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ACT 1 — The Outer Convoy
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They stood out with the morning land-breeze and formed the convoy in the outer road before the sun had cleared the low haze over the cays. Two sugar sloops, one brig out of Kingston with dry goods and iron aboard, and a smaller schooner deep in coffee and hides took station under the frigate’s quarter in the order Lieutenant Vale had marked the previous evening. The water was easy there, blue beyond the reef and green where the bottom rose under them, and from a distance the movement might have seemed ordinary enough: king’s ship outward-bound, trade under guard, routine preserved by visible force.

It did not feel ordinary to Captain Hale.

He stood by the weather rail with the convoy list folded in one hand and the glass under his arm, watching the intervals open and close as the merchant masters found their measure. The line never held long. One vessel feared to crowd the next. Another wanted sea-room before the swell outside the protection of the land found her. The smallest schooner yawed whenever the helmsman over-corrected, then came back late and left a ragged seam of wake across the ordered spacing Hale had required.

“Signal the sternmost to close,” he said.

The midshipman repeated it. Flags rose. The schooner answered after a pause and edged up a little.

Hale opened the folded paper again. Dates, departures, intended ports, tonnage, owners, masters. He kept such things in columns because columns could be compared, and comparison produced shape where report and rumour only produced noise. Outward trade this week was lighter than it ought to have been for the season. Inward arrivals had come late two days running. One planter correspondent had written that the insurance men in Port Royal were beginning to price the western passages as if a war squadron, not scattered thieves, governed them. That was exaggeration. But exaggeration in trade usually grew around a real obstruction.

Lieutenant Mercer came up from the lee side, glanced once at the convoy, and said, “We are nursing them again.”

“We are preserving them,” Hale said.

Mercer looked ahead to the open water. “And if the rogues are cruising beyond the turn, they will have the choice of striking elsewhere while we shepherd this lot in a neat row.”

Hale did not answer at once. Mercer was useful because he preferred the shortest line between problem and action, but he was most useful when made to wait half a minute before he heard his own view returned to him in altered form.

“The choice is not between convoy and pursuit in the abstract,” Hale said. “It is between known goods under present protection and unknown movement not yet fixed. I do not intend to abandon the first for the sake of guessing at the second.”

Mercer rested a hand on the rail and watched the merchants labour to keep order. “The unknown has grown expensive.”

“Yes.”

Contact dissolved too readily. A vessel taken one day in a lane thought safe would be described by survivors in terms too broad to be useful. A sloop glimpsed at dawn would vanish into channels where half a dozen lawful craft might be found by noon. By the time a king’s ship concentrated to strike, the object had altered name, rig, course, or company. Trade demanded visible cover; pursuit demanded dispersion, patience, and liberty to turn hard at doubtful signs. The sea allowed both. The cruising pattern did not.

A cry came from the forecastle. Sail to windward.

Hale had the glass up at once. A speck first, then a shape among the dazzle where sea and sky met poorly. Too far yet for certainty. Single-masted. Fast by the look of her lift and fall. Not steering for the convoy line, but not wholly indifferent to it either.

“Beat to quarters quietly,” Hale said. “No drum.”

The order went. Men moved without noise at first, each knowing what part of the routine could be performed before alarm had to be shown openly. Gunport tackles were checked. Marines came onto the quarterdeck and gangways. The merchants, slower to understand, held their line as best they could, though the brig in the middle sagged away in unmistakable unease as soon as she saw men gathering on the frigate’s deck.

Mercer said, “If she is one of them and sees our people at the guns, she will sheer off.”

“If she is one of them and does not see our people prepared, she may stand in too near and profit by it.”

The stranger altered a point. Then another.

Now Hale could see enough to distrust her. Her canvas was not set as a trader’s master would set it if he meant only to pass. She carried herself as if the hand on her tiller expected to choose among several intentions at short notice. He watched for consorts and saw none. That proved little. Pirate courage increased and diminished according to support not always visible.

“Signal the convoy to hold close under us,” he said.

Flags rose again. One merchant obeyed promptly. Another delayed. The sternmost schooner, the same vessel that had already shown poor station-keeping, fell away under the confusion and opened a wider gap than before.

“There,” Mercer said softly.

The stranger had seen it too. She did not come on directly. She angled as though to cross at distance and judge whether the tail of the convoy could be snapped off if wind or fear widened the separation further.

Hale lowered the glass. “Bring us two points down. Keep enough way to cover the rear.”

The helm answered. The frigate inclined and moved across the merchant line’s vulnerable quarter. It was the proper protective motion and he knew it. It was also the motion that announced, to any quick eye outside, that the king’s ship was tied to the convoy’s geometry and could not immediately cast the whole arrangement aside for pursuit.

The stranger wavered, held, then wore off.

Mercer swore once under his breath.

“Not yet,” Hale said.

But it was already too late for “not yet.” The small vessel had taken the measure required. The moment the frigate committed herself to preserving the merchant tail, the stranger’s uncertainty ended. She did not need battle. She needed only proof that the escort’s offensive freedom was limited by the thing it guarded.

“More sail,” Hale said.

The order ran. Canvas climbed. The frigate gathered way, but every increase of speed strained the convoy behind her. The brig wallowed. One of the sugar sloops began to drop back. If Hale drove ahead at full hunting pace, he would cease to be escort and become a ship chasing a probability while four merchant hulls spread into fear and confusion in contested water.

Mercer knew it and did not bother to hide the look.

Hale watched the stranger lengthen westward. Fast craft always seemed to flee with insolent ease because the pursuing eye supplied a straight line where the fleeing captain had already chosen among shoals, channels, and distance marks invisible to the larger ship bound by draught and duty. Another minute and the sloop was no more than a dark incision in the glare. Another two and she had run so as to force any pursuer to choose between prolonged chase and immediate return.

“Recall the additional sail,” Hale said.

Mercer turned his head. “Sir—”

“Recall it.”

The order was given.

No one argued again, because the argument had passed from opinion into fact. Men nearest the quarterdeck had seen enough. The merchants, though they could not name the calculation, felt the result in the frigate’s altered motion. The convoy compressed again under her wing. The stranger drew farther off.

Hale kept the glass raised until the sloop disappeared into the broken distance of sea and light. Then he lowered it and said, “Mark the bearing at loss of sight. Note time, wind, and our position.”

The master’s mate repeated the particulars to the clerk.

Mercer said, “We might still overhaul the rear of her by dusk if we handed the convoy to the brig and kept on.”

“The brig cannot defend the remaining three.”

“She might keep them together.”

“That is not defence.”

Mercer looked out over the water where the stranger had gone. “Then they are using the trade itself as a bridle.”

Hale folded the convoy paper once more and set it into his coat. “Yes.”

Hale could see the limits in the merchant line itself. Every mile spent keeping the convoy in order shortened any chase; every mile spent hunting exposed the guarded ships to separation and attack.

The rest of the forenoon passed without attack. That made the earlier sighting worse, not better. A failed engagement could at least be measured by shot, hull, and damage. This had been a demonstration: a vessel approaching far enough to test, near enough to tempt, then departing as soon as the escort’s obligations revealed the edge of their limit.

By noon the convoy had settled into a steadier line. The coffee schooner, once corrected twice by signal and once by boat-hailer, kept her place. The brig ceased rolling so heavily as the sea evened off. A mate from one of the sugar sloops, brought aboard with his master’s papers for inspection, reported hearing in port that two small craft had lately been taken beyond the ordinary lane and stripped so cleanly that little remained to identify where the captured goods had gone. Hale listened, asked dates, names, cargo types, and where the report had been heard first. The answers were poor. Second-hand. Late. Mixed with tavern enlargement. Yet they leaned in the same direction as the morning’s encounter.

When the merchant mate had been sent back, Hale went below briefly to the great cabin and drew the patrol sheet toward him across the table. He marked the convoy course, the point of sighting, the direction of the stranger’s withdrawal, and the hours consumed by outward protection already. The pencil paused in his hand.

If he broadened the escort arcs, he diluted deterrent effect. If he tightened them, he advertised rigidity. If he detached a lighter vessel to hover off the convoy while the frigate hunted, he weakened both bodies. If he remained with trade in visible force, fast predators retained the power to observe, decline action, and seek softer intervals elsewhere in the circuit.

He set a small cross west of the convoy’s noon position, then another farther south where a delayed search might begin if the wind held. A patrol circuit delayed. A corridor left uncovered.

Mercer entered without ceremony, as he was permitted when no stranger was present. “The convoy masters want to know whether you judge the danger passed.”

“It has not passed,” Hale said.

“Will you tell them so directly?”

“Yes.”

Mercer hesitated. “And the squadron commodore, when he asks why no capture followed a clear sighting?”

Hale looked up from the chart. “I will tell him that protection succeeded and pursuit did not become possible without forfeiting that success.”

Mercer gave a dry half-laugh. “That will read poorly.”

“It may.”

He rose and returned on deck.

The afternoon light hardened. The merchants moved in weary obedience, each captain now so conscious of peril that even routine signalling produced visible fuss at the braces and helm. Hale had no wish to increase that fear by theatrical severity. Fear in convoy made spacing worse, not better. He moved among the officers, checked bearings, confirmed station, and spoke only when an order improved an actual condition. By then the stranger was long gone. Yet her absence governed the deck more thoroughly than her presence had done. Every interval between merchant hulls now looked like an opportunity not yet taken. Every necessary adjustment of course exposed how slowly protected trade answered compared with a single light marauder working by chance and angle.

At sunset the convoy was brought to its night order. Lanterns were hooded to the minimum consistent with safety. Courses were shortened. Watches were set with doubled attention aft and on the weather quarter.

Before darkness fully closed, Hale stood once more with Mercer looking over the gathering black of the sea.

“The westward corridor will have to be examined,” Mercer said.

“Yes.”

“And by the time we turn to it, whatever used it today may have shifted.”

“Yes.”

Mercer glanced at him. “Then we begin the next day late.”

Hale did not answer immediately. The truth of it was already in the patrol sheet below, in the altered shape of tomorrow before tomorrow had arrived.

At last he said, “We begin the next day where this one has left us.”

The convoy held together through the first dark hours, the frigate lying among them as shield and restraint at once, while somewhere beyond the reach of her guns a fast sloop kept the profit of having shown what the patrol pattern could not do.
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ACT 2 — The Uncovered Corridor
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They stood into the corridor at first light under shortened sail, the frigate moving west-south-west along the line Hale had marked after the convoy duty. The sea was cleaner there than in the crowded approaches, with long easy water, broken only by weed-streams and the occasional shift in colour over hidden banks. It was the sort of reach where a missed contact might have gone thin and fast in any of six directions, and where certainty, once delayed, spread itself into too much sea.

Hale remained on deck from dawn, glass in hand, watching not only for sail but for the smaller signs that became important when sail did not appear: drifting spars, a boat absent where fishing craft should have been, smoke too brief to belong to ordinary cooking ashore, gulls hanging over something newly disturbed. He had sent the launch inshore before sunrise with a master's mate and six hands to examine a small watering place on the northern cay where coasters sometimes took casks. Another boat had gone to sound a southern passage among the shoals where a light craft might cross and a frigate could not follow without waste and hazard. The main body held the deeper water between them, ready to gather whichever fragment first proved useful.

That was the intended arrangement. It looked orderly on paper. In practice it meant the frigate's attention was divided before the search had properly begun.

“Boat to larboard quarter,” said the marine sentry.

Hale turned. The northern launch was returning earlier than expected, its oars flashing hard in the low light. That meant either nothing at all or something too uncertain to trust to delay.

The officer came over the side, hat in hand, face salted and already strained by the effort to be exact.

“No men ashore when we landed, sir. But the place had been used. Fresh-cut cordage ends. Two turtle shells split this morning or late in the night. Ash bank warm under the top crust. We found the marks of a light keel dragged into the mangroves and shoved off again.”

“How many?” Hale asked.

“One craft, I believe. Perhaps two if one lay inside the other’s track, but I would not swear it.”

“Any sign of where she stood on leaving?”

The master's mate hesitated. “Westward by the drag, sir. Or south-west if she warped clear before making sail. The roots break the line.”

Mercer, beside the capstan, said, “That still keeps her in the corridor.”

“For the moment,” Hale said.

He questioned the man twice more, not because the answers were poor but because they were almost useful. Fresh presence. Light craft. Departure recent enough to matter. Direction uncertain enough to spoil the value of the rest.

The southern boat made her signal half an hour later. Shallow crossing found. Recent oar marks in the lee mud. No hull visible. A fisherman seized and brought off for questioning.

The fisherman came up with his hands bound before him and the expression of a man calculating whether ignorance or cooperation best preserved his day. He was old enough to know the coast well and poor enough to pretend not to know it at all.

Hale asked where he had fished. The man named a bank too distant for the small craft he used.

Hale asked what vessels he had seen in the night. The man said none.

Hale asked again after placing before him, on the deck planking itself, the master’s mate’s account of the drag marks, the warm ash, and the oar signs in the southern mud. The fisherman licked his lips, shifted, and amended his ignorance into uncertainty.

“Perhaps a shallop, your honour. In the dark. I keep to my own net.”

“From where?”

“I could not say.”

Mercer stepped nearer. “You could.”

The fisherman’s eyes moved between them. “A man does not go close when strangers water at night.”

That was better.

“Did they water?” Hale asked.

“I heard casks struck,” the fisherman said. “Or something like it.”

“How many men?”

“I did not see.”

“You heard them.”

“A few. Or more.”

Hale let the silence lengthen. The man was protecting someone, but whether pirates, smugglers, or ordinary illicit traders was not yet fixed. Along such coasts one form of concealment often borrowed the posture of another.

“At what hour?”

“After moonset.”

“Which way did they go?”

The fisherman looked past Hale’s shoulder toward the eastern brightness. “Seaward.”

“That is no answer.”

“It is the answer I know.”

Mercer would have pressed harder. Hale stopped him with a glance. Force extracted detail most cleanly when the structure around the lie had already narrowed. At present they still had too many open exits. Beat the man now and he would purchase safety by choosing one at random.

“Put him below for the present,” Hale said. “Give him water. No spirits.”

The boats were hoisted in. The frigate continued on the western line for another hour while lookouts swept the sea and Hale compared each new scrap against the prior day’s sighting. A light sloop, perhaps, or shallop support. Watering at night. A drag hidden under mangroves. A southern crossing where deeper-draught patrol could not quickly follow. Each sign pointed toward movement. None compelled one track over another.

At eight bells in the forenoon watch the masthead cried sail to southward.

Glass came up across the deck. A small vessel lay at the edge of sight, showing and disappearing as the swell lifted her. Too far for colour. Too near to ignore.

“Hands make sail,” Hale said. “Bring her two points down.”

The frigate gathered way. The stranger held a lazy course at first, enough to suggest trader or island coaster. Then, as though some hidden line had been crossed, she altered sharply and ran for the broken water along the southern banks.

“There is your man,” Mercer said.

“Perhaps.”

“Sir, if we check now we lose him again.”

Hale did not answer because the question before him was already branching.

The southern banks were treacherous for a frigate. Not impossible, but costly in caution, soundings, and reduced speed. A small predator could skim their edge and vanish through cuts too narrow for pursuit. Yet to remain in the deeper corridor while such a vessel fled there would be to repeat the visible impotence of the convoy day under a new form.

“Send the cutter ahead with Lieutenant Mercer,” Hale said. “Sound continuously. We follow as long as water permits.”

Mercer was moving before the order had wholly left his mouth.

The cutter went down. Men dropped into her. She pulled hard toward the southern line while the frigate came after under moderated sail, every eye now split between the stranger ahead and the water under their own forefoot. The leadsmen began their chant.

“By the mark—seven.”

Then six and a half.

Then six.

The stranger, a sloop now plain enough in shape if not identity, slipped across a brighter patch where the shoal lifted under her and stood on.

“She draws less than half our depth,” said the master.

Hale knew it.

“Keep after her while we can.”

The cutter signalled a narrow passage opening west of the shoal tongue. Hale altered for it at once. It cost them distance. Every necessary movement for safety cost distance. The sloop ahead made no such payment. She used the bank as if it belonged to her.

For a little while the passage held. Depth returned. The frigate increased speed. The gap closed enough that Hale could distinguish the stranger’s rigging better and see that her stern had been darkened by some recent coat or stain. No name showed. One man at the sloop’s helm. Others low and hard to count.

“Another quarter hour and we might fetch her with bow-chasers,” Mercer shouted from the cutter, the words carried back in fragments over the water.

Then the cutter raised her arm and signalled sudden shoal.

The leadsman’s next cry confirmed it. Five and a quarter.

Then less.

The master looked to Hale. Another three cables on this heading and they risked striking. To wear and find another channel would consume the gain and perhaps more.

“Port a little,” Hale said.

The helm obeyed.

The sloop did not. She flew straight on across water the frigate could not trust. For a moment her hull seemed almost to float above the brightness of the bank. Then she dipped beyond the shoal shoulder and was partly masked from view.

Mercer’s cutter tried to follow more closely and was forced off as well. Oars backed. The men in her shifted with the change. By the time she found a safer angle, the sloop had passed behind a scatter of low keys where several channels opened at once.

“She’ll choose one and double another,” the master said.

“Yes,” said Hale.

He kept the frigate on the edge of safe depth and used the glass on each opening in turn. There were three plausible exits westward, one curling north again into deeper water, one south into broken shallows, and one straight on where glare made distance false. A craft familiar with the ground could disappear into any of them, shorten sail under mangrove shadow, then emerge elsewhere after the pursuer had committed.

Mercer regained the ship after near an hour of futile ranging through the passages. He came over the side wet to the waist and angry with the banks themselves.

“She had help,” he said. “A smoke on the far key. Brief. Either signal or chance cooking, but timed like signal. And one of the channels bore fresh pole marks on both sides.”

“How fresh?”

“Since the night, perhaps this morning.”

“Could you tell which channel she took?”

“No, sir. Only that men have used more than one lately.”

That mattered. It meant not merely one lucky escape but a ground understood and prepared enough that choice itself became a defence.

Hale turned the frigate northward out of the banks and spent the next hours collecting what the search had actually produced. The fisherman was brought up again. This time Hale asked not for the unknown vessel itself but for watering places, spare anchorages, and which men on the coast sold cordage without questions. The man resisted two names, surrendered one, concealed another badly, and finally admitted that small craft from seaward sometimes met local boats among the keys rather than standing openly into settlement.

“Do they stay?” Hale asked.

“No. They trade and part.”

“What trade?”

“I do not know.”

Hale let him see disbelief and not the full shape of his conclusion. Goods could move from stolen hold to lawful hand by stages so small no single witness need understand the whole of it. A pirate sloop that vanished from one lane did not need to remain in that lane. She needed only ground, helpers, and several possible reappearances.

By mid-afternoon the launch from the north had returned again after a second sweep with a seized boy from a salt-raker’s hut. The boy, frightened enough to be mostly truthful, described a late-night visit by men who paid in Spanish coin and demanded fresh water, dried fish, and a patched lateen yard that had been hidden under sailcloth near the huts for some days before. He could not describe the vessel well, only that she sat low and left before sunrise.

Mercer said, “Then we had the right coast and the wrong speed.”

“No,” Hale said. “We had the right coast after the wrong delay.”

That was the heavier fact.

The missed contact of the convoy day had not remained patiently inside the last reported lane waiting to be found by disciplined search the next morning. It had touched shore, drawn on support, chosen among several exits, and used shallows in combination with local help. The patrol picture Hale had carried into the corridor that morning—delayed but still continuous—was gone. In its place stood a field of possible movements spreading out from the point of loss.

He went below with the chart, Mercer, and the master. One by one they laid the fragments down.

The original sighting westward.

The night watering place.

The southern crossing.

The bank channels.

The probable signal smoke.

The hidden yard.

The Spanish coin.

The unhelpful but telling fact that no single witness held enough to reconstruct the whole passage.

Mercer placed a finger on the chart. “If she watered north and crossed south before dawn, she intended from the first to break the line of any deep-water search.”

“Or she had not fixed her choice until she knew where we were,” Hale said.

“Either way she is no longer on one course.”

“No.”

The master traced three arcs from the corridor outward. “She may have gone west into the outer passages. Or doubled south to some creek beyond our draught. Or stood north again under another guise once the banks screened her.”

“All three are open,” Hale said.

Mercer leaned back from the table with the impatience of a fighting officer being forced to watch intelligence become mist. “Then tomorrow we spread.”

“Yes.”

“And by spreading, we lessen the chance of strength when we do find something worth striking.”

“Yes.”

The cost sat plain between them. The only answer to a vanished line was search dispersion—boats, detached looks, multiple sweeps, divided attention. But every hour given to that work was an hour not spent holding firm station elsewhere, escorting trade, or concentrating force for decisive engagement. The corridor inspection had not restored contact. It had multiplied the area contact might now inhabit.

Hale made the decision there because delay would only hide it under darkness.

“We divide the morning search into three lines,” he said. “One north among the watering places and minor settlements. One south across the bank passages and beyond them. The ship herself to hold the mid-water and pick up whichever track hardens first. I want depositions from the boy, the fisherman, and the salt-raker separately. I want the coin examined. And I want every report from the last fortnight of a coaster repaired too quickly or a small cargo sold too cheaply.”

Mercer gave him a look that mixed acceptance with dislike. “That is not one hunt. It is several.”

“It is what remains after one hunt has failed to survive the night.”

Toward evening the wind fell away and the sea flattened under a white sky. The frigate lay uneasy in the reduced motion, boats out once more on short reconnoitring pulls before dark. Nothing more appeared. That absence completed the lesson more cruelly than an exchange of shot might have done.

At sunset Hale returned to the quarterdeck. The horizon stood clean. The corridor through which they had come looked wide enough now to have hidden nothing at all. Yet by the evidence gathered since dawn, it had concealed movement, exchange, refit, and dispersal in less than half a day.

He kept the deck until the first watch was set, then ordered the chart table lit again below. Beside the original westward mark from the convoy day he now added three branching search lines for the morrow, none of them satisfactory, all of them necessary.

The single track was gone. The pirate contact missed during convoy duty had not remained where it had last been seen. It had dissolved into coast, channel, helper, and choice. To recover it, the patrol would have to waste strength on breadth.

And while breadth was being purchased, the station time of the frigate—time that might have rebuilt one clear interception picture from prize evidence and merchant testimony—was already being spent.
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ACT 3 — The Broken Picture
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They brought the first prize paper aboard before breakfast, still damp from the chest where it had lain under tarred canvas in the hold of a coaster seized two days earlier and released only after stripping. The packet contained a manifest, two private letters, a list of warehouse marks in a clerk’s hand, and a folded scrap with no heading at all but three cargo abbreviations and a pair of dates written beside each. None of it, taken alone, promised more than ordinary mercantile untidiness. Taken early enough, and against the right mouths, it might still yield movement before that movement cooled into hearsay.

Hale had the long table cleared in the great cabin and the papers laid flat beneath weights at the corners. The master’s clerk copied each heading and mark into a fresh book. Outside, on the quarterdeck, a boat from the inward convoy was already coming alongside with two merchant masters summoned from their vessels before they could reach safe anchorage and begin to agree upon their stories over breakfast and rum.

“Bring them separately,” Hale said.

Mercer, standing near the stern windows, glanced at the documents. “You expect these scraps to tell you more than the sea did yesterday?”

“I expect them to tell me whether the same cargo is appearing in too many places under too many explanations.”

“That is a merchant’s riddle.”

“It becomes a naval one when stolen goods move faster than our reports.”

The first master was a square-built man from Montego Bay whose brig had lost two casks and no more, yet he spoke with the full resentment of one who believed himself nearly ruined. Hale let him spend that force on dates, courses, and who had first reported the boarding vessel in the western lane. A survivor’s tale passed from one brig to another often gained colour but lost sequence. Hale wanted sequence.

“At what hour did you hear of the seizure?” he asked.

“About noon, sir. Or a little after.”

“From whom?”

“From the Martha’s people.”

“Name them.”

The master faltered, recovered one name, lost another, then replaced the lost one with a mate from an entirely different vessel. Hale did not interrupt. He marked the substitution on paper and let the man continue into the comforting region of certainty about things further from the event.

When that deposition had been taken, the man was sent up by the larboard companion and the second brought down by starboard, so they could not measure one another on the ladder.

This one was thinner, more exact in tone, and correspondingly less trustworthy in parts. Exact men often lied by trimming rather than enlarging.

“You saw damaged cordage aboard the released coaster?” Hale asked.

“I did.”

“Cut or shot?”

“Cut, I think.”

“You think.”

“I did not handle it myself.”

“Then who did?”

The master named his supercargo, who was not presently aboard and would not be until the ship anchored inside the harbour. That made the answer nearly useful and therefore irritating.

“Did you see any cargo unfamiliar to the coaster’s own line?” Hale asked.

“A little indigo, perhaps. Or wood dye. Some small packets.”

“Packed how?”

“In oilskin, tied for quick moving.”

That was better.

Hale turned one of the seized papers toward him. “These marks—have you seen them before?”

The master bent over them, hesitated, and touched one with a broad fingernail. “That one or near enough to it. On crates landed out of a shallop at Lucea, but I could not say the owner.”

“When?”

“Some weeks.”

“How many?”

“Three crates, perhaps four.”

Mercer, who had seemed half inattentive, said, “And did they come there by Providence?”

The man stiffened. “I am no customs officer.”

“No,” Mercer said. “You are only a man who notices nothing while profiting from a port that notices too little.”

Hale raised a hand and Mercer let the point stand without driving it harder. Too much pressure too early coarsened the evidence. Men began to defend themselves rather than remember.

By noon the table held depositions from four masters, two mates, and one clerk taken from an inward-bound schooner whose owner had the habit of sending duplicate invoices by separate hands when cargo value rose above his comfort. Hale liked duplicate invoices. They betrayed late additions and repairs in the trade line better than most honest ledgers.

He arranged the statements by route first, then by commodity. Sugar was useless for present purposes; too much moved everywhere. Coffee only a little better. Hides, indigo, ironwork, cordage, sailcloth, casks, medicinal spirits, gunflints—these were narrower. Certain goods travelled naturally in certain combinations. When the combinations shifted, a hidden hand was often visible in the rearrangement.

The master’s clerk set out the copied marks. Hale laid beside them the private note with the three cargo abbreviations.

“Read them,” he said.

“Salt beef, rigging yarn, and lamp oil, sir.”

“No quantities?”

“Only numerals. Perhaps crate counts, perhaps casks.”

Mercer said, “Enough to keep a small vessel alive. Or mend one.”

“Or three small ones briefly,” Hale said.

He drew a line from the western corridor sighting to the night watering place from the previous day’s work, then another toward Lucea where the master had seen suspect crates landed from a shallop. It was not yet a route. It was only a temptation to make one.

The next evidence resisted more plainly. A clerk from a Kingston house swore that a set of warehouse marks appearing on the seized list belonged to a lawful broker who had not handled marine stores in six months. A second clerk from another house, brought aboard by chance because his schooner had crossed paths with the frigate that morning, swore the same marks had lately appeared on casks sold cheap out of Savanna-la-Mar after “salvage recovery,” though he could not or would not name who had sold them. One statement pulled east into formal trade. The other pulled west into suspicious disposal.

Hale compared both against the paper and said nothing for a long while.

Mercer watched him. “One of them lies.”

“Perhaps both tell the truth and the marks have migrated.”

“That is worse.”

“Yes.”

By mid-afternoon the great cabin had turned hot and close from bodies, wax, salt air, and the repeated opening of document packets that had travelled in damp places. Hale sent for the purser, not because pursers were universally honest but because they could smell irregular provisioning better than officers who thought only in broad operations.

The man came, bowed awkwardly, and examined the abbreviations with narrowed eyes.

“Rigging yarn sold with lamp oil and salt beef in these quantities?” Hale asked.

“It could be ordinary victualling for a coastal run, sir.”

“Could.”

“Yes. But if the yarn is finer than ordinary and the lamp oil poor, then perhaps it is not shop trade but whatever could be assembled quickly.”

“Could such goods feed repair work done outside port?”

The purser looked again. “Repair or refit of a light craft, yes. Not elegant work.”

Mercer said, “Piracy seldom is.”

The purser traced one of the numerals with a thick finger. “This count here is small for merchants and tidy for smuggling. Or support.”

Hale dismissed him and wrote support in the margin of his working page, then crossed it partly out. The word named too much too soon.

A marine corporal brought in the Spanish coin taken from the boy ashore the day before. The coin itself proved old and unremarkable, but the corporal reported that two more of the same kind had been found in a seaman’s chest aboard the released coaster, tied in a rag with a chip of blue-dyed cloth and a strip of sailmaker’s palm leather.

“From where did he say he got them?”

“He said from dice, sir.”

“Did you believe him?”

“No, sir.”

Mercer gave a short laugh. “At last, clear evidence.”

“Not clear,” Hale said. “Only consistent.”

And consistency, under time, was both the hope and the danger. It invited a pattern. Once invited, a pattern wanted to complete itself.

He resumed the depositions and took them harder now that the first courtesy of uncertainty had been spent. The clerk from Kingston was recalled and set against the inland broker’s name once more. A mate from the inward schooner was brought in and asked whether the released coaster had ridden lower by the stern than her declared cargo warranted. A passenger merchant with no direct stake was questioned only about how quickly cheap sailcloth had lately appeared in western ports and whether he had seen the same bolt stamps twice.

One answer sharpened the westward line. Another blurred it at once.

A mate swore the coaster had shown fresh tar along one rail where no declared repair appeared on her papers.

A merchant insisted suspect sailcloth had been seen not westward but far to the north, moving in lawful sale.

The Kingston clerk, under repeated examination, finally admitted that the broker whose mark he had named no longer controlled all goods moving under it. An inactive partner had died. The mark had continued in use by junior hands. Which junior hands? He could not say. Or would not.

By then Hale had three possible movement patterns on the table.

First: the pirate contact from the convoy day had withdrawn westward, watered on the northern cay, crossed the southern banks, and fed stolen stores into a disposal line touching Lucea and the western ports.

Second: the same or similar contact had only appeared westward, then doubled north into ordinary trade lanes under altered identity, using lawful marks already loosened from their original owners.

Third: more than one light vessel, drawing on the same scattered support, had produced the false appearance of a single recurring line where in truth there were several short hand-offs between coast, shallop, broker, and sea lane.

Mercer stared at the chart. “The first is at least a thing one can chase.”

“Yes,” Hale said.

“And the third is a disease.”

“Yes.”

“Which do you believe?”

Hale looked at the papers, then at the stern windows beyond them where the afternoon light had gone flatter and more metallic. “Belief is expensive here.”

Mercer leaned both hands on the table. “We have to sail on something tomorrow.”

“We do. But if we sail on the cleanest pattern because it is clean, we may only be rewarding the confusion.”

That was the legitimacy pressure as much as the trade pressure. Merchants wanted reassurance, but naval command wanted grounds that could survive scrutiny when reports went upward. A captain who acted on one elegant line and failed might still be judged rash. A captain who acted on too many lines at once might be judged uncertain. To preserve one reliable movement picture, the evidence had to withstand both sea reality and administrative reading. It was beginning to do neither.

A signal came from deck: a harbour boat under flag of local authority, bringing written complaint from two merchants delayed by the frigate’s summonsing and examination. Hale had the letter brought down unopened until the current witness was dismissed. When he did read it, it contained exactly what he expected: protest against interference with lawful business, concern over delay to unloading, insistence that honest trade must not be harassed under cover of anti-piracy zeal.

Mercer smiled without mirth. “They ask to be protected from thieves and from the inconvenience of helping to catch them.”

“They ask to be protected from disruption,” Hale said. “Many men cannot distinguish its sources.”

He folded the complaint and laid it beside the statements. It belonged there. Legitimacy was not only the right to act but the narrowing patience allowed while acting. Every hour spent dragging merchant testimony into one room consumed credit with the same people whose losses justified the work.

Toward evening he had the key witnesses recalled one final time, but now in changed sequence and with particular objects set
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