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To Elizabeth Clare Nelson, my beloved daughter












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


THOMAS TEW
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Authors Note





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


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


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


The Pirate Round is set in 17067, quite some time before anyone was overly worried about respecting other cultures. Only the staunchest moralists saw anything wrong with robbing dark-skinned non-Christians. Moralists, and the wealthy merchants who ran the various East India companies, whose lucrative trade was threatened as the Great Mogul became increasingly incensed by the depredations of European pirates.



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


J.L.N.
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Prologue





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It was a plan that was greeted with enthusiasm. A gold chain or a wooden leg, the men cried, well stand by you!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


What in all hell is the matter with me?


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


Reeves noddedAye, Captainand hurried forward. Tew felt himself relax a bit, felt the tension ease. He looked over the Moguls ship once more and tried to view it with disdain and derision, but he couldnt quite muster that.


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


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


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


Stand fast at your guns, lads! Well give them a broadside and then lay alongside and board em! Scream like the damned when you go up the sideitll scare the fight right out of em! You lads that was with me in 92, youll recall!


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


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


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


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


The treasure ship was a cable length awaytwo hundred yardsand it was time to stop such useless thought.


Aim for her rails, lads, sweep her deck! Weve but the one broadside to clear the way for us!


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


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


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


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


Fifty yards separated the ships, and from across the water, clear as a ringing bell on a still morning, came a single order, firm, decisive, in the Moorish tongue, and Tew guessed that order was Fire! so without thinking he, too, shouted Fire! down at the men in the waist.


The Amity fired, and the Moguls ship fired, nearly at the same instant. Great clouds of gray smoke banked in the narrowing space between them, the roar of the guns filling the air like something tangible. The Amity shook underfoot as the Moguls great guns hammered her sides, and Tew could think only, The other ship did not fire on us


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


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


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


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


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


No, no he thought.


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


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


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


Oh, Lord, what a shame, to die thus Visions of his wife and daughters moved like dreams through his head, the sumptuous dinners at Governor Fletchers, the pride in his wifes face as she looked on him, the weight of his two girls on his kneeshow he wished he would see all that again.


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


He closed his eyes, whispered his daughters names.





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


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


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


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


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















Chapter 1





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He sighed again, glanced down at the tempting chart and its promise of fat Moorish treasure ships running down the Red Sea and through the straits of Bab el Mandeb. Somewhere off in Europe, armies were beating each other bloody to determine who would sit on the decadent throne of Spain, and it was ruining his life, like some black-magic spell cast from far off. He was accustomed to simpler problems, enemies that he could face with sword and pistol.



He realized that he was looking for just that, a way to attack his problems with steel and powder, searching for some action he could take to fight his way back to solvency. I am still quite an unsubtle creature, he thought.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Are we in debt?


No.


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


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


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


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


Marlowe rubbed his temples. Very well. What is to be done? Ill confess I have no notion.


Ah, as to thatI did have one thought


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


Yes?


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


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


The other thing of it is the convoys, Elizabeth continued. All the ships gather together, we all load our tobacco aboard, and then the navy ships escort the whole lot across the ocean to London. The entire years crop arrives on the dock at the same instant, creates an immediate glut. The damned merchants name their price, and they aint overgenerous. There is no profit to be made with those considerations.


Mmm-hmm. And your thought?


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


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


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


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


Yes. The cost of manning the ship would be nothing compared to the freight rates, I shouldnt think, particularly if you were to command her.


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


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


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


You are suggesting we become smugglers? Marlowe asked.


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


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


Well, I had thought


No, no. None of your excuses. I am not saying I dont like the idea. I do. I just want you to say, Yes, Thomas, I am suggesting we smuggle.


Thomas, damn you


Say it


Elizabeth glared at him, then seemed to accept defeat. She deflated, flopped down in the chair facing his desk. Yes, Thomas, I am suggesting we smuggle. There is no way around itwe are lost otherwise. I have no doubt we can carry some of our neighbors tobacco as well. They would be as happy to beat the convoy as we would.


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


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


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


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



We?


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


In fact he had, though there was no pleasure in the thought. But stillElizabeth on board? I dont know if it is quite the thing he began in weak protest.


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


True. But Bickerstaff


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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













Chapter 2






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


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


Oh, damn me, he said.


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


We have committed ourselves to the racing at Joseph Pages this afternoon. Marlowe was eager now to move on their plan, and he was not happy to recall this social obligation. He felt like a charging dog brought up short by its leash.


Ive wagered ten pounds on that sorrel nag of his. Like I can bloody well afford that, he thought. Declining to wager would place a greater tax on his appearance of wealth than ten pounds would place on his actual wealth. It was hard to gauge which was the higher price to pay.



Yes, Elizabeth said, and I am sure that Francis has quite forgotten as well. Ill send Caesar for him.


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


Good, my lord. But dont be all day about it. We must leave in an hour, no more.


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


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


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


So why did he miss it so?


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


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


Bickerstaff had no doubt been called away on some business and now would have to be hunted down. Marlowe debated getting his horse. He did enjoy riding around his property, marveling at how much of it he owned. But his horse would be off somewhere else, grazing, and Marlowe decided that fetching him would take more time than just finding Bickerstaff on foot.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Francis, how goes it here?


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


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


Our yield has been prodigious as ever, as you know, and the fortuitous rain has given us weather moist enough for the prizing.


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


Yes, yes. Damned insufferable gatherings.


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


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


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


Pardon?


Madagascar. Were you two not discussing it?



I dont recall


Yes, well, said Marlowe.


Archers Hope Creek Roadknown locally as a rolling roadwas packed hard by the barrels of tobacco that were rolled from inland plantations to the landing at Archers Hope Creek. In good weather it made for easy travel, and the three were able to discuss their plans as they walked their horses north, past brown-earth fields of harvested tobacco and patches of oak and maple, lush and green.


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


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


In fact, few of the things that delighted his peersdancing and hunting, cards, bowlingdid much for him, though he put on a brave front when forced to participate. He enjoyed fencing and billiards at least, and had garnered something of a reputation as a hand at both.


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


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


Marlowe slid down from his horse, and a boy raced out with a step for Elizabeth. Wouldnt miss it, Page, never in life. Ive ten pounds riding on your sorrel, I trust I wont lose it?


Lose it? Dear God, no. I only wish our harvests were as sure of profit as your wager, sir!



Marlowe chuckled obediently. Indeed. And funny you should mention our harvest. As it happens, I have just this morning come upon a scheme that I think might profit us all


By the time Page headed off to mount his sorrel for the race, Marlowe had secured his and two other neighbors tobacco for his unorthodox voyage. The risks were explained and the terms10 percent to Marlowe for carrying charges, with Marlowe assuring indemnity for loss due to negligence but not act of Godagreed upon.


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


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


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


Excuse me, my dear, Marlowe whispered to Elizabeth, and then he strolled off in Pelegs direction. Dinwiddie took an inordinateand, Marlowe thought, not entirely sincereinterest in horses. Peleg was something of a social climber, with none of the wit or grace to climb successfully. Marlowe suspected that Peleg was more interested in appearing to fancy horses, but that did not matter. It was not Dinwiddies view of horses that interested Marlowe now.


Peleg! Marlowe said, approaching with hand extended. I havent seen you about, this past week or more.


Been down to Point Comfort and up the York. Time of year, you know. A lot moving by water.



Oh, and dont I know it. Marlowe paused as if in thought. Peleg had been a merchant sailor all his working life, had been a boatswain for years and then mate before retiring to the much less demanding work of captaining a river sloop.


Peleg, you ever miss the deepwater sailing?


No.


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


No.


Neither do I. Thomas paused again. Its where the real money is to be made, though.


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


Ah, but did you ever go toNo, never mind.


Where?


Well, I was going to say Madagascar, but it dont answer, because I probably am not going there now.


Probably? Peleg stood a bit straighter, looked at Marlowe more intensely. Marlowe imagined he could peer into Pelegs eyes and see the vision of Moorish treasure forming in his brain. You sailing the Round?


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


Not so muchbut there is a chance?


Yes, there is a chance.


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


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


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


With the scarcity of seamen in the colonies, he needed Peleg Dinwiddies experience. He had to tell the man what he wanted to hear.



The next morning Marlowe and Elizabeth and Bickerstaff rode south to Jamestown. It was time to inspect the Elizabeth Galley.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She is spacious as a ballroom with the great guns gone, Francis observed. They had all come in through the entry port and stood in the waist, taking the ship in.



She is that, Thomas agreed. And that relieves us of the need to carry powder or shot, which leaves plenty of room below for all our hogsheads and our neighbors as well. It is a good thing, really, the governor has taken our guns.


I could almost believe you are sincere, said Francis.


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


Ghosts everywhere. His entire life was haunted.


Yes, well he said to no one in particular. Let us inspect belowdecks. Ill wager you will be pleasantly surprised by what you find.


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


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


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


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


There were no takers among the older men, those for whom ships meant the middle passage, the six weeks of hell stuffed into the festering hold of a slaver.



But among the younger men that association was not so strong. Hesiod was the first of them to step forward. He, like several others, had been young enough then that the memory had faded. Still others had been born in the colonies and had no firsthand knowledge of that horror. They were the young, strong, adventurous types that Marlowe wanted, and twelve of them stepped forward and eagerly volunteered.


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


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


Indeed? I have never seen it.


You dont too often aboard honest ships, but aboard pirates it is common enough.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Names Marlowe. Thomas Marlowe.


The man nodded.


Im shipping a crew. Tobacco to London. Youve the look of a seaman. Are you awanting a berth?


The man looked up from the table, met Marlowes eye, and then nodded, slowly. Perhaps.


Ship paid off? Sail without you?


No. I sailed in here as bosun on a merchantman bound out of Plymouth. But the master and I didnt see eye to eye, and now Im on the beach.


What was the matter?


The master was a horses arse.


Marlowe nodded. This made things difficult. A judgment call. Perhaps the master was a horses arse. Or perhaps this man was incompetent, a thief, a drunkard. But these were the risks one always took, hiring on a crew. Sailors were not tame men, not bookkeepers or dancing masters. They were the original troublemakers. It was little wonder that Jesus had picked mariners as his apostles when he wanted to stir things up.



You shipped as bosun, eh? Ive need of a bosun. Care to come aboard for the fitting out, see if you want to sail with us?


Tobacco to London? I guess I was keeping a weather eye out for something that was a bit morelucrative.


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


The man grinned. Perhaps? That dont sound too certain.


Its not certain. Its the most I can promise.


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


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


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


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


Friends of yours, Honeyman?


Shipmates. They thought the master of our old ship was a horses arse, too.


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


Very well, Marlowe said. Ill offer you the same terms I offered Honeyman. Ill hire you for the fitting out, seamans wages, and if you work out, you can stay on for the voyage. Tobacco to London and back with cargo, thats all I can promise. And Ill thank you to not say more, regarding any other venture we might try.


The three men exchanged glances but made no protest. At last they all muttered their agreement.



Honeyman ran his eyes along the deck and up the lower masts. He squinted slightly, but beside that his face showed no expression. This the crew? he asked.


Yes.


They sailors?


Not yet. But theyll do a hard days work. And theyll learn. Do you have a problem with that?
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