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            Dedication

         
         
            For the women who do right.

             

            For the women who do wrong for the right reasons.

             

            For the women who burn it all down, find beauty in ashes.

             

            For the dreamers left behind—keep sailing.
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            Author’s Note

         
         This novel begins in 1674, along the shores of a remote West Indies island, a few years before what is considered the start
            of the Golden Age of Piracy. Tortuga, a haven for outcasts and land grabbers, changes leadership as Spain, France, and England
            wrestle for control. The result is continued instability and an influx of multilingual seekers of asylum.
         

         
         I want you to feel fully immersed in this novel. While the real individuals portrayed—Jacquotte Delahaye, Anne Dieu-Le-Veut,
            Michel Le Basque, and Laurens de Graaf—would have spoken in English, French, Spanish, or various African dialects, I have
            chosen to tell their story in modern language. This approach ensures that you, the reader, can vividly experience the turbulent
            and often violent lives they led. As the infamous pirate captains and their comrades seek their fortunes, they battle diametrically
            opposed forces:
         

         
         
            	Two world powers—Spain and the Mughal Empire.

            	Two emerging nations—England and France.

            	Two opportunities—naval careers versus legal piracy.

            	Two systems—diverse frigate crews above, transporting the enslaved below.

            	Two feminine norms—wenches or wives.

         

         
            Content Guidance

            If you are a reader who appreciates learning about sensitive content, this is for you. Fire Sword and Sea contains graphic and historically accurate depictions of rape, murder, prejudice and enslavement of men, women, transgender,
               queer, and pregnant characters. The seventeeth century was a violent time, yet it also allowed for transformation and radical
               agency. I hope you’ll join these daring pirates on their heroic journeys.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Twilight

         
         The first lady pirate of my acquaintance was Uzoamaka Delahaye. Escaping her master’s whip, the enterprising laundress stole
            a silken dress from the mistress of the habitation, boots from the oldest son’s closet, and a reed Moses basket from the pantry.
            Hiding her four-year-old daughter within the woven straw, Uzoamaka lugged the basket through the jungle and over a mountain
            to the shore. Awaiting the right time, the twilight before the dawn, she took command of a sloop and escaped Hispaniola. An
            Icarus floating in the sky, not from boyhood to manhood but enslaved to true freedom, she crossed her beloved sea.
         

         
         For a moment of time, Uzoamaka—my mother, ma maman—flew high, living an exciting adventure. Then she sailed into the sun and
            married, losing her wings and her life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One
1674, Basse-Terre, Tortuga

         
         When my mother left this world, she bore a curse on her lips, sweat on a pained brow, and a dead-arse stare pinned on me.
            “You, Jacquotte Delahaye,” she whispered, “you’re my legacy. Make somethin’ of your life.”
         

         
         Me hiding outside the tavern she built, with ale-soaked hands, refusing to go inside . . . isn’t what she meant.

         
         The growing darkness hides me. White cobbles near my feet grab bits of the fleeting daylight, holding onto it, illuminating
            a path around the tavern. I should follow it and flee.
         

         
         But I’m too angry to move. Accidentally—not so accidentally—spilling ale on a patron shows a weak temperament. Weakness is
            a disgrace.
         

         
         If I’d been smarter, I’d have held in my fury, left the tavern and all those silly men, and chased the twilight to the shores.
            But I wasn’t. I dumped a tankard of ale on a lousy patron’s lap. On the habitation where I was born, back in Hispaniola, my
            actions would’ve gotten me whipped.
         

         
         “Mademoiselle Delahaye, come back!” That’s the upstairs fille hired to watch my baby brother while I cook.

         
         My gut tightens. Something could be wrong with Josiah. Part of me wants to check. The angry part of me remembers that this woman is paid monthly in silver, a whole piece of eight, to protect him. Is she trying to shirk her responsibilities on to me? 

         
         “Mademoiselle Delahaye. You’re needed back in the kitchen,” she says. “The pottage does look good.”

         
         I should tell her to get a bowl. Everyone loves my pottage, the bouillon I cook. In a big copper pot, I make a broth stewing
            vegetables—carrots or potatoes or whatever I can grow or purchase cheaply—and chopped fish, scooped over a sop. That is what a British filibuster calls the little scrap of bread that sticks to the bottom of the bowl.
         

         
         I’m privileged to run my father’s kitchen. Since I was old enough to walk, I helped my mother in these tasks, working beside
            her slaughtering goats, ripping the hides from boars, gutting fish. Not many women could brag of their knife skills like Delahaye
            women.
         

         
         “Mademoiselle. Come in. No one is mad.”

         
         Ignoring this call, I press my back flatter against the wall and draw deeper into the shadows. No footfalls near. Like Père,
            let this person relent and let me be.
         

         
         I love my father, but he doesn’t understand me. I’m fourteen, and he thinks he can shape my will. He won the fight to have
            me wear womanly gowns instead of the breeches I wore as a child. My temper is such that I don’t lose many other battles.
         

         
         Blowing out hot breaths, I watch dusk hover over my garden. It’s peaceful and reminds me to count my blessings. I should be
            more grateful that Père cares about me and my little brother. Yet, knowing how my mother suffered from shackles, why can’t
            he condemn the announcement that slave women will again return to Tortuga?
         

         
         “Jacquotte?” A different female voice calls for me. “Jacquotte, I know you’re out here. You left fire in the hearth!”

         
         Madame Mille? Silly woman. You always leave coals warming if you aren’t done cooking. I’d be in there now, starting a second
            batch of pottage, if Père had silenced the patrons and stood up for what’s right. Instead, he apologized for my behavior like
            I am in the wrong.
         

         
         No, I’m not. I took a stand.

         
         My rebuke of the governor’s lieutenant stopped his chortles. It was rash, but he should know the French side of the island ended enslavement over forty years ago. Basse-Terre became a beacon of freedom. That’s why Maman chose to live here. 

         
         “Jacquotte Delahaye,” Mille says. “You stubborn fille, come now.”

         
         Why is she searching for me? Mille hates me and my dead maman.

         
         “Did you find her, Madame Mille? She didn’t go to her room.” Père sounds concerned. He left the fancy politicians to hunt
            for his wayward daughter. Is he coming to force me to apologize?
         

         
         “Monsieur Delahaye.” The brothel owner’s tone becomes sickeningly sweet, like an overripe banana. “You mustn’t be guiding
            Jacquotte with a strict-enough hand.”
         

         
         “We are managing, Madame Mille,” he says.

         
         “Of course, monsieur. It’s not every day ale is spilled or emptied . . . by accident.”

         
         “Oui, madame. Jacquotte is excitable.” Père’s tone tightens.

         
         “Your daughter is easily angered, monsieur. But it’s to be expected. She’s part Guinea. Their blood is warm.”

         
         I wait for a response.

         
         Nothing. No defense. My father’s soft heart refuses to hear her insults. I’m not as generous. Madame Mille should have her
            painted face scrubbed, her white wig knocked off, and maybe her corset loosened so she can breathe instead advertising her
            breasts. Unencumbered lungs and a voice are gifts.
         

         
         “This my fault,” Père says. “She heard the men joking”—he clears his throat—“about the shipment. D’Ogeron has brought more prisoners. They are in pens in Cayonne. Pens.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Mille sounds surprised. “The shipment?” she asks, her pitch rising. “That’s what you call the whores from Paris?”

         
         “Madame Mille, please. Jacquotte may overhear. She’ll misunderstand—”

         
         “Misunderstand what, Monsieur Delahaye? The criminal women collected from the rues of France are going to be imprisoned in Fort de Rocher then sold to the highest bidder. What is there for Jacquotte not to comprehend?” 

         
         My father sighs hard. I hear his boots pound back into the dining room.

         
         And I match the rhythm, running toward the beaches of Cayonne to see for myself.

         
         

         My feet sink into cool, powdery sand. The path feels like walking on fine ash. Above my head, coconut palms snap their leaves.
            Like loud clapping hands, the noise keeps me looking up as I follow the jungle path to Cayonne.
         

         
         It’s hard for stars to send their light through the canopy of branches. It’s a shame. They are so pretty. My favorite is the
            Crux. The Southern Crux, or Cross, as the Brits say, twinkles, the stars leading men to Tortuga.
         

         
         Something scampers behind me. A nighthawk? A monkey? I live and die a thousand times, jumping at every thud and creak. Then
            I hear the crash of waves. The salty air, strong and inviting, reaches my nostrils. My heart flips out of my bodice and back.
            I’ve made it to the beaches of Cayonne.
         

         
         Dropping to my knees, I kiss the sand. Maman did the same when we first landed here. I remember how happy we were, dancing
            along the shore, the waves lapping against our toes. She’d stolen a boat. We’d arrived to freedom.
         

         
         It’s been four years since she died. At ten, I thought the world ended. At fourteen, must I again relearn cruelty? Yet, as
            I search the beach from the jungle to the dock and warehouses, I see pens. But no captive women. I breathe easier. Maybe Mille
            and Père were teasing because they knew I was listening.
         

         
         My father, the person Maman sacrificed so much for, couldn’t be complicit with making women captives. I realize how low my
            faith in him has fallen. This must change.
         

         
         Rushing to the water, I dip my hands into a foamy wave and wash sticky ale and sand from my fingers. Perhaps all the wild talk is about what they want for the future. Those men in the tavern weren’t confused. They want Tortuga to become like Hispaniola, a place dependent upon chattel slaves. 

         
         

         High tide, low tide, I sit on the beach watching the sea. The black curtain of night rises, erasing where sky and water intersect.
            I’ve been here most of the night, alone. It’s too early for the washerwomen or laundresses to start their boils, too soon
            for fishermen to begin, too late for wenches to fill empty beds.
         

         
         The second twilight arrives and makes the dark sky turn a little gray. In less than an hour, the sun will bring new warmth
            and begin the day. The receding tide exposes treasures—shells, shiny rocks, bits of rope.
         

         
         A nighthawk swoops low. His screech buzzes my ear. He’s flown close, as if my braids are a suitable nest. The bird, the hunter,
            might find a meal by the warehouses. The open-air buildings on the far side of the docks sell spices and cloth and allow men
            to trade their humanity for silver. I’m sure a fat rat would be at home there.
         

         
         I pick up a shell and try to catch a piece of the fleeing sea. Foam sweeps over my thumb. Good and warm, light and honest,
            the comfort of the water reminds me of my mother, her purification rituals, her scent.
         

         
         “Maman, help me find a way to apologize to Père,” I say aloud. “There are no pens here. No prisoners will be sold.”

         
         “This isn’t the only beach in Cayonne.” The voice, dark and scratchy, isn’t my mother’s. Startled, I peer over my shoulder
            and see my friend Old Jean. A man of the same tribe as Maman, he won his freedom long, long ago.
         

         
         “What do you mean, monsieur?”

         
         He comes alongside me. The outline of his pointy cap drapes the left side of his face. Made of ebony velvet, the hat probably
            cost a lot when he bought it. He’s the most prosperous Guinea man I know.
         

         
         His dry lips part. “Cayonne stretches far. If the rumors are true, this wouldn’t be where I’d hunt. There are more convenient places to hold captives meant for Fort de Rocher.” 

         
         “Does my father condone this practice?”

         
         “Jacquotte, I’m the last to know these things. Asking about a Blanc man’s business isn’t wise.”

         
         His eyes, frowning and dark, express the sorrows he’s seen. Yet, deep in them are stars and hope. “Come sailing with me,”
            he says. “If you want to catch the wind, you need to chase it.”
         

         
         Rearranging my gown of rough silk and muslin, I stand and brush away the sand that clings near my knees. “You were at the
            tavern, Old Jean. Tell me you heard them brag about enslaving women.”
         

         
         “Not sure what I heard, but I saw you do the stupidest thing.”

         
         “Dumping the ale was wasteful.”

         
         “Worse, child. You let them know you’re mad. That gives away your power.” With his silvery hair pushed back, he adjusts his
            hat. “Never do that.”
         

         
         Shamed again and I’ve not even seen daybreak. I lower my chin. “So you are saying it’s true.”

         
         He takes my arm and pulls me forward. “I think Uzoamaka Delahaye is here. Let’s ask her. She’s in the waves, telling me the
            best spots to cast my nets. She’ll know the truth.”
         

         
         “Isn’t it too early to fish?”

         
         He chuckles. The sound is rich and filled with a sense of calm. “Then we wait on the water until it’s time. Your maman asked
            me to guide Jacquotte. Come. Let’s sail and find her.”
         

         
         For a moment, I think of being no trouble and returning to hide in my garden. Then Père will scold me and make me promise
            to be good and quiet and cook. The men of Basse-Terre want a woman to be a pottage pot, constantly feeding and filling others
            until she runs dry.
         

         
         “Come on, Jacquotte,” Old Jean says. “I don’t have all night.”

         
         Indecisive, I take a few steps. “You sure you want me to come? I haven’t been so smart.”

         
         “You’re smart.” He looks up at the fading stars. “You come from Kissi women. Let’s go pray that Uzoamaka meets us in the sea.”

         
         The Kissi are the lifeblood of the Guinea. They believe in communing with the ancestors that have passed on to the next journey.
            For a moment, I feel the pride of these people and the joy of stolen tribal members who are freed, no matter the cost—even
            death.
         

         
         “Jacquotte. Don’t dawdle. Let’s be on the water at dawn.” Old Jean tips his pointy hat and heads to the docks, leaving me
            to decide.
         

         
         A breeze rattles the close palms that hang their trunks, like long extended necks, over the beach. The steady rhythm, the
            shaking leaves soothe me. The jungle wishes to accompany Père’s organistrum, the musical instrument with strings that he and
            Maman played. My mother used to say it sounded similar to her father’s kora, a gourd with leather strings pulled tight across
            its belly. Her memories of these melodies surely brought the master’s son and the enslaved laundress together.
         

         
         The clapping palms are a sign.

         
         “Old Jean, wait!” Jogging, kicking up sand, I catch him and help untie his boat from a pillion. The glorious ketch with its
            two masts wiggles free into Maman’s waters. I brace against the side, waiting on the wind to help me catch a fantôme.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two
1674, The Sea About Tortuga

         
         Maintaining his balance, Old Jean stands in the ketch and yanks at the halyard, the rope raising the white sail up the mainmast.
            The boat moves gently in the waves. The dock and the horrid warehouses grow smaller the farther we drift. I imagine pinching
            them betwixt my index and thumb and plucking them into the sea. Wouldn’t it be great to cause such destruction?
         

         
         Twilight transitions to daybreak. I lift my hands and see my shortening shadow on the deck. “It’s magical out here.”

         
         “See. You’ve calmed. Being out here always does that.” He cups his palm to his brow. “No red in the sky today, Jacquotte.
            We’ll have no worries, for it is written in Pope Alexander’s book that foul weather comes from a sky that’s red and lowering.”
         

         
         His voice switches from his Creole French to formal French when he quotes anything written. He’s learned such formalities
            from his days enslaved at a monastery. Through the years, he’s told me everything of his life while filling in missing pieces
            about the Kissi people.
         

         
         “Did I ever tell you about how I gained my freedom? The monks sold me to explorers?”

         
         Explorers? It’s hard enough to imagine men of God having slaves, but for the monks to sell them to explorers, that seems very odd. “Is this going to be another d’Artigue story? It seems most of your stories involve that filibuster.” 

         
         “I guess I’ve mentioned that name before.”

         
         “Oui, you have.” I mimic his voice and say, “D’Artigue was one of the few Blanc men I trust.”

         
         “Laugh if you must, Jacquotte. But d’Artigue was special. He and his son have too many airs to be ordinary pirates. D’Artigue
            signed on to the explorer’s crew.”
         

         
         “To hunt Spanish treasure? All the buccaneers and filibusters in the tavern lust for such?”

         
         “Until the world finds more gold, only the Spanish and the Mughals have it. Men search the Caribbean hunting for lost treasure
            in the wrecks of the armadas. The explorers made me put on a helmet and walk along the sea bottom for ingots.”
         

         
         My mouth drops open. “Walk beneath the sea! You’re not a fish.”

         
         “Chattel don’t have much choice,” he says. “But I was promised my freedom if I trusted the hose on the helmet to deliver air.
            I took the risk. D’Artigue manned the tube, and when I recovered gold, he made sure I was freed. Kept his word. That’s why
            he and his son are the only Blanc men I trust.”
         

         
         As if he realizes he’s said too much, he turns and checks the bow sail. Even if he keeps some things to himself, he’s told
            me more about life than Père.
         

         
         Old Jean claps his hands. “It shall be a good day for fish.”

         
         Spear hooks shift on the deck, as he sorts them and picks the right one. “Did I tell you about the time Uzoamaka caught a
            butterfish in the Ọya River? She took a hook like this. Got him on the first try.”
         

         
         “You use nets here.”

         
         “It’s the way in the Caribbean. Uzoamaka mastered this way as well.”

         
         Every time I sail with Old Jean, his stories make me feel as if my mother is with us. Since her death, fishing with him, sailing his ketch have become the only things I look forward to. Though I once loved cooking, it’s a prison, a symbol of the confined life women are bred to have. How does one break free? How can I dream of freedom beyond this? 

         
         Old Jean folds his arms, his happy expression fading into a full frown.

         
         “Say it, monsieur. I see you’re burdened.”

         
         “Jacquotte, you know a maiden alone out in the dark is not safe. The men here can be desperate. The governor’s soldiers—”

         
         “You mean the filibusters he hired, those soldiers?”
         

         
         “They are all soldiers for France. Piracy is legal when you have le Roi Soleil’s permission. A mulattress, no matter how light
            her skin is or how fair her red hair, will never gain justice. Hell, their own women gain none.”
         

         
         My skin is tan. My hair takes after my father’s coloring, but with a fine, curly texture. Unlike pale, three-year-old Josiah,
            I’ll never be confused for fully French or Blanc. Old Jean is convinced that our skin is light not only from French blood
            but the light KhoeSan ancestors that came to Kissi.
         

         
         Nonetheless, skin coloring offers no protection for women. “Old Jean, why are men immune to troubles?”

         
         “We have our own, Jacquotte.” His laughter sounds rich. “It’s not all bad. Your father’s well off, and he’ll make a good match
            for you, someone respectable to marry. It’s best your soul is tied to someone that’s good.”
         

         
         Tying of souls? I look at the gown that I’m forced to wear. It’s an indication of things to come. Père has a soft spot for
            politicians. He could be angling and positioning for an agreement to wed me to one once I reach a suitable age. But what is
            a suitable age in Tortuga, where women are scarce?
         

         
         “Tell me of your père’s plans. What or who has he said?”

         
         “Plans? I’ve only heard about helping my brother and running the tavern.”

         
         “That’s all he’s said?” Old Jean sucks his teeth. “Waste of a man. Doesn’t he understand it’s a father’s duty to plan his
            daughter’s life?”
         

         
         “Monsieur. I have plenty of time for plans.”

         
         “You think so? Little girl, life has a way of changing that.”

         
         At fourteen, I wouldn’t exactly call myself a little girl. I’d rather call myself enterprising, an adventurer.

         
         “You need to be ready.” Old Jean stretches, making his jacket billow about his chest. “Monsieur Delahaye should be thinking
            good and hard. You deserve a good bride’s wealth. He should set a high lowola. That’s what Uzoamaka would want.”
         

         
         “Lowola?”

         
         “The bride’s wealth.” He huffs like my question is ignorant. “It’s what the groom must give your father to prove he can provide
            for you and to compensate for your loss to Delahaye when you marry.”
         

         
         “If that doesn’t sound like being sold to the highest bidder, I must be confused.”

         
         Old Jean sucks on his teeth again. “Your father is feckless. But he’s in good with the leaders of Tortuga—”

         
         “The bragging men you mean? Maman told me that Kissi women were listened to. Their words were revered. They led.”

         
         “Elder females led. Now, stop interrupting,” he says with a half smile, then starts pointing. “Grab the rudder. On the big
            ships, it’s a whipstaff. Steer it so we’ll fly through the ship lanes.”
         

         
         I dream of those big ships as much as I do this ketch. Palming the rudder, I guide the boat. We pick up speed and soon come
            to the tip of Tortuga. Old Jean turns the sail to keep us to the French part of the island and away from the Spanish side.
            I wouldn’t mind drifting beyond the imagined border and spying a galleon or even a frigate belonging to King Carlos II.
         

         
         He heads us back, putting the ketch closer to the land but at a safe distance from the wild mangroves. These tangled roots
            thrive along the edges of the island and can ensnare unsuspecting boats. They’re beautiful and grow green and yellow flowers.
            During the warm season, some bear jade-colored fruits, which can quench a thirst. With salty, undrinkable water everywhere,
            these gems save lives. Runaways from Hispaniola’s habitations live off them. Maman and I did until we were caught on her first
            try at escaping.
         

         
         Old Jean grabs the rudder from me. He makes the ketch turn to the left. “Don’t be gentle with a boat. She needs to know you believe in what you’re doing. Take her where you want.” 

         
         Fingers tightening and relaxing about the handle, I try again and become more confident. My heart beats a little faster. He’s
            never let me set the course. I stare at him and catch his proud deep-set eyes. “You’re going to let me be captain?”
         

         
         Laughing, he puts his back flat against mainmast. “Oui. We go until I tell you to head back. I know how angry you are. Sailing
            will calm you. It will help you think more deeply about the risks you take.”
         

         
         A legacy has to take risks. “I can defend myself. I practice fencing with my father’s rapier. I dream about battles.”

         
         “Dreams aren’t true, Jacquotte. And fighting an invisible person is different than attacking the governor’s lieutenant, who
            can arrest you and use an army to seize your family and property. Everything can be lost. Do you know how much bitterness
            I must swallow to keep a jealous Blanc from taking my ketch?”
         

         
         He closes his eyes. “I do not wrestle with what I cannot control. Out here, I look at the mountains. They sing to my spirit.
            Look at them, Jacquotte. The Montagnes du Nord are bigger than our problems.”
         

         
         Père loves them too. They overlook the place of his birth at his Parisian parents’ habitation. Partially shrouded in fog,
            the mountains only lets us see so much.
         

         
         With Old Jean snoring, I command the rudder. I intend to sail the length of Cayonne, hunting for the truth about enslavement
            returning to Tortuga.
         

         
         

         With a favorable wind and a steady hand, I have the ketch easing through the blue-green waters. Porpoises play in the distance. A shift in the breeze makes me glance at Tortuga’s hills full of forests and caverns. The batteries of Fort de Rocher are exposed. A cannon looms. 

         
         I direct the boat to where I can more easily view the fort. If there are pens on that section of Cayonne, I’ll know instantly.

         
         My heart pounds. I angle the rudder and slip so close to the mangroves their petals fall onto the deck. The smell of the sulfur
            from flowers dropping seeds into the water overwhelms, but Old Jean doesn’t wake.
         

         
         I spy an opening in the trees. It’s wide enough for a frigate to pass. Aiming the rudder, I drift the ketch inside to a bay.
            A huge, sleek hull looms, with three-masts, with square sails and one triangular one. A flag bearing a blue cross on white
            cloth waves from the stern. It’s a French second-rate frigate, here with le Roi Soleil’s blessing.
         

         
         Without adjusting the ketch’s sails and awaking Old Jean, I ease closer. All seems quiet on the frigate, but their handiwork
            offloading women into iron cages set up along the beach can’t be unseen. I count at least twenty women.
         

         
         My stomach caves inward. “Enslavement has returned to Tortuga.”

         
         “Jacquotte, what’s happening? What are you looking at?” Old Jean sits up. “Oh.”

         
         He cannot miss this. The sin is right there in the shadow of Fort de Rocher.

         
         “Blanc women? Damnation!” Old Jean covers his mouth. He takes command of the rudder. “We must get out of here before we’re
            spotted.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         He puts a finger to his lips, hushing my complaint. Soon, the ketch whips around and with the next gust of wind sails out
            of the mouth of the bay. When we are far away, he says, “They’ll confiscate my boat if they think I’m interfering! Hell, they
            could sell us both into slavery again. Non. It’s not worth the risk.”
         

         
         He puts his hands to the rudder again and skirts the mangroves with such ease. Old Jean drives his boat even closer than I did. The seeds, the petals—the stench is bad. 

         
         “You know this is wrong,” I say. “We must help these women.”

         
         “We? Oh, non. Don’t get no ideas, Jacquotte Delahaye. Just because I teach you about boats doesn’t mean you can take mine
            to war.”
         

         
         Folding my arms, I lean against the mizzenmast. Its shadow splits me in two, the part that burns because I want to fight and
            the sensible side that knows we’ll fail and suffer. “How does evil end if good people do nothing?”
         

         
         “You listen. Let the Blancs save the Blancs. It’s their women. Let them have at it. Your Guinea blood will decide whose you
            are and where you belong. It’s not to be made an example to keep others in line.”
         

         
         Making a neat bundle, he curls rope around his palm and then to his elbow and back. “Whether they get husbands or become wenches
            for Madame Mille or even toil in fields, it’s not our business.”
         

         
         I put my head down. “I want to do something.”

         
         “You and I are the currency exchanged all over the world for food or water or medicine, anything they value. Those Blanc women
            will be fine. Their children will not be enslaved. They’re not us.”
         

         
         Old Jean hasn’t lived this long as a free Guinea man with means and his own boat by chance. He is a success—safe, minder of
            his destiny, keeper of his treasures . . . and secrets.
         

         
         “Now, Uzoamaka Delahaye didn’t raise a foolish child. So don’t sulk, Jacquotte.”

         
         He speaks her name to chastise me, but Maman is the fire that stirs my soul.

         
         “We’re almost at the docks, and look who’s come looking for you.”

         
         Père and Josiah stand along the beach. My father sees Old Jean’s boat and waves.

         
         “The family Uzoamaka fought and died for are waiting for you. What say you, Jacquotte? Ready to go back home?”

         
         A big wave crests and slaps the boat. A spray of water kisses my cheeks. It doesn’t sting but leaves salt like tears on my
            skin. It is a sign. Maman cries for me and those women, but she needs me safe at home. “Take me to the docks.”
         

         
         If there’s a next time, I’ll have a plan worthy of my mother that will keep me safe while I set the captives free.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three
1674, Basse-Terre, Tortuga

         
         A week of being confined to our home and tavern isn’t the punishment Père expects it to be. I spend time gardening and cleaning
            my kitchen. I keep a tidy ship, so to speak, that somewhat mirrors my father’s efforts in the dining room. He swabs it daily
            as if it is a ship’s deck.
         

         
         I examine every surface—my oak table for food preparation, my wall hooks for pots and spoons, my tripod kettle for cooking
            outdoors, and my pink-and-gray brick hearth. From the reredos at the back of my hearth, I scoop ash, which I’ll save to make
            lye soap. My pottage cauldron holds a shine. The copper pot sparkles but has a green patina along the rim that I can’t make
            disappear no matter how much I rub.
         

         
         My busy brother plays in the corner stacking old plates. Three-year-old Josiah looks at me with big greenish-brown eyes. He
            has Père’s cleft in his chin. But at age three my brother still hasn’t learned to speak.
         

         
         At least he is safe, not getting into or causing trouble. I bend and congratulate him on his perfect stacks. “Excellent,”
            I say and kiss his forehead and pray he finds his words.
         

         
         He stands, hugs my legs, then goes back to restack the plates.

         
         One more check about the room. I move to the shelves to straighten demijohn neck jars of olive oil and a pewter tankard filled with my special mix of spices for my pottage, a blend of herbs, salt, and dried peppers. 

         
         Père purchases spices from the warehouse at the docks. It always bothers me having to get things from there, but my father
            pays in silver, no other exchange.
         

         
         A large iron pot cools on the floor. Earlier, I boiled ashes with goat fat to make lye-water soap. Once it becomes solid,
            I’ll have enough to scrub every inch of the kitchen every day for a week. “Josiah, I think we can go get the water for the
            pottage.”
         

         
         He dances around the large table where I prepare vegetables and season meat. Père’s tavern is the only place in the little
            ville to purchase a hearty meal and a drink of ale or sweet rum.
         

         
         The slatted door separating the dining room and kitchen opens. I hold my breath and await my father’s inspection.

         
         Père’s boot heels clack on the tile floor. He moves to the stacks of clean bowls and plates, then touches the surface of the
            worktable like his fingers will find grime, but his skin touches nothing but smooth ridges from the grain of the freshly cleaned
            surface. He sorts through my kitchen knives hunting for that one dull one, but I’ve shined and sharpened each to the best
            of my ability.
         

         
         He moves to the empty pails. “Jacquotte, you’re to go to the well and back.”

         
         “Oui, Père. Josiah and I are both going. He can chaperone and see that I finish quickly.”

         
         My father starts to leave but turns back, his reddish whiskers drooping. “I’m not wrong to chastise you in this matter. You
            must understand this.”
         

         
         I keep silent and hope my stare reminds him of Maman’s.

         
         He puts his hands together as if to pray. “Except to go to the well, you aren’t to leave the tavern. You will cook, serve,
            then go to your room. We’ll have another rowdy crowd. Men are noticing you. What if the Spanish raiders from the other side
            of Tortuga had struck? You could’ve been taken in the dark. Then what, Jacquotte?”
         

         
         “Obviously you’ll complain to one of your loyal customers, to see if I can be bought back.” I point to the pewter tankard. “They say that’s worth fifteen to twenty Guineas. I’m just one, so you can negotiate a better trade.” 

         
         “That’s not funny, Jacquotte.”

         
         I pick up the pails. “I will return—”

         
         “Those women aren’t slaves. They committed crimes. This is their punishment.”

         
         I give Josiah a pail and make ready to walk out the door. “Père, you have no worries. Your governor has completed the auction.
            Mille has new women to entertain your patrons, and I hear several men have bought slaves. Pardon. Wrong word. I meant, bought
            wives, but that means the same thing.”
         

         
         His countenance dims. The striped pourpoint that wraps his thin shoulders begins to sag. He opens the door. “You may think
            me a coward, and in some respects, I am. We are all servants to Governor d’Ogeron. His way provides protection for Basse-Terre.
            We could grow as big as the cities of Hispaniola. Tortuga and the Delahayes being a success is the best revenge.”
         

         
         Revenge? Is this about besting his own father? “This bending of principles is to win a competition against the slaver Delahayes
            of Hispaniola?”
         

         
         His lips snap closed like he didn’t mean to speak this truth. He huffs and says, “We compromise to survive.”

         
         

         I take several deep breaths of the crisp morning air then start to the well. The cobbled path leads there. The ancient watering
            hole is in front of the tavern. We take our time. Once I’m sure Josiah won’t wander away, I draw fresh water from the well.
         

         
         In lieu of a church, this is the center of Basse-Terre. The ville sits on a flat plateau. Nine of the original houses of the settlement and the tavern form a ring. Two-story homes with sandstone and coral bricks and thatched roofs stand between the jungle and larger habitations. 

         
         My father wants our tiny city to grow to be big like Santo Domingo. If tobacco takes hold here like it does in Hispaniola,
            enslaved Guineas will again toil upon the island.
         

         
         Josiah tugs on my apron and points to a fallen palm frond. Then he makes a sweeping motion with his hands. Does he want to
            sweep the dirt? I wish he would say what he wants—to get the leaf, to twirl it, to clean?
         

         
         Then I resign myself. “If we both spoke up, I’m sure you’d agree with me, and we’d drive Père mad.”

         
         Crash.

         
         A pail is tossed from the house farthest to the right.

         
         A loud argument follows, and I hear horrid shouts. “Wench! Pute! Get the water!”

         
         That angry voice belongs to our neighbor Monsieur Sayon. The former filibuster is a little older than Père but thick with
            muscles from his years at sea.
         

         
         Pulling a threadbare shawl over her head, a woman I’ve never seen before stumbles from the Sayon cottage. She looks tired.
            Perhaps ten or fifteen years older than me with raven hair that looks purple in the sunlight, she bends and picks up the pail.
            The way she seems to cower protectively makes my stomach queasy.
         

         
         When Monsieur Sayon sees me gawking, he calls out, “Hurry back, wife.”

         
         Then he struts back into his cottage. I groan. He bought a woman at the auction.

         
         When she comes closer, I see the stony look on her face as she gazes toward her husband’s house. This woman’s angry but, like
            Old Jean, swallowing her bitterness. Yet, the way she swings the pail in her hands, I think she’s tempted to throw it back
            at Monsieur Sayon.
         

         
         I like her instantly. “Bonjour, Madame Sayon. It would be my pleasure to fill your pail.”

         
         I crank the handle the final turns, and the bucket in the well rises. I take it and fill her vessel. “There. If you ever want pottage, come to the back of the tavern. The door to my kitchen is there.” 

         
         The woman is thin, like she hasn’t eaten much in a long time. She nods and starts back to Monsieur Sayon’s house. Then she
            stops. “My name is Sarah. Thank you for the water and for being nice.”
         

         
         “I mean it. I’m Jacquotte Delahaye.”

         
         “Hope to call you friend, Mademoiselle Delahaye.” Sarah seizes a big breath. “Also hope you have a shovel and soft ground.
            Don’t know if this fool will make it a whole week.”
         

         
         That reply makes me love her. My soul leaps at the thought of another fighter in Basse-Terre.

         
         Père comes out of the front door. “Jacquotte, do you need any . . . help?”

         
         His eyes grow big at the sight of Sarah. He bows.

         
         Sarah nods and keeps going. She has no time for pleasantries. Maybe she suspects Père is one of the men who allowed this to
            occur.
         

         
         Josiah and I start back down the cobbles.

         
         Père intercepts us and takes the pails from me. “You’ve done enough. Go rest until it’s time to start the pottage. Jacquotte,
            I do love you.”
         

         
         I can’t argue. I know he does. “The pails are heavy. Thank you.”

         
         Père takes the lead, and we follow. Maybe he watched from the grand front window of the tavern and saw Sayon’s shoddy treatment
            of his newly purchased bride. Perhaps this is Père’s way of showing contrition.
         

         
         Doesn’t truly matter.

         
         I’ve just met my future. Unless I figure out a new destiny for myself, I will become enslaved as someone’s miserable wife.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four
1675, The Cayonne Hills, Tortuga

         
         Early in the morning after a hearty breakfast of cassava bread, roasted plantains, and cuts of boar belly, Père takes Josiah
            and me on a walk. We stay in the jungle.
         

         
         Up, up, up into the hills, there’s no scent of seawater. The fragrance is pines and earthy ferns. I can’t pout. During the
            day, the trees and vines are magical. The flowers and fruits are a feast for the eyes, with colors varying from pale green
            mangoes to bright-orange cashew apples.
         

         
         “Keep up,” Père says to me as he jostles Josiah on his shoulders.

         
         Traveling the trails, he points to caverns and fruited bayahonde trees. His love of raw, hilly Tortuga beams from his countenance.

         
         I’m cheered to see him so happy.

         
         His lively steps guide us up a hill, then he takes a sharp turn.

         
         Jumping over the fallen trunk of a bamboo tree, I trail behind.

         
         “Something special,” Père says and swipes off his pointy tan hat. “You’ll be rewarded with the sweetest smells and best views.”

         
         Nodding and gawking at everything around us, I have to agree. The air is cooler up here. In another month, the wet season will bring more damp heat and make even the breeze feel sticky. Then these dry paths can become treacherous, turning into raging rivers overnight. 

         
         Père has retrieved the rapier I always borrow. He whacks at the brush that has overgrown the dirt path. I study the way he
            holds the sword, the way his fingers curl about the hilt. I’m proud and envious.
         

         
         The beautiful weapon would normally go to a son. But I suspect Josiah may never be ready for the responsibility.

         
         “Watch your brother,” Père says as he lowers him to me. “There are buccan traps everywhere in this part.”

         
         “Traps? I have the eyes of a nighthawk, sir.”

         
         Père begins to laugh and takes Josiah’s hand. “Then you take the lead.”

         
         I don’t have a sword, so I take up a thick branch and swing it about, poking the brush like my father does with the rapier.

         
         Making the first bend in the trail, I know I’m doing a good job.

         
         Then Papa reaches out and catches me by my corset strings, tugging me backward. “Nighthawk’s eyes, is that so?”

         
         When I try to move forward, he holds out his arm. “Non.”

         
         He takes my branch and tosses it onto our path.

         
         What I think are fallen leaves drop away. It takes a moment to hear the branch strike the bottom. I edge closer and see a
            deep pit. The abyss is bad enough, but the sharp pointy sticks standing straight up will rip through the flesh of anyone unlucky
            enough to fall.
         

         
         “Nighthawk, you walk onto that and you’re dead,” Père says. “The buccans are trapped by these all the time. I found that one
            yesterday.”
         

         
         Ah, the fatback. That’s where that treat came from.

         
         He smiles as we watch Josiah pick up leaves along the trail.

         
         Père takes a whack at hibiscus stringers and a shrub that blocks his next turn. “I worry about Josiah. He’s starting to wander
            when unattended.”
         

         
         It’s terrifying. Josiah doesn’t understand the harm that can come to him.

         
         Père picks up a pink flower and puts it into my loosely braided hair. “You know he’ll never survive without help.”

         
         I touch the petals, which feel delicate and soft beneath my fingertips. Then I grasp Josiah’s hand more tightly.

         
         It’s now more evident he’ll never speak. Maman’s birth pains, the cord wrapping his neck have stolen my brother’s voice and
            maybe some of his hearing. Living in Tortuga isn’t easy. Being mute and possibly deaf will make surviving ten times worse.
         

         
         Clutching a pine branch, Père gazes out toward the mountains of Hispaniola. As always, only the silhouettes appear behind
            a foggy curtain.
         

         
         “They call that the Chaîne de la Selle,” he says. “The tallest mountain is Morne La Selle. Those are the highest one can see
            from Santo Domingo. It’s my guide as much as the fort. It’s how I know my way and all the traps.” He points to the left. “There’s
            a small lake that fills in the rainy season. Right now, it’s a dry hole leading to caves. Above us are the masonry walls of
            Fort de Rocher, with batteries of bronze cannons.”
         

         
         “I don’t see soldiers marching today. Is that because the governor has sailed?”

         
         Père trims a wider path through the brush. “Governor Bertrand d’Ogeron has died in Paris. We await his replacement.”

         
         Did my ears lie? I school my face. It would be wrong to celebrate openly the evil man’s demise.

         
         Sheathing his rapier into the sling at his side, Père leads us off the trail into a grove of tall trees. “Your mother and
            I used to walk here all the time. In the morning, she glistened. I’m glad we found our happiness, even if it wasn’t meant
            to last.”
         

         
         “Why was it on her to save us?” My voice is low, trying to keep my pitch respectful. “Maman said it was a crazy time. But
            I’ve hungered to hear your reasoning. I’ll accept that it wasn’t what you planned, or that circumstances beyond your control
            kept you from doing what was right. I just want your words, not Maman’s excuses.”
         

         
         He puts a hand to his graying reddish beard. “I was a fool and a coward. When my père discovered our love, he banished me. He said I had to buy Uzoamaka as I would any other slave. Off earning my own way, I wasn’t even able to witness your first breath or steps.” 

         
         This sad tone sounds true. Père turns. His gaze is again toward the Chaîne de la Selle. “D’Ogeron allowed me to start a tavern.
            When I earned enough money, the family wouldn’t sell her to me. My father condemned me, told me I’d never be anything important.
            I was coming up with a new plan, but Uzoamaka took matters into her sweet hands.”
         

         
         I was young, but I remember how cruel that family was to my mother and other chattel. “Being a man who believes in rules,
            it must be terrible when things don’t work as they should. And Maman suffered. It cost her everything to believe in your love.”
         

         
         “Those Delahayes have no honor. Be a woman of honor, Jacquotte.”

         
         Whatever I thought to say dies on my tongue. I accept this challenge as a blessing.

         
         

         In silence we walk a little farther. Twenty minutes of twists and turns, and we reach a plateau that smells of honey. Almond
            trees form a room of white blossoms all around us.
         

         
         Père uses the rapier and cuts blooms, handing one to me, another to Josiah. “Eat. It’s all edible now.”

         
         I set my brother down, and we mimic what Père does, popping the petals into our mouths. It’s good—jasmine and sweet.

         
         “You’re smiling, Jacquotte. You like it. The tropical almonds are young and tender. It’ll take months before they mature and
            form a protective bitter shell around the delicious nut. Then the hardness must be thrown away. Having served its purpose,
            it takes pride in standing aside.”
         

         
         This sounds like a political speech. Is Père preparing to lose influence under a new governor? How will this change the tavern?
            Us?
         

         
         “Eat, children.” Père takes another bite and licks his lips as it explodes with juice.

         
         I take a bite of mine. My teeth slice the gooey almonds.

         
         Josiah, finishing his, begins to grin.

         
         The three of us on top of the world enjoying a treat. “The Delahayes of Tortuga have survived so much. Père will survive a
            change in governor.”
         

         
         He hugs us. “You two are my treasures. I have to protect what matters.” He hands me his rapier then scoops up Josiah.

         
         Something happens when I hold the rapier high. My arm tingles, and I marvel at how good the weight feels in my palm. “This
            is better than my kitchen knives.”
         

         
         Père steps back like I’ve drawn it against him. “You look like you know how to hold a weapon.”

         
         I fail to mention that I practice every evening, jabbing the waybreads and stabbing gourds. Instead, I spin. The steel tip
            whizzes as I aim at an almond bloom. My strike is clean and precise—just the flower, no leaves, no stem. “Teach me to be better.
            This feels right.”
         

         
         He shakes his head. “Non. That’s not for you. A woman—”

         
         “It would be Josiah’s, but we both know he’ll never wield it. It should be mine. Then when you’re no longer able to protect
            us, you’ll know I can.”
         

         
         My words force to him think, and I step into his path. He nods. “I’ll teach you a little, but the rapier will be for your
            son.” His face sobers. “I’m being asked by men of Basse-Terre about marriage contracts. Even Old Jean has mentioned a name.
            Wealthy men are ready to settle their lives with a wife.”
         

         
         “You said I’m not ready.”

         
         Again he nods, but his gaze stays low. “You’re not ready, but soon. The way you keep the kitchen shows me you are ready to
            run your own house.”
         

         
         “So my punishment for speaking my thoughts is for you to give me a husband?”

         
         “Daughter, I’m trying to prepare you.” He steps closer, and I see the goodness in his eyes. “You’ll need a good man by your side, someone who’ll protect you and Josiah and your freedom.” 

         
         Heat fills my belly. “My freedom? When will Josiah and I be free of becoming chattel?”

         
         The sadness in his eyes is plain. His failure to formally free us means never. I ache with new rage.
         

         
         “We’ve had enough this midday, Jacquotte. Let’s head back.”

         
         “Let me see the sea.” Keeping the rapier, I cut my way to the edge of the plateau. Instead of blond beach and blue water,
            I see the masts and sails of a French frigate. Stretching, I find the missing soldiers. They’re erecting iron pens in the
            sand. “I guess there’s a monument to the late governor after all.”
         

         
         My father holds Josiah tighter.

         
         “I do not control other men. They’ll rot in hell for what they do. I will rot for my failures. But I do control you, and I’ll
            find a good man for you to wed. He’ll swear to care for Josiah. Then I will know I’ve done my best.”
         

         
         He picks another blossom and gives it to his son. “Come along, Jacquotte. We know our duty. It’s time to act in one accord.”

         
         Père’s plan liberates me. What consequences can I suffer that are worse than becoming another man’s property by marriage or
            auction?
         

         
         None. So it won’t matter if I do the worst and free d’Ogeron’s last boat of captives.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Five
1675, Basse-Terre, Tortuga

         
         Men sing in the dining room below. I sit on the floor of the balcony, my toes tracing the knots in the oak planks very close
            to my bedchamber door. Père had me go up as soon as the pottage was ready to serve. Tonight he’s paying some of Mille’s filles
            to help out. They’re making a time of it, flirting, pulling their bodices so low a nipple could pop out.
         

         
         The jokes start again about the new shipment.

         
         “The tavern looks its best from here.” Madame Mille has come up the stairs that lead to the dining area below. She stops beside
            me on the balcony.
         

         
         “Does it look like Paris, Madame Mille, or Sodom and Gomorrah?”

         
         “It looks like Basse-Terre. It’s an opportunity.” She peers down at me, folding her arms over her lacy stomacher. “But it
            could be a harbinger of ill. With d’Ogeron gone, there will be a battle for power.”
         

         
         Don’t men always battle for something? I glance at the dark ceiling beams of the dining room from which still hangs Maman’s
            empty birdcage. Why is it still there?
         

         
         A roar of laughter echoes. “Yes, she’s a spitfire. Only thirteen, but what a mouth on her.”

         
         For a moment, I think he’s speaking of me, but at fifteen, I’m past that age.

         
         Nose upturned, Mille shakes her head. “The soldiers are perverted. They’ll auction off a child as a wench.”

         
         It takes some seconds for my shock to evaporate; Mille has a conscience. “Then you agree this should stop.”

         
         She looks down at me. “I know what I don’t like, but I’m also wise enough to know it’s none of my affair.”

         
         I leap up and face the woman who operates a brothel a few feet away from where I rest my head. “Maybe that should change.”

         
         “Listen, princess,” she says, “I’m only trying to look out for you. Uzoamaka was nice to me. She never looked down on me.
            Don’t be a fool. Your father’s talking to very well-off men for you. Consider yourself lucky, unless you wish to work for
            me.”
         

         
         “No thank you, madame.”

         
         Mille is a crafty woman. Cunning in a man is respected; in a woman, it’s a threat. While I don’t fault her for what she does
            or how she makes her pieces of silver, I wonder why she’s shared her opinions openly with me.
         

         
         She brushes her hand through her high wig. Bits of her natural brown show at the edges. I try to move away, but she calls
            me back. Her voice is loud, getting louder. She’ll draw attention.
         

         
         “Yes, Madame Mille? Is there something else you wish?”

         
         “My rooms could use dusting.”

         
         They need more than dusting. The sheets need to be burned. “You have plenty of filles. I’m sure they could do your cleaning.”

         
         “They are busy earning. Since you have time to go meet with your secretive young man, you have time to clean for me.”

         
         She’s full of assumptions of my behavior. That is better than the truth, so I allow her slander. I won’t threaten her with
            the kitchen knife strapped to my thigh. I’ll save my fury for Cayonne. “Madame Mille, I’ll clean the two bedchambers closest
            to the one I share with my brother. But you must watch him while I’m away. Keep him comforted if he awakens and finds me missing.”
         

         
         “Two rooms?” She rolls the pearl bracelet about her wrists. “That’s a good bargain. And I like Josiah. He’s quiet and humble. You might try that.” 

         
         It takes everything in me to curtsy and not tell Madame Mille what I think of her and her advice. With a nod, I pass Mille
            and descend the back stairs. I breathe easier in the cool twilight. I’ve passed my first obstacle to liberating the captives.
         

         
         

         The fading twilight passes into dusk, but the tavern’s glow makes Maman’s cobbles bright. I sneak through my garden and round
            the corner, walking past the window where Old Jean sits.
         

         
         If he has seen me, he says nothing, and I think to myself that I’ll roast a plantain special for him.

         
         The last challenge is the big window at the front of the tavern. Maybe I should’ve gone the other way around the tavern, but
            that side is darker. I have no time to fight off a drunk or criminal.
         

         
         I take a couple of steps and hide beside the well. Scanning the big window, I see Père serving up my pottage. The crowd is
            singing and drinking.
         

         
         Before I can slip away, I see a woman coming toward me. Head down, I become a statue.

         
         She’s on the other side of the well. She surely sees me.

         
         “Mademoiselle Delahaye?” It’s Madame Sayon.

         
         “I didn’t mean to startle you.” I try to keep my voice low. “How are you tonight?”

         
         She stops pulling at her shawl. She can’t hide the bruises on her neck any more than I can hide my body from her notice. “Work
            has to get done, even after dusk.”
         

         
         “Monsieur Sayon is a brute.” I blurt this. “He needs to be dropped into a buccan pit.”

         
         Releasing a small laugh, Madame Sayon begins to crank the well’s handle.

         
         “Do you need help from whoever you’re avoiding?” she replies. “I can’t ask for the same. A wife can’t fight back.”

         
         My eyes flick from Madame Sayon to the path to Cayonne. She’ll be able to attest that Jacquotte Delahaye left the tavern. A Blanc woman as a witness is as good as a man’s testimony if soldiers suspect me. 

         
         As if she senses my indecision, she looks me in the eye. “Go do what you have to do. I won’t tell. A woman alone outside at
            this time of night must have something important to do.”
         

         
         “I do have something to do, Madame Sayon. I should get to it.”

         
         “Call me Sarah. I hate that name. I hate him. But I’ve nowhere to go. My family has cast me away. At least I have a roof over
            my head. There’s food. I cook it. I’ve started my own garden. It’s enough.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t sound like enough. It sounds like barely existing.”

         
         “When you have nothing, this is good. Your père has a fine business. Your gown is very nice. Though you have no shoes on,
            I’ve seen you wear them. You are better off than I was.”
         

         
         She works the crank. The bucket comes to the top gushing water, more fulfilled than either of us.

         
         “Sarah, I need to know if you think it would’ve been better to stay in the pens. Or to be in prison at Fort de Rocher? I need
            to know.”
         

         
         Basically confessing to my plan, I await her words. I already feel my mission to free the imprisoned women of Cayonne is doomed.

         
         After filling one pail, Sarah lowers the bucket into the well again. “The soldiers abuse you in Fort de Rocher. They take
            turns and laugh.”
         

         
         When she has the bucket high again, Sarah releases the handle. It spins as the full bucket drops at speed to the bottom. The
            time before impact is like falling into a buccan pit. I feel as empty and as hollow.
         

         
         She glances away, toward the tavern. “If someone is going to try to free them, it’s better to do it before they go to the
            fort.”
         

         
         “My mother freed women. She smuggled the captives into the jungle. Some journeyed to the mountains and became Maroons. I think
            they are happy with that choice.”
         

         
         “And the others, Jacquotte?”

         
         I swallow harshly. The memories of the floggings return like my own flesh is being whipped. “They were caught and punished.
            Some killed. Maman, she was hurt bad, but she tried again.”
         

         
         “Sounds like a brave woman. Most people don’t help when they can.” She starts turning the handle again. “I was trapped in
            the belly of a boat for three months. Two Guinea women were sold for provisions in Nassau. The soldiers made jokes that we
            were next, unless . . .”
         

         
         Sarah’s face wets with tears. “I don’t know if I’d have the strength to flee if some brave soul came to try. I don’t know.”

         
         I turn to the tavern, readying to crawl back inside.

         
         “But I would’ve liked to try.” Her whisper reaches my ear. I still.

         
         “If anyone asks, Jacquotte, you came to stay with me. We had mint tea from leaves in my garden. You stayed the night.”

         
         She reaches down and puts a palm on my shoulder.

         
         I hold her hand tightly. “Merci, Sarah.”

         
         “Leave me your fine outer dress. I will keep it clean. No one will know that you were rooting around in the dark.”

         
         That makes sense. I strip to my stays and shift, and hand Sarah the dress.

         
         “Go now. If you decide you can’t, you’ve done more than any. You’re not a coward for trying.” Stars highlight her honest face,
            her gentle dark eyes. “Come to my house when you’re done. The door in the back will be open.”
         

         
         One quick glance at the tavern shows men drinking and singing and ogling Mille’s filles. No one looks to the well. No one
            sees me so undressed. It’s now or never.
         

         
         I offer Sarah a gallant bow, then I head to Cayonne. No one follows. I am again alone under a canopy of leaves and darkness.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Six
1675, The Bay of Cayonne

         
         Boats anchored along the shore bob in the sea. The water looks shiny and black and able to swallow them whole. I don’t see
            Old Jean’s ketch, but I know it’s there. With something that powerful, I could sail from here to the secret bay in a matter
            of minutes and gather up at least ten or fifteen of the prisoners and take them to Hispaniola before dawn. But I will never
            put Old Jean at risk.
         

         
         Though concerns about how to get these women away start to bubble, I commit to figuring this out once I have them freed. Trudging
            past the salt pool where sails are seasoned to ready them for ships, I keep looking over my shoulder. The jungle devours Basse-Terre.
            I keep going, looking up at the stars and the shadowy mountains. When I think I might’ve lost my way, everything opens. Stars
            and Morne La Selle never lie.
         

         
         Light from logs on a fire exposes two iron pens staked into the ground near the water’s edge. There are least ten women in
            one, and a sole captive in another. The lone one looks like a child. The scrawny little thing could never count as a woman.
            The dead governor’s madness sent a child to Tortuga to become a wench or an abused wife.
         

         
         

         Barely holding in my emotions, I step from the shadows and head to the pens. No one screams. No one gives away my position, but one woman says, “Fille fantôme.” 

         
         I freeze. I’m no fantôme.

         
         She says it again and then bows and prays at me, “Mère Marie! Sauve-moi! Mère Marie! Mère Marie, sauve-moi de la bête.”

         
         Another woman starts to laugh. Her giggles sound like she’s drunk. The closer I get to the pen, the stronger the stench of
            ale becomes. The smell is stronger than the tavern before it’s cleaned. That must be why the soldiers can leave these captives
            unguarded. They get them sotted.
         

         
         The chant starts again. “Fille fantôme!” I’m their ghost girl coming from the jungle. Unsure of how much time I have, I go
            first to the pen of the lone girl. She doesn’t seem drunk. This one can surely run and hide.
         

         
         Sinking into the sand, I hoist my knife and pick at the lock. The blond girl inside stares at me. I put a finger to my lips.
            “Shhh!” Before I can do the same to the others, the girl says in immaculate French, “You’ve come to put me through more hell.
            I will yell.”
         

         
         “Sispann. Arrête. Alors vous nous ferez tuer toutes les deux.” My French isn’t as good, but I try to tell her to stop, that
            she’ll get us both killed. I try again, “Morte, de touye,” and point to us.
         

         
         Her eyes are wide. I persevere, twirling my blade, prying up one bolt of the lock and then the other. When it all falls away,
            I ease open the door.
         

         
         The girl doesn’t move. I try to get her attention, and she turns her face to me. Her hair falls in matted braids. Her round
            cheeks look puffy, as if she’s been struck.
         

         
         I try again. “Ou lib! Tu es libre! Leave.”

         
         Her flat voice responds, “But where do I go?”

         
         “Hispaniola,” I say, “but hide in the jungle tonight. Go anywhere but Basse-Terre.”

         
         “You are trying to trick me. The Devil has come to trick me.”

         
         Sweat rolls down my brow. I’ve risked great trouble for this one girl. I should’ve worked on the more crowded pen first. The firelight makes my skin look darker than it is. Surely that couldn’t be why she refuses? Yet, I can think of no other reason. 

         
         If the difference between her white skin and mine dictates that I can’t be her rescuer, so be it. My gaze goes to the route
            I came. No one has followed me. I have time to go to the other pen.
         

         
         This lock is trickier. “When I free you, hide tonight. Boats go to Hispaniola all the time. They won’t find you there.”

         
         Finally, I loosen one of the bolts. My poor kitchen knife has dulled. If I live past this night, I’ll have to take it to a
            whetstone to fix what I’ve ruined. The cries from the other women start again. “Bon fant
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