little Jacobean-style brick building and into a small garden that served as a buffer between the church and the dusty Duke of Gloucester Street.


Marlowe squinted against the brilliant sun. It blazed in a clear blue sky and bounced its light off those patches of granite not shaded by the small maples lining the arbor. He savored the smell of jasmine baking in the sun. A cardinal flashed by, a streak of red, calling with its odd liquid voice.


He breathed deep, taking the warmth and the jasmine into his lungs. The heat felt good, not the close-pressed heat of a packed church but the full, honest warmth of a perfect summer day in Virginia.


Hey, Marlowe, there you are! Hartwell Page pushed his way between two saplings and came huffing up, his round face red with the heat, in startling contrast to the white sculptured wig that sat on his head.


He wore a brocade coat with an intricate pattern, the weight of which was causing the sweat to run down his cheeks. Under his left arm he carried his hat, which would never have fit over his wig. With his right arm he worked a walking stick as if it were the bilge-pump handle on a sinking ship. He was built like a cannonball and carried himself with as much subtlety.



Thought Id catch you here, Marlowe, didnt reckon youd wish to shake hands with that rascal Trumbell! Beating around the bush this morning, about your Negroes, eh? Not going right at it like last time, the dog. Hes as mad on the subject as that Dunmore! Ah, Mrs. Marlowe, charmed! He bowed as much as his ample waist would allow, just as Mrs. Page struggled up behind him. She was much the same shape as her husband, though quiet, as if she were forever bowled over by Hartwells effusiveness, as, indeed, most people were.


Well, I reckon Reverend Trumbell is entitled to his opinion, as is any man, Marlowe ventured.


Oh, balls, Marlowe, beg your pardon. Wasnt a man of the cloth youd have put a bullet through his head by now, eh? He gave Marlowe a suggestive jab of the elbow. Page seemed to enjoy the proximity to danger that being with Marlowe suggested.


If he wasnt a man of the cloth he would probably keep his mouth shut, Bickerstaff said, squinting off at some distant point. But the greater coward is Frederick Dunmore, who puts the words in his mouth and makes great speeches when Thomas is not about. I dont know what is more craven than cowering behind a collar. Cowering behind a woman, perhaps?


Well said, Bickerstaff, well said! Page gave Francis the elbow jab.


This is a new thing for you, Francis, Marlowe said. You have been quite reserved in your judgment of the Reverend and his handler before now.


Let us say just that my cup of tolerance runneth over.


Right, well, now, said Hartwell, tiring of that line of talk, reckon I know where youre bound, after dinner.


I was thinking to head down to the river.


Course you were, course you were. But I must insist that you dine with me and the wife. Have em laying out a feast for the king himself down to the tavern. Pray, bring your lovely wife here and the good Dr. Bickerstaff and join me.


Bickerstaff had told Page on at least three occasions that he was not a doctor of any kind, but Page either could not recall or could not be convinced.


We would be delighted, I believe, said Marlowe. Page was a bit much, but he could be amusing, and he did not exaggerate the quality of food he would have ordered up. The straining of his waistcoat against his midriff bore silent testimony to his proclivities where food was concerned.


But, of course, accepting the invite would mean


And after dinner, then, Marlowe, if it aint too much bother, Id be honored if I might accompany you down to the river. Havent been down since you stepped the masts. But even then, magnificent! Navy could never do the like. She aint another Plymouth Prize, Ill warrant.


Marlowe thought of the decrepit, half-rotten Plymouth Prize, his former command. No, she aint the Plymouth Prize.


Ive a mind for something along those lines myself, Page added. So, what say you? Dine with me?


Why not? It was hard to refuse Hartwell Pages invitation, which he gave with such force.


Delighted. And we should be pleased to have you along afterward, Hartwell. I would welcome your advice.


Ah, Marlowe, you are a lying dog, but I thank you. You know Ill give advice, whether I know a thing or not.


And advice he gave, through a protracted dinner of hominy, hashed beef, squirrel, asparagus, red herring, and sallet, advice on everything from plantation management to growing tobacco to Marlowes current enterprise.


And Marlowe and company listened, ate, laughed, drank, enjoyed themselves thoroughly. Page was one of those few who could pull off an hour of running monologue without being insufferable.


That fact aside, it was still a relief when the two parties took to their separate carriages for the seven-mile ride to Jamestown and the docks that thrust out into the James River.


They settled in their seats, Marlowe, Bickerstaff, and Elizabeth, the first private moment they had had since morning, and Bickerstaff said, I am sorry, Thomas, that you must suffer that idiot Dunmore. And of all things, for freeing your slaves. I have said it before, it is the most decent act you have ever committed.


I thank you, sir. I know that you suffer no delusion about why I did it. Purely selfish reasons, didnt care to live surrounded by a great crowd of peopleclever people, and stealthy, you know, can come and go as they pleasewho wish to cut our throats in the night.



I think it no exaggeration to say that our people love us for what we did, paying them, treating em like human beings. Were the only plantation owners in the tidewater that dont lay awake nights worrying about an uprising. I know from myformer dayswhat men in bondage are capable of.


Well, whatever your motives, it was a decent thing. Though it seems to greatly offend this Dunmore, the upstart little bastard.


There was no more that needed saying on that subject, so as they rolled south Marlowe and Bickerstaff talked of preparedness, of future plans.


Elizabeth participated a little in the talk, then fell silent, looking out the window at the green fields and patches of oak and maple and yellow pine.


Marlowe glanced her way a few times, but she did not notice. Whatever was troubling her, he would hear about it before he slept that night.


And then they were there. The coachman gave a shout, a command in some African tongue, punctuated by a flick of the reins. The horses stopped and Thomas and Elizabeth rocked forward and the loud clatter of hooves was replaced by the whine of insects and the ringing of a single hammer.


That would be King James, Marlowe thought. King James, former prince of the Kabu Malinke, former slave, now Marlowes majordomo, captain of the Northumberland, the plantations river sloop, which he could see tied to the quay.


King James. His comrade in arms. No day off for him. He would be too impatient to get to sea to observe the Sabbath.


Marlowe was on his feet and out the door, anxious for an uninterrupted look, anxious to take her in before Page struggled out of his carriage and began talking.


He strode forward, toward the dock. Heard Bickerstaff behind him, giving Elizabeth a hand down from the carriage. Doing his office. He would apologize later; she would understand.


Thomas stopped, breathed deep. Jasmine, pine, brackish water. Fresh-cut wood and tar and new cordage. Paint drying in the hot sun.


She lay tied to the dock, floating on a perfectly even keel, the slow-moving river breaking around her bows and sweeping aft, giving the illusion that she was already under way.



Marlowes eyes moved up, slowly up, sweeping along her lofty rig, now rising to its full height with topgallant masts in place. Her spars were tapered like a womans leg, her masts raked at a jaunty angle, as if she were fully aware of her beauty and did not feel the need to flaunt it. Marlowe made a low, guttural noise in his throat.


She was eighty-four feet on her waterline, one hundred and twenty-three feet sparred length, from the end of her bowsprit, on which sat the little doubling of the spritsail topmast, all the way aft to the big lantern that stood proudly over the taffrail.


The black muzzles of guns, eight along each side, jutted audaciously out of their gunports, gleaming in the sun. Fore, main, and mizzen masts rose from her decks, bright oiled wood crossed by black spars. Gangs of thick black shrouds sprouted from the doublings and ran down and aft, terminating at their deadeyes with symmetrical perfection.


One hundred and eighty tons of fighting ship, laid out to Marlowes specifications under his oppressively watchful eye.


The Elizabeth Galley. His savior, financially, spiritually. His private man-of-war.












Chapter 2





OLD KING Charles was dead. He had missed ruling over Spains greatest era by two generations, had weakened his country further with his relentless fighting with Louis XIV of France. And now he was gone.


It seemed odd to Marlowe that the death of one old man he had never met, in a city that he had never seen, could have so profound an effect on his life, but there it was.


King Charles had died leaving behind no offspring, no one to occupy that place on the throne of Spain on which his royal arse had sat for the past thirty-nine years.


But in his last days he had declared Louis XIVs grandson, Philip, his heir. Philip, great-grandson to Spains Philip IV. Philip, a Frenchman and a Bourbon.


With that one declaration the old man had ended years of maneuver and haggling by the nations of Europe, dashed the ambitions of the House of Hapsburg in Austria, shown England the frightening visage of France and Spain united under Bourbon rule.


It was unacceptable. It meant war.


For thousands of officers and gentlemen from England, from France and Spain and the Netherlands and Bavaria and Savoy and a handful of others it meant glory, promotion, the majesty of leading men in a noble fight.


To those people who stayed at home and dealt in weapons, cloth, and food, it meant high prices for guns, uniforms, and barrels of salt pork and salt beef.


For the tens of thousands of men who filled the ranks of the armies it meant mud and hunger and disease, bitter nights and mornings of terror and death in distant countries for causes they only vaguely understood.


And to Marlowe, standing in the bright sun, two thousand nautical miles away from that unholy quagmire, in a land which, on a day such as that, was as close to Paradise as one might find on earth, it meant privateering.


It meant venturing forth on the great ocean, his element. An end to the monotony of domestic life, the possibility of great riches. Action. It meant a letter of marque and reprisal, a license to play the pirate against half the shipping in the world.


Before him was the ship. On the morrow he would receive the letter of marque. In a week he would be at sea, stalking the fat merchant ships, as he had so many times before. But this time it would be legal. Patriotic, in fact.


Damn me, damn me! Thomas felt Pages meaty hand slap him across the back; it made him stagger forward a step. Lovely, Marlowe, damned lovely, this ship!


Thank you, Hartwell. Will you come aboard, allow me to show you around?


Delighted, delighted. Mrs. Page will wait in the coach. But look, son, you see to your little lady there, reckon youve put her nose out of joint. None of the old flourish tonight, hey? Hey? The elbow struck home. Page walked toward the gangplank, chuckling all the while.


Marlowe turned, too late to help Elizabeth down from the carriage or across the broken ground, Bickerstaff having served those functions.


In the past she had forgiven him these lapses, but as the moment of his sailing approached she was becoming less and less understanding. He could see from her face that he had misjudged her present mood.


Pray, forgive me, my dearest one. In my enthusiasm I have quite ignored you, Marlowe said, as obsequious as he could be.



Quite. It was a humorless response.


What think you of your namesake? Is she not beautiful enough to carry your name? The most beautiful ladies in the New World, both Elizabeths and both mine.


Such silly flattery would not move Elizabeth Marlowe in the best of times, and it did not now. I know little of such things. If you say she is beautiful then I take your word on it.


Will you come on board? Allow me to show you her finer qualities?


No, Thomas, I think not. I shall go and keep company with poor Mrs. Page, who has been so heartlessly abandoned by her husband.


With that she turned and walked quickly back to the carriages, leaving Marlowe and Bickerstaff alone on the dusty landing.


Well, Bickerstaff, it is you and me alone again. Let us go aboard before Page is able to do too much damage.


They stepped up the gangplank and through the gangway into the waist of the ship. The new-vessel smells overwhelmed the competing scents from the land and the river, marsh and warm pine needles yielding to tar slush, pitch, resin, and varnish. It was a welcome change. Marlowe preferred those scents over any that God and the land could provide.


He paused, leaned back, looked aloft. A reflex action, the first bit of business when coming on deck. Meaningless, really, with the ship tied to the dock, the sails lying in great bundles on the quay.


Still, his eyes ran up the masts and along the yards and down the black standing rigging, looking for some flaw, something that needed correctingrunning rigging led wrong so it might chafe through, deadeyes not perfectly aligned, any bits of rope hanging loosebut there was nothing. Just as there had been nothing the last time he had engaged in that exercise, early morning of the day before.


Very good, Marlowe, very good! Page came stamping up. Tell me again where you found her. Boston?


New York. She was a merchantman, of course. Named Nathaniel James. Owned by a merchant of the same name who got a bit overextended. Invested in some fool pirating nonsense to Madagascar, or some such. In any event, lost nearly everything. This ship had been dockside for two years, something of a wreck from the gunnels up. But sound, you know. In her heart, sound.



Shame you couldnt have started from scratch. Man-of-war built from the keel up.


Ah, Hartwell, I am not so rich as you that I could do that! Marlowe said, though it was a lie. He could have, had considered doing so, but big-ship building was largely unknown in America, and all but nonexistent in Virginia.


That meant England, which would have taxed his resources too greatly. At thirty-six years old, or thereabout, he was not so reckless as he had been a decade before. He might gamble most of what he had, but he would not gamble it all.


What was more, Marlowe did not care to linger around Londons waterfronts, with the chance of being spotted by one of his old associates, or, more dangerous, one of his old victims.


She is sturdy, nonetheless, Marlowe continued, leading Page to the bulwarks. Stripped her down to the frames from the waterline up, redid it all with live oak, two and a half inches thick. Now she is all predied for a fight. Should do for what I have in mind. Well not be fighting the French navy, you know. Fat, slow, underarmed merchantmen are what we are after.


Marlowe, you make me sick, sick, sir, with envy. Oh, the adventure of it all, not to mention the damned money you shall make! Youll be back within the year and youll buy us all out, make yourself king of Virginia!


Marlowe laughed. But the idea had merit.


Page slapped the barrel of one of the guns, grown hot under the insistent sun as if it had been fired again and again in some sea battle. He squatted, sighted down the gun, grunted as if he had gleaned some information from that exercise. Salvaged off the wreck of the Plymouth Prize, are they?


Indeed they are. The Plymouth Prize was Marlowes last command, his first legitimate one. She had been the guardship on the Virginia station, sent there by the Royal Navy to protect the colonies against pirates. Governor Nicholson had asked Marlowe to replace her corrupt and incompetent captain.


The cat, as it were, asked to guard the canary.


In fact, the cat had tricked the governor into giving him that enviable assignment, but that truth had never been discovered.



Marlowes foray into command of a Royal Navy vessel, decrepit as she was, had ended the year before, when the Prize and the pirate she was fighting had both blown apart like twin volcanoes, fire touching off their powder magazines.


Less than two dozen men had come through the explosion with their lives. Marlowe had been one. Had come through not just with his life, but with his reputation and fame secured for the bold act of fighting and beating the pirates who had laid waste to the countryside. Less publicly known, he had come through with a fortune in loot, secreted away in his Jamestown warehouse, taken from the sea robbers he had arrested.


It had been a successful year. He was eager for more of the same.


Howd you raise them? Page asked. Grapple for em?


No, I had my people dive for them. Some of them are prodigious great divers.


Your Negroes?


Yes, indeed, my Negroes. They were able to slip harnesses around them, and we hauled them up.


Dont know how you manage it. Theyre terrified of the water, those Negroes, most of em. Pagan African water gods live there, or some nonsense. I dont reckon I could get any of my niggers to dive like that with all the whipping in the world.


I shouldnt imagine you could, Bickerstaff interrupted. Such talk annoyed him greatly. But if you treat them as men and pay them wages commensurate with the danger, you would be surprised what they might do.


Wellindeed Pages voice trailed away into a cough.


Nicholsons let me have the guns on loanstill government property, of course. Reckons it official thanks and all that.


Damned hard to come by, great guns. I imagine Id be privateering myself, but for want of great guns.


The hammering, to which their ears had grown accustomed, stopped and a moment later King James stepped up through the hatch at the forward end of the waist.


He was dressed in a sailors loose pants and linen shirt, with a leather jerkin over that. His shirt and the waist of his pants were soaked through with perspiration; it looked as if he had been standing in the thin material clung to his chest and arms and the small of his back and accentuated the bold lines, the curve and ripple of muscle, the only benefit he had derived from years of heavy forced labor in the fields.


In his right hand he held a five-pound maul. With his left hand he wiped the sweat from his face, ran his hand back over his short cropped hair, took a chestful of the fresh air.


Heres that buck, King James! Page exclaimed. Might have guessed it was him doing all the pounding away, the eager dog!


James looked over at the three men, noticing them at last. Ah, Captain Marlowe, good day, sir. I didnt hear you come aboard. Misser Bickerstaff, Misser Page.


James, what are you about, pounding away, and on the Sabbath, no less? Marlowe asked.


The black man smiled, a conspirators grin. Jest setting a few drifts to rights, Captain. Under way by weeks end and it all gots to be done by then.


Well, in that case I forgive your irreligious activities, Marlowe said. For the past three years he had been taking James along as a seaman. He would ship aboard the Elizabeth Galley as boatswain. He had already proved his worth as a fighting man.


James was as eager as Marlowe to get under way, to plunge into that life again.


I do not know as Reverend Trumbell would forgive you, though, James. Marlowe continued his ribbing. He did not sound overly forgiving at sermon this morning.


Dont matter. Reverend Trumbell listens to that Dunmore, and that Dunmore dont think a black man got any more immortal soul than a rock. When I sees him praying for a rocks salvation, then Ill listen to what he gots to say to me.


Page was beginning to wander off, and Marlowe, aware of his social obligations, said, I will leave off your soul for now, James. I must show Mr. Page the rest of the ship.


With that he led Page and Bickerstaff forward, under the overhang of the foredeck, where the big brick oven housed gleaming copper pots, just abaft the foremast. They poked through bosuns lockers and sailmakers stores, and then climbed down to the lower deck, where even the five-foot-four-inch-tall Page had to stoop a bit to avoid striking his head on the deck beams.


They made their way aft, stopping to peer down through the main hatch to the hold below. Marlowe showed his guest the tiny cabins of the minor officers who would sail under him, the spirit room, the pantry where the private stores of officers and captain would be kept. Three years as a gentleman planter had dulled his taste for rotten meat packed in casks of salt and for bread crawling with weevils.


It was with evident relief that Page allowed his host to lead him up the scuttle to the great cabin aft and offer him a seat on a plush velvet cushion atop the lockers under the aft windows.


Sunlight glanced off the river below and threw undulating patches of white light across the sides and overhead of the cabin. The windows, propped open, let in the smells of the warm riverbanks, the gurgle of water, the occasional thump of the rudder as it was pushed side to side by the current. It was a sleepy, peaceful moment, quite at odds with the violent raison dtre of the Elizabeth Galley.


Bickerstaff went to the wine rack, perused the bottles. Claret? Yes? Let us enjoy this now, it will soon be damned hard to come by, what with this war against France. I do not foresee a quick end to it.


Those are words to gladden a privateers heart, said Marlowe, accepting a glass.


But not a tobacco planters, Marlowe, and you are still that as well, Page reminded him. Well lose all the markets in Europe with this damned war. England cannot begin to buy all the crop we grow. Prices will plummet. I fear we shall all be ruined.


I fear you are right, said Bickerstaff, who was more knowledgeable and interested in such things as agriculture and world markets than was Marlowe. This, despite the fact that, strictly speaking, Marlowe was the plantation owner and tobacco farmer, and Bickerstaff merely his guest.


And to make matters worse, Bickerstaff continued, the planters in this country are redoubling their crops. They hope to make as much as they can by selling twice as much, but the prices are falling fast as a result. Less money for more work.


Yes, welldont know what else might be done, Page mumbled, with a defensive tone. Hey, Marlowe, how are you manning this ship? Sailors are damned scarce in these parts. Can hardly man thetobacco convoys, and them merchantmen need less hands than you will.


Sailors will be drawn to money like filings to a lodestone, Marlowe said. I cannot say that it has been an easy thing, manning the Galley, but there is such a potential for profit that I have attracted enough hands. I shall fill out the crew with some of my people. King James, of course, and a few others. The difficulty is that such men are impatient for results. If we have no success early on I might well find myself in some port or other with not enough men to win the anchor.


From what I have seen of your abilities, and your luck, Bickerstaff offered, I do not envision that happening.


A knock on the cabin door, and King James swung it open, leaned inside. Beg pardon, sir, but the winds fair and tide just ebbing now so I reckoned Id best be getting under way.


It took Marlowe a moment to understand what James was talking about. Under way?


His new acreage. Now it came back. The acreage he had purchased a month before, just north of Point Comfort at the mouth of the James River. He was sending the sloop with a hold full of suppliesfood, tools, lumberdown to the new property. His men, already there, would begin clearing the land, for cultivation, perhaps, or perhaps a shipyard or whatever else might seem a profitable venture. In the excitement of fitting out the Elizabeth Galley he had entirely forgotten.


Very well. Bon voyage.


Thank you, sir. And, sir? Lucy coming with me, if you be so kind as to remind Mrs. Marlowe?


Lucy was Elizabeths personal servantlike James and all the former slaves at Marlowe House she was freeand Jamess wife.


Ill remind her, though her memory is not nearly as far gone as mine. And I will recall you to your duty, James. This is not a yachting holiday, Lucy or no. Down and back, as fast as wind and tide allow.


James smiled. You have no fear, Captain Marlowe. As fast as wind and tide allow. With a good-bye to Bickerstaff and Page he was gone.


Marlowe leaned back in his chair, sipped his claret, took in the wide cabin, the fresh paint, the fine furniture. Velvet cushions on the settee; a rack of expensive English muskets and pistols, brass-bound and engraved; portrait of his beautiful wife on the forward bulkhead; an enviable selection of wine.


Marlowe had seen squalor aplenty, had lived and sailed with the pirates, a base existence, and he did not care to live like that anymore.


And since he was now a wealthy planter and privateersman, he did not have to.


A fighting ship, rebuilt to his own specifications, under his own eye, an all but full complement of experienced seamen.


Tomorrow, a letter of marque and reprisal. By weeks end a privateering voyage.


He smiled. There was nothing else he could do.













Chapter 3





KING JAMES watched the breeze ruffle the surface of the wide river, felt it cool the wet fabric of his shirt. His eyes swept along the river, noting the strength of the current in the angle of the reeds, predicting the coming steadiness in the wind from the cats-paws that spread shivering ripples over the brown water.


Jamestown. The James River. King James. All three of them named for some long-dead monarch, all connected, intertwined, running together like the dark rivers of Africa searching for the sea.


He stood on the river sloops quarterdeck, all the way aft by the taffrail. His bare foot rested on the head of the rudder post that thrust up through the deck. It twisted underfoot, as if trying to shake him, as the tiller swung side to side within the confines of the beckets that held it amidships.


Lucy was hurrying along the road, making for the sloop, a basket on her arm. She was young; James doubted she was above seventeen, but of course most of those who had been enslaved had lost track of the passing years; and she was beautiful, with her soft black curls spilling out from under her mobcap, her skin the color of cocoa with cream.


At another time James might have let his eyes linger, might have teased himself with the sight of his wife. But at that moment he was in command of the Northumberland, and his inspection of Lucy as she hurried toward them became just a part of his overall assessment of the vessel and her people.


King James was more mariner than husband. He understood that, did not necessarily see it as a flaw.


His gaze moved past her, inboard, to the six men on deck. Cato and Joshua, casting the last of the lashings off the foresails, were sailors. They had been part of the sloops crew for nearly a year now.


William, Good Boy, and Quash were passengers. Good Boy and William were carpenters, natural talents with wood, and Quash an experienced blacksmith. Along with material, James was transporting the skilled people who would transform Marlowes new wilderness. They were strong and smart young men, all somewhere around twenty years old, all former slaves like himself, freed by Thomas Marlowe.


He felt like an old man around them.


It would have been worse, were it not for Sam, the only white man among them. Once a blue-water sailor, Sam now considered himself too old for deep-sea voyaging and was happy making short trips around the bay.


James loved the sloop, every inch of her, the sweep of her sheer, the elegant curve that the bulwarks made as they met at the bow, the mast, straight, solid.


Sometimes in the curve of Lucys hips he saw the Northumberlands tumble home, in the taper of her bare leg he saw the bowsprit jutting out over the water.


The little ship was freedom and the dignity of command. In making the sloop his, he had met and defeated the horrors of his first taste of the sea and ships, the Middle Passage.


Come along, woman, well miss the tide! James called out as Lucy came huffing up to the dock.


Wouldnt be so late if one of you was a gentleman, would help a lady with her things, Lucy called back, but she was smiling and James was smiling. It was just banter.


Forward there! he called out as Lucy was helped aboard. Lets go.


No more needed saying. They had been sailing together for three years, two of those years under Jamess command. Cato and Sam clapped on to the jib halyard and hauled away. The sail jerked up the forestay, flogging slightly in the breeze.


Stand by that bow fast, there, James called out as he slipped the becket from the tiller with his foot.


And then, from forward, Lucys voice, shrill, with an edge of panic. No!


Everyone aboard the sloop froze. Lucy was standing in the waist, her eyes wide, staring at nothing. She took a step back, toward the rail.


What, Lucy, what is it? James hurried forward.


Lucy shook her head in mute protest.


What?


I got a bad feeling. Something aint right.


What? What you talking about? There was nothing wrong that James could see, and if there were, he would certainly notice it before Lucy did.


Something aint right, Lucy said again. It was the best she could do, by way of explanation.


Girl, you are being foolish. Now get aft and stop this nonsense.


No, I aint going! She turned and stepped up onto the rail and onto the dock before James could stop her. I aint going and if you was smart you wouldnt neither!


James scowled at her. This was insane. Lucy could be flighty at times, but he had never seen anything like this.


Goddamnit, girl, get back on this boat! James shouted, but Lucy only shook her head and backed away. He glanced forward. The others were watching, wide-eyed. Losing an argument with his wife was not helping his authority.


Worse still, he could see that his men were getting spooked by all this. If they believed whatever premonition Lucy thought she was having, then soon he would be without a crew.


Fine, then, you walk back to the damn house and well talk about this when I gets back!


He spun around and walked aft, head up, and his men avoided meeting his eyes.


Joshua slipped the bow fast off the piling, pulled the line aboard and coiled it down.


The forward edge of the sail came taut and Cato and Sam sweated the last bit of slackness out and belayed and Joshua hauled the canvas out by the sheet. The breeze caught it and the bow of the sloop swung away from the dock and out into the river.


James stamped aft, swung the tiller out to starboard. Joshua jogged after him and slipped the stern fast off the piling. A minute later the sloop was on her way downriver, leaving Lucy behind as she stood on the dock, watching.


Damned foolish, foolish woman. But in fact James was spooked too, by her fear, so clearly genuine.


A minute later and they were passing down the larboard side of the Elizabeth Galley. Through the quarter gallery windows James caught a glimpse of Marlowe, leaning back in his chair, feet up on the mahogany table. The table that cost more than half a years worth of the wages that Marlowe paid one of the black men that worked for him.


But James could no longer be angry with Marlowe. The anger at his enslavement was still there, of course, the knife edge of rage, fast and lethal, but it was no longer poised to strike.


Marlowes releasing him from bondage had not released him from the anger as well. James had not believed Marlowes words about freeing his people and paying them. He had not been impressed when Marlowe spoke to them in the patois of the African coast.


It had not occurred to the others that Marlowe might have learned that language as a slaver himself, but it had occurred to James.


His rage had not been quelled by Marlowes keeping his promise, or Marlowes making James majordomo of the household. A white mans trick to exact the best labor from the best people. And it had worked.


It was the Northumberland that had done it at last. Pushing James to the challenge of learning seamanship, setting him aboard a ship, a cursed ship. Giving him responsibility. Giving him weapons and asking him to fight aboard the guardship, side by side with white men. It was treating him like a man that had done it at last.


He understood Marlowe now, knew the real reason that Marlowe had freed his people. Knew that Marlowe had fought side by side with black men during his days as a pirate, that most egalitarian of communities. The only rich white man in the tidewater to ever have called a black man an equal.



James loved him more because of his history, his motives. Marlowe freed his people for pragmatic reasons, not for some lofty intellectual ideal such as Bickerstaff might espouse. Now James wanted nothing more in life than to plunge into battle again, at Marlowes side.


The Northumberland was gathering way, carried by the tide and pulled by the breeze in the jib. At the base of the mast the crew tossed off peak and throat halyards and made ready to raise the big mainsail.


Five minutes later the mainsail was set and drawing, the halyards faked out on deck for running, and the sloop settled down for the short, pleasant trip downriver. The Elizabeth Galley and the bright spot of color that was Lucy, standing on the dock watching them, and what was left of Jamestown fell astern, and then were lost from sight as the Northumberland swung round Hog Island and James turned her more southerly for the reach downriver to Hampton Roads.


It was there, just below Hog Island, that the Plymouth Prize had fought to the death with the pirate LeRois. The governor had unknowingly set a thief to catch a thief when he had sent Marlowe after that murderer and sea robber.


The charred remains of the two ships were still visible at low tide. James had got to know them well during the past months as he oversaw the salvage of the cannons from the wreck.


Marlowe called the divers his people, called all the blacks his people. But they were not King Jamess people. They were Congolese, a tribe more accustomed to the water than were the Malinke. The distinctions were blurring, but they were still real.


The river was huge, over three miles wide, and the Northumberland ran easily downstream. Cato ambled aft, took the tiller from James.


Favor the north shore, James instructed the young black man. They would need the room to leeward when they passed Newport News and swung round into Hampton Roads.


James stepped up on the low bulwark, steadied himself with a hand on the backstay. Past the tall reeds, the fields ran up easy slopes to the big plantation houses along the shore. The seabirds wheeled around the topmast head and the ducks made their little flotillas along the banks.


The sun beat down on the deck, warm, even hot, but not oppressive. James could feel the soft caulking that stuck to the bottoms of his feet. He felt the sloop heel to leeward in response to a gust from the shore, heard the note of the water rise a bit in pitch.


He ran his eyes along the deck, looking for something that needed attention. There was nothing that he could see. His sloop was perfect. He felt his anger with Lucy subside, his disquiet brought on by her fear fade away.


He was happy, and that emotion still seemed like a stranger to him, like something from another place. There was his boyhood in Africa, a life of princely indulgence, and then the long, long black nightmare of slavery. And now, so many years after going to sleep, he was awake again.


Three uneventful hours later they turned northeasterly and ran across the wide mouth of Hampton Roads. There were a few ships anchored there, and the sun, now inclining toward the west, burnished the roofs of the buildings that made up the town of Hampton.


James had lived in Virginia for twenty years now, five more than he had lived in Africa. He had watched the extraordinary speed with which the settlements had sprung up, taken firm root, spilled over and taken root in half a dozen places further out, spreading over the countryside.


He had never been to England, but he pictured the shoreline there crowded with people, mobs, hundreds deep, waiting, jostling onto the ships that brought more and more immigrants to be absorbed by this new land.


The wind was from the northeast and freshening. They left Point Comfort in their wake and stood out into the wide Chesapeake Bay. They would have to make a few miles of easting at least before they could tack up-bay and fetch the landing at Marlowes new property.


Off the starboard side, the mouth of the Chesapeake opened up, and beyond it, the Atlantic Ocean. Acclimated as he was to having land all around, the wide, endless space between the capes gave James an odd feeling, like hanging over a precipice, like being in a house with only three walls.


Do you see that? Cato asked, breaking into Jamess reverie. The ship?


Yes.


He had seen it three minutes before. It was his job as captain to be more alert than anyone else on board.



Something aint right, Cato offered.


James grunted in reply, unwilling to offer an opinion. But he had been thinking the same thing as he watched the ship struggling along, nine miles or so to the south. She was too far off to make out any detail, but there was something in the way her sails were trimmed, something in her plodding motion, as if she were dragging something, that raised an alarm in Jamess head.


He picked up the sloops telescope and trained it on the distant vessel. The image in the lens yielded no more definite information, but neither did it lessen Jamess conviction that something was wrong with her. He could see foresail and mainsail lashed to the yardsthey could not have been called furled, with the great ungainly folds and lumps of canvasmerely tied up out of the way. The mizzen yard and its lateen sail seemed to lie across the quarterdeck. Heaps of gray cloth were just visible. James thought he could see some bits of rigging swinging loose.


And then, a puff of smoke, a flash from a muzzle. A cannon fired, not at the river sloop, but from the other side, to leeward. A few seconds later, the muffled report, like the sound of someone beating a rug. A gun to leeward. A universally accepted sign of surrender or distress.


Lets run down on this fellow, James said to Cato, then, as the helmsman eased the tiller to weather and the Northumberlands head turned more southerly, he called out, Joshua, Sam, see to them sheets. Were going run down on yon ship, see if she needs help.


The Northumberland moved fast with the wind over the quarter and soon she had halved the distance. Through the glass James could make out the ensign, the British merchantmans ensign, flying from the masthead, upside down, another distress signal.


The ship was sagging off to leeward, the wind setting her down on the beach, and while she was in no immediate danger of taking the ground, it was clear that she would have to come about, and soon.


The Northumberland was no more than two miles away when the merchantman tried to tack, swinging up into the wind, slowly, her sails beating in disorderly array. Her bow came up, up, and hung there, unable to turn further, like a dying man making one last feeble and useless attempt to save himself.



And then she fell back again, having missed stays, her sails in a shambles.


James watched through the glass. One by one the yards came sailing down as halyards were let go. No topmen racing aloft to stow them, the clews and bunts were not even hauled up. The sails just hung there, as if letting the halyards run was all the effort those on board could manage.


A flash of white under the bow and James knew they had dropped the anchor. They would go no further. Now that they could see help was on the way, they would anchor and wait rather than struggle on.


You keep to windward of them, James growled at Cato, and Cato replied, Windward, aye. James wanted a look at these people first before he laid his sloop alongside of them. He had seen enough of pirates deceptions to be wary. They would stay safely to windward until they were certain.


One mile, then half a mile, and they could see more and more of the frightening condition that this ship was in. Shrouds and backstays hung loose, great gouges were shot out of the bulwarks. Strips of torn sail fluttered aft in the breeze. Those, and the inverted ensign, were the only bunting showing.


What the devil happened to you? James muttered to himself.


What do you think? asked Joshua, standing by the main sheet.


I do not know. Attacked, maybe, or caught in a gale, shorthanded. Plenty out there can do that kind of damage.


James studied the ship as they approached, and there was nothing about her that said pirate. She was armed, of course, but no more than any merchantman would be in those dangerous times. There were none of the rough-cut gunports of hastily rearmed ships, no forecastle or quarterdeck cut away to make a flush-deck vessel, as one often saw among the Brethren of the Coast. No, this one looked to be just what she appeared: a merchant ship in dire trouble.


They were only a few hundred yards away when the smell reached them.


Had they been downwind of her they would have noticed it miles before, but with the fresh breeze, it required they get much closer than that.


James felt the foulness wafting into his nose, his mouth, his lungs. It made his hands clench, his stomach convulse like ingesting some airborne poison. It set the anger and hatred racing through him like fire on a powder train before he even understood why.


Dear God, he heard Sam behind him muttering. A blackbirder.


A blackbirder: slave ship. And the smell, that of human beings packed in and battened down. Piss and shit. Blood. Pleading, desperate fear. The unknown. Worse, far worse than quiet death.


Not for twenty years had James smelled that stink, but with one breath it all came back to him, and all the rage he had locked away in some small cage of his soul came tearing free again.


The Northumberland was charging down on the slave ship, making right for her bows, and if something was not done immediately she would smash headlong into her.


Someone was standing on the slavers bows, waving. A warning or a plea, James could not tell.


He pulled his eyes from the battered vessel, pushed Cato from the tiller, grabbed it, swung it a bit to larboard. The sloop turned until she was on a heading to run down the blackbirders leeward side. The wind came over the sloops transom, the mainsail by the lee, fluttering, the boom right on the edge of sweeping across the deck in a great destructive arc, but James did not care.


They passed under the blackbirders jibboom, just missed fouling the sloops shrouds on the spar, and passed down the ships side. Now, to leeward of the vessel, the smell enveloped them entirely, like a fog, so strong it seemed they should be able to see it. And from the holdmuffled and quietthe screams, the cries, the rattling chains.


James pushed the tiller harder over, swinging the sloop away from the slaver.


Damn it, James, be careful, youll jibe the damned, Sam started, got no further.


Shut it! Shut your gob!


James felt a wild anger, an anger that did not care what it destroyed, that tried to cause some destruction, some injury, if just for the release.


And then, just as the big mainsail was ready to jibe and tear the sloops rigging apart, he swung the tiller back the other way. The sloop described a great arc, swinging back toward the slave ship, turning up into the wind, the sails flogging. She came to a stop at the base of the slavers boarding steps.



James pushed his way through his gawking men to the bulwark that bumped against the high-sided blackbirder. A white face with equal measures of soot black and filth brown looked down at him, a man standing at the slave ships gangway. Clothes torn, hair wild, streaks of blood on his filthy shirt. Pistol in his belt. The face of a man who could not recall his last rest. But more defiant for it.


James stopped, looked up. The man looked down. Then the man said, Where is the captain of this sloop?


I am the captain.


They held each other, stare for stare. James could see the narrowing eyes, could hear the debate in the mans head.


A nigger? A nigger coming to our aid?


Cast off, the white man said. Leave our ship. It is no concern of yours.


Nigger.


And then another man was there, just as haggard, but with the defiance beaten out of him, and the other man said, For the love of
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