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Act 1 — Cruising on Decay
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By the second dogwatch the defects of the little force had ceased to be separate matters and begun to show as one condition laid across all of it. The Morrow Bride still made way, but her forecourse had been patched so often that the cloth pulled unevenly whenever the wind freshened, and men had to watch the weather leech as though it were a quarrelsome hand aboard ship rather than gear. The Black Judith carried a sprung boat in her chains and two topmen with their palms wrapped in rag where old work and salt had opened the flesh.

Sable’s own brig had a seam along the larboard bow that wanted opening and proper caulking, not the driven stopwork Nathan Creed had forced into it three days before. A smaller bark in company had lost a gaff jaw and was working under a make-shift binding that would not survive hard weather. None of the vessels were in immediate distress. That was the false mercy of the thing. Each still sailed, still answered helm, still kept company. Each still offered enough usefulness to excuse another day at sea.

Captain Reeve Sable stood aft by the weather rail and watched the men at work in the waist. There was no idleness aboard them, but there was no gain in the labour either. One hand served rope with spun-yarn to keep a parted place from opening farther. Another bent over a bucket of old nails and iron scrap, sorting what might yet be straightened and used again. Two boys rolled a water cask to the hatch, not because the cask was full, but because it had begun to seep at the chine and Gideon Strake wanted it shifted before more of its contents were lost for nothing. The scene had become common enough that nobody remarked upon it. Repairs no longer stood outside ordinary routine. They had become the routine.

Nathan Creed came up from the fore part of the brig with pitch on his cuffs and a short wedge of oak in one hand. He was thick through the shoulders and moved with the habit of a man always measuring weight, joints, and strain without appearing to look at them. He stopped beside Sable and glanced first at the sea, then at the rest of the force, and lastly at the split piece of oak he had been shaving.

“She still works,” Creed said.

Sable kept his eyes outward. “You say that like an accusation.”

“It is one, after a fashion.” Creed tossed the wedge from one hand to the other. “A man is more likely to break himself keeping a thing working after it ought to have been laid by than when it first goes wrong.”

Sable turned then. “How far from that are we?”

Creed gave the half-shrug of a man unwilling to lie when the truth could not yet be put into one number. “Not at the edge. Not yet. But we’re through with easy maintenance. Every small fault now wants another small fault neglected so the first may be handled. That’s where we are.”

Down in the waist a mallet began striking iron on wood. Creed turned his head at once.

“Not so hard, you bastard,” he called. “You’ll split it farther.”

The blows softened. Creed looked back at Sable.

“If I had a careening place and three days ashore I could make them respectable enough to go on another month without half this fretting,” he said. “If I had a yard and proper stores, I could make two of them genuinely useful. If I had dry planks and a forge not made from a cut barrel and sand, I could take the fear out of the hull work.”

“You have none of those.”

“I am aware.”

Sable let that answer stand. The pirate force had been moving too long on what capture and quick labour could supply. For a time capture and quick labour had served them. Stores taken at sea became ration and sailcloth. Iron went from merchant fastenings into pirate repairs. Cordage changed hands, and guns if luck held. A prize might fill the casks, mend the powder room, give the men enough fresh meat or liquor to soften the edges of the last hard fortnight. That had been survival by movement, and it suited their condition. But what had once been a rough sufficiency was turning into a slow wasting under repetition. Every day spent ranging for gain consumed timber, cloth, water, flesh, and temper. A good capture replaced some portion of that loss. It no longer replaced enough.

Gideon Strake mounted from below with his slate under one arm and his hat pushed back from his brow. He looked as if he had slept in it, which he probably had. The quartermaster seldom carried anxiety in his face; he carried it in lists, in division disputes settled before they reached quarrel, in the habit of standing nearest the thing likely to go short. He stopped near them and held the slate against the rail.

“I have the water as true as I can get it,” he said. “The bark Mercy is worst. They’re tighter than they know, which is one mercy. The Judith has enough if there’s no heat and no leak. We’ve a little margin ourselves, though not the kind a captain should grow proud of.”

“Meat?” Sable asked.

“Enough to be counted as present and not enough to be called secure.” Strake touched a figure with the side of one finger. “If we stretch the peas and meal. If no cask spoils. If men do not begin helping themselves when talk of shortage becomes common.”

Creed gave a dry breath that was not quite laughter. “And if cloth patches itself.”

Strake ignored him, which meant he agreed.

Sable took the slate. The figures on it had been rubbed through and written over until the black surface showed grey scars beneath the chalk. Water, meal, salted beef, powder, ball, sailcloth, spare line, lamp oil, iron, pitch. A moving force became visible in such lists as numbers first and only afterward as guns and men and deck space. That was the quartermaster’s power. He could make plain what command often preferred to leave in mist.

“Can we finish the present cruise?” Sable said.

Strake looked not at him but toward the south-east where a merchant sail had been seen at noon and still hung thin upon the horizon. “We can continue it,” he said. “That is not the same question.”

Sable handed back the slate.

“Answer the one I asked.”

Strake took it. “If the weather stays gentle, yes. If we take something useful, yes. If we do neither, then we finish by pretending finishing and surviving are the same word.”

There was no insolence in it. Strake did not speak that way to try a captain’s authority. He spoke so because by long use he had learned that a soft report would become a soft decision and a soft decision would return later as anger over a result no one had wished to name early enough.

Tobin Ash crossed from the quarterdeck with his glass under his arm and joined them as one already aware that stores and timbers were under discussion. The sailing master was lean and weather-cut, with a habit of staring at coastlines and cloud banks as though every visible thing were withholding some second meaning. Of all Sable’s officers he had the strongest attachment to motion itself. Not to speed. Not to chase. To movement as solution. A change of water, a shift of route, a fresh angle on weather, a little cunning in passage-making—those had preserved them before now when heavier or richer men would have gone to ground and been taken.

“The stranger still bears away from us,” Ash said. “Likely thinks herself beyond concern.”

“How far?” Sable asked.

“Far enough that she has time yet to become useful or worthless.”

Strake grunted. “Everything is useful now.”

“No,” Ash said. “Everything is loaded. Different matter.”

He spoke without heat, but the distinction was real. Once they had taken prizes by broad preference: sugar, rum, specie, cloth, goods that sold well, goods that fed the men, guns if they could be moved, powder whenever found. Now each prospective capture had to be judged less as value than as remedy. Water mattered beyond coin. Sailcloth outranked certain cargoes that might have fetched ten times as much in a port where noose and prison did not wait. Proper cordage, planking, spikes, tools, oakum, pitch, cooper’s stock—all these had advanced in practical rank. A roving force that began selecting prizes by need rather than sale had not ceased to be dangerous, but it had begun quietly to admit that freedom at sea no longer sustained itself.

Sable looked out across the vessels in company. The brig itself rode tolerably enough. Men moved in practiced ways, not slack yet, though more of them carried the slight overcare of bodies husbanding energy without saying so. On the Morrow Bride a topman crossed the foreyard with slow deliberation, favouring one side though the distance was too great to show whether it was a bruised knee or a worn boot sole. On the bark astern, a pump brake rose and fell in steady rhythm. Not emergency work. Maintenance. That too had become part of the day like trimming sail or swabbing decks.

“What do the men think?” Sable asked.

Strake answered at once. “That we are still ranging and still taking enough to keep ranging. Which is true from one hour to the next and less true from one week to the next.”

“And what do they fear?”

“Harbour dependence,” Creed said before Strake could answer. “Because they know what it means. Fixed place. Rumour. Delay. Men coming and going. Somebody else’s prices. Somebody else’s eyes.”

Ash added, “And weather catching us somewhere chosen for need rather than seamanship.”

Strake rubbed a thumb along the edge of the slate. “They also fear saying any of that aloud, because once a crew admits it needs a place, it begins asking where, and once it begins asking where, half command is already lost to preference.”

Sable said nothing for a time. The sea made a low sound along the brig’s side as she lifted and settled on the slight run of water. A man coughed near the mainmast. Somewhere below, a cask thudded as it was shifted against a stronger brace. They had lived by not choosing fixed burden. That had been one of the principal freedoms of the life and one of the chief protections. Strike where trade moved thinly guarded. Vanish before heavier force gathered. Repair enough to keep the hull beneath you and trust the next taking to mend the rest. But repair had fallen behind. Stores had tightened. The vessels were beginning to carry their own age as active weight. What had been an economy of opportunity was becoming an economy of postponement.

A cry came from the foretop. Sail to leeward, larger now than before, the angle clearer. Men below looked up though none needed the report repeated. The stranger had not disappeared into haze. She remained there, and therefore remained a possibility.

Ephraim Gall emerged from the companion with his coat half on, buttoning as he came. He had the expression of a man whose blood settled fastest when pointed toward action. The gunner and fighting officer had borne the present cruise with less complaint than the others because violence still offered him clarity. A vessel taken cleanly solved questions for at least a day. Powder was spent, true; men might be hurt; rigging cut; labour multiplied. But a capture also proved that the force remained what it claimed to be.

“Is it time?” Gall asked.

“Not yet,” Sable said.

Gall looked toward the stranger and then at the rest of the company. “If she is armed, I’d rather know before dusk.”

“So would I.”

Gall studied him briefly. “We’re not turning away?”

That question, asked so directly, drew silence from the others. It was not insubordination. It was the first outward sign of the pressure all had been circling. To decline a reachable prize because the force could not safely spend what taking her might cost would be more than one tactical decision. It would be admission. Not to the world, perhaps, but to themselves.

Sable looked at the merchant sail. The stranger might hold wine, cloth, hides, plantation goods, passengers with plate, or a cargo useful only after sale. She might carry tools, spare spars, iron hoops, casks, flour, dried peas, lamp oil, nails, paper, medicine. She might even have water enough to ease the lesser bark for another stretch. Or she might yield little worth the powder and work. Yet even that uncertainty had altered. Once they would have gone in largely because the opportunity existed. Now they needed gain to justify not choosing some more stable remedy. The chase no longer sat outside their condition. It had become part of the argument over whether the old condition could continue at all.

Creed held up the wedge in his hand. “I can make this fit where it’s needed,” he said. “It’ll hold until it don’t. That’s the whole squadron now.”

Gall snorted softly. “Then take her before it don’t.”

Ash shaded his eyes and judged distance. “Light holds another three hours. Maybe a little more.”

Strake said, “If we go, we sort for use first.”

Gall looked over. “Use before share?”

“Use before sale,” Strake said. “Share after, from what remains fit to be shared.”

Gall’s face did not harden, but it changed. Prize division was not merely greed. It was custom, proof, the visible justice by which crews accepted risk. To set immediate need before ordinary disposal was rational and dangerous both.

“The men may stomach it once,” Gall said.

“They’ll stomach sinking worse,” Creed replied.

No one laughed. The joke lacked the looseness required for laughter.

Sable let the exchange burn out. Then he said, “Clear the brig for chase.”

Gall moved at once, turning on his heel and shouting forward before he had gone three steps. The sound ran through the vessel like drawn steel. Men straightened from repair, from sorting, from coiling down line. Covers came off the chase gun. Powder boys were called. Spare gear was kicked from the gangways or passed aft. The crew did not run wildly; they moved with that fast economy proper to men who had done the thing often enough. Yet even in their speed the present condition showed. One seaman paused to favour a cramped leg before taking hold of a tackle. Another had to be told twice before leaving off on the rope he was serving, as though repair and chase had become too entangled in his mind to separate instantly. A boy nearly dropped a cartridge case and snatched it again with both hands.

Creed did not join the rush. He stood by the rail and watched it.

“She may give us what we need,” he said.

“For a while,” Sable replied.

Creed nodded. “Aye.”

The brig began to gather way. Canvas hauled taut, then shivered, then filled properly. Ash took the quarterdeck angle himself while the helmsman steadied. The bow leaned into the new course. Astern and abeam the other vessels altered one by one as signal and example reached them. The force came together not as a fleet in fine order but as a set of tired instruments still capable of one piece of music when struck the same way.

Strake remained beside Sable long enough to watch the first full answer of the sails. “This will not solve it,” he said.

“No.”

“It may delay it.”

“Yes.”

He folded the slate under his arm. “That used to be enough.”

Sable looked at him. “Sometimes it still is.”

Strake’s mouth shifted, not to a smile. “Only if delay carries us to something better than the same day repeated.”

He went below to prepare the men to sort whatever the stranger might hold by immediate need before the prize was even certain.

The sea remained moderate, the wind just serviceable, the stranger now visibly a snow or brig under merchant trim. She had not yet shown alarm enough to throw her cargo over or crowd every stitch in desperate flight. Perhaps she still trusted distance. Perhaps she had not read the ragged cluster bearing down upon her as danger. That would change.

Sable stood with one hand on the rail as the guns were manned and the sails drew. Officers gave orders and were obeyed, though the stores, ships, and men ran thinner beneath the performance.

Gall shouted for more line to the headsails. The brig leaned and answered. Water hissed louder along the planks. Men at the bow fixed their eyes forward as if speed alone might turn uncertainty into stores.

Sable kept his eyes on the stranger while the brig gathered way. Men who had spent the day on casks, seams, and ration work now bent to the chase instead. The squadron could still do what it had always done; no one aboard mistook that for ease any longer.
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Act 2 — Stretching the Last Margin
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Morning came thin and colourless, with a low bank of vapour standing over the sea to the east and the remains of the previous evening’s prize rolling astern under a reduced escort. She had yielded less than the men had hoped and more than Sable had feared, which put her in the worst middle sort: useful enough to bind labour to her, not rich enough to change their condition.

Her lower hold had given them meal, two casks of fresh water not yet turned, a quantity of sailcloth of mixed quality, some iron hoops and cooper’s stock, a chest of tools robbed already by sea use of half the pieces that would once have made it worth swearing over, and a handful of papers that Gideon Strake had put aside because they might yet say something of routes or ports. She had also given them a dozen mouths in prisoners and the need to judge what could be transferred quickly, what must be left, and how long they dared keep her limping in company before she became another burden with a sail.

None of that had shown in the first cheer when the boarding party came back over the side before dusk. That cheer had been for successful action, for visible gain, for proof that the force still had teeth. The reckoning came afterward. Water casks had to be shifted by dark. The sailcloth had to be sorted at once because some could serve as patch and some only as wrapping. Men from the brig had gone across with lanterns and handspikes and returned after midnight moving as if each limb had been privately taxed. Sable had slept no more than two hours in his coat. Nathan Creed had not undressed at all.

By first light the deck bore the look of a ship that had worked through the night and been denied the dignity of rest afterward. Coils lay where they had been flung and then made serviceable only in outline. Three spare casks sat by the mainmast waiting to be re-hooped. A pump leather dried on the rail after being turned and greased. Men moved slower at first and then forced themselves into something like ordinary pace once they knew they were watched.

Sable came up from the great cabin with Strake behind him carrying the slate and a folded paper taken from the prize. The quartermaster had the expression of a man already balancing gain against the fact that gain always arrived in pieces. Tobin Ash was at the weather side of the quarterdeck watching the morning shape of sea and haze. Nathan Creed knelt by the larboard cathead with two mates and had the ship’s carpenter’s chest open beside him. One of the long handles was split and had been bound with marline instead of replaced.

“What have we bought?” Sable asked.

Strake did not pretend to misunderstand. “Another short interval,” he said. “No more.”

“Water?”

“Enough to improve discipline, not enough to relax it.”

Ash glanced over one shoulder. “That is quartermaster speech for thirst postponed.”

Strake ignored him. “The meal is welcome. The sailcloth gives us choices we lacked yesterday. The tools are worth having though not worth boasting over. The cooper’s stock may save more water than the casks themselves brought in, if the men do not waste it by bad handling.”

“And the prisoners?”

“That depends what value you assign to mouths, labour, rumour, and nuisance.”

Sable took the folded paper from him and opened it. It was a manifest and part of a correspondence packet, damp at the edges and stained. The routes named there meant nothing immediate. Ports to the northward, intended calls altered by weather, references to convoy irregularity. Perhaps later one line would connect to another. At present it was less use than a coil of rope.

He gave it back. “We tow her?”

“For now,” Strake said. “Until all that can be stripped is stripped.”

Creed rose from his work and crossed the deck wiping his hands on a length of waste cloth. “Tow her too long and she becomes a teacher. She’ll show every man aboard us the speed we no longer have.”

“The whole sea knows that already,” Ash said.

“The sea does not spread reports in taverns.”

Sable looked over the stern at the prize. Her foretopsail hung badly where shot had passed through it during the chase. She had not fought more than form required. Merchant courage seldom outlived the sight of guns properly brought to bear. Even so, the pursuit had cost them hours of hard strain, more powder than he would have preferred, and a quantity of deck effort out of all proportion to the material gain now visible. That too had become part of the changing balance. Ordinary action no longer produced ordinary replenishment.

Below, near the break of the quarterdeck, two seamen rolled one of the fresh water casks toward the hatch. They took it carefully, because no one now trusted wood merely because it held shape. One of them paused and flexed his fingers before bending again. Sable marked it. Men were beginning the day already carrying work from the one before.

“Call the officers,” he said.

They gathered not long after: Ash, Strake, Creed, Gall, and Elias Vane from the Morrow Bride, who had come over by boat at dawn with his shirt still wet at the hem and salt whitening on his boots. Vane commanded the nearest thing they had to a heavier striking ship, though “heavier” had become a charitable distinction. He was a broad-faced man with the habit of narrowing his eyes before speaking as though all conclusions had first to be sighted down upon like a shoreline through glass.

Gall came last, fastening his baldric, smelling faintly of powder still. “We’ve prize talk and route talk in the same morning,” he said. “That seldom means comfort.”

“No,” Sable said. “It means arithmetic.”

They stood around the long cask by the mizzen where Strake had spread the slate and a rough note of stores. No charts were laid out because the present issue was not yet one of exact navigation but of capacity. The sea stretched open around them, but movement over open water no longer equalled choice in the old sense.

Strake began without flourish. “The prize gives us relief, not remedy. Water improves. Food stretches. Cloth improves our immediate chances of keeping the worst sail together. Cooper’s material may save leakage. But the additional handling and sorting labour falls upon men already under repair work. We can continue moving under present practice. We cannot continue moving as if present practice carried no extra cost.”

Gall folded his arms. “Say it plain.”

Strake tapped two figures with the chalk. “Ordinary rationing will not now carry us safely through another unfavourable interval without either fresh gain or greater hazard accepted elsewhere.”

“Hazard where?” Vane asked.

“Canvas, route, or thirst,” Ash said before Strake could answer. “Take your choice and you may still be allotted the other two.”

Creed put both palms on the cask and leaned slightly. “We can save sail by reducing spread when wind rises, but then we lose days we no longer own freely. We can keep spread and risk opening more seams in cloth and line. We can press on shorter water and hope not to meet calms or contrary weather. We can increase work to improve the hulls while still underway, and that spends men faster than salt beef restores them. Those are the terms.”

Gall looked from one to the other. “Then we take another ship.”

No one answered immediately, not because the suggestion lacked force but because it represented the instinct that had brought them thus far and was now proving insufficient in silence rather than argument.

At length Sable said, “Another ship may answer. It may also demand another chase, another boarding, another night stripping by lantern. We are no longer in condition to call each act of gain simple profit.”

Gall’s mouth hardened a touch. “If we stop acting, we decline faster.”

“True,” Strake said. “The difficulty lies in acting without spending the gain in the action.”

Vane scratched at his jaw. “Where do we stand on water if heat takes hold?”

Strake named the figures. None of them were yet fatal. Each of them was too close to comfort.

Ash reached across the cask and shifted one chalk mark with his finger until it smeared. “The old margin is gone,” he said. “That is the whole of it. Before now we could take a contrary wind, a bad chase, a weak prize, and still remain free in our route because stores and sail sat wide enough. Now every day of indifferent result narrows us.”

Sable looked at him. “By how much?”

“By enough that I would not stand here and lie about free choosing.”

That mattered because Ash had resisted that conclusion longest. The sailing master loved open options more than most men loved money. His seamanship had always presumed space enough to answer one danger by turning toward another. To hear him admit narrowing was to hear the shape of the problem from the man best positioned to measure it.

Gall pushed off the cask. “Then choose. Do we run for a watering place? Take a known coast? Call on some hidden creek and pray half the Caribbean ain’t thought of it before us? Once we start that road we may as well paint our names on a board.”

Strake said, “No one is arguing for harbour dependence.”

Gall gave him a hard look. “Not in words.”

Creed broke in before the thing could heat. “There’s a difference between dependence and admitting that patched ships do not become sound because a captain refuses the word harbour.”

Silence followed that. The term itself had weight aboard them. A pirate force that needed a fixed repair ground or regular supply point had accepted a chain invisible perhaps, but real. Fixed place meant pattern. Pattern meant information. Information meant pursuit by stronger powers who preferred their prey localised.

Sable let the discomfort stand. It was more useful than soothing. Then he said, “We are not yet choosing a place. We are deciding whether ordinary rationing and ordinary sail discipline alone can preserve movement until better opportunity appears.”

“No,” Strake said at once.

“No,” Creed said after him.

Ash held out half a beat and then added, “No.”

Vane nodded once. Gall said nothing but did not contradict.

Cutting rations, patching cloth, and continuing to range would not carry them through another unfavourable interval. Material failure would arrive first somewhere—rigging, hull seam, water discipline, or crew capacity.

Sable looked down to the waist. Men were opening the cooper’s bundle from the prize: hoops, staves, tools wrapped in sail remnants. One of the boys had found a length of newer cordage and was running it through his hand with an expression close to reverence. Useful things had become emotionally legible aboard them. A proper tool, a fresh line, a sound cask—these drew more honest relief than the talk of silver ever had.

“How many days can we buy with harder discipline?” Sable asked.

Strake named a number.

“And with reduced sail in stronger wind?”

Ash named another, slightly larger, then spoiled it himself. “Provided nothing tears and no slow vessel forces us to waste the better weather.”

“And with work details increased?”

Creed spat over the side before answering. “You’d gain patches and lose men’s strength. Short answer, yes. Real answer, you’d move the failure from wood and cloth into flesh and attention.”

Gall looked away, out to the horizon. “Men can be made to bear more.”

“They already are,” Creed said. “That is the point.”

The conversation broke then into particulars. Which sails could safely be reduced first. Which ship was worst on water. Whether the prisoners should be split or concentrated. If the prize were stripped further, could she be fired or must she be scuttled? Could the best of her cordage be transferred before noon? Did they have enough powder dry and ready if another sail came in sight before evening? It was useful talk, necessary talk, but all of it revolved around the same locked centre. Another round of motion was possible only if they accepted that the old baseline had changed from freedom into managed exposure.

By midmorning boats were again passing between hulls. The labour itself made the argument visible. Men carrying water casks from one deck to another could not be spared for sail repair at the same hour. Men sorting cloth could not also rest after the night transfer. A line cut from the prize to mend the bark’s failing gear left one less reserve aboard the brig. Every act of temporary relief distributed fragility differently rather than removing it.

Sable went below briefly and then came up with a cup of watered rum he did not finish. The sun had climbed enough to draw heat from the deck seams. He found Strake near the main hatch checking cask marks as they went below.

“How are the men taking the water discipline?” Sable asked.

“They obey.”

“That was not the question.”

Strake straightened. “They obey and count. Men always count water even when they pretend not to.”

“Talk?”

“Some. Not enough to matter yet. They understand the prize improved matters. They also saw how hard we had to work to strip so little true remedy from her.”

Sable looked across the deck. “Will they bear more tightening?”

“They will bear certainty better than vagueness. If you order discipline and keep moving with purpose, they’ll bear it. If you order discipline and then drift under mixed intention, they’ll start reading weakness into every command.”

That matched Sable’s own sense. Hardship could be managed if attached to a clear line of action. Men became dangerous when made to spend themselves merely to preserve appearances.

He found Ash at the quarterdeck rail with the glass again. “You have a route in mind,” Sable said.

Ash did not lower the glass. “I have routes excluded.”

“Which is not the same thing.”

“It is nearer truth than pretending free choice.”

Sable waited.

Ash lowered the instrument. “If we keep the present movement, we avoid the more travelled lanes where pursuit and rumour travel quickest. But that also thins our chances at rich traffic. If we edge farther south we may find isolated prey and quieter water, but weather there is less forgiving if we lose time. If we go northward for easier merchant movement, we draw nearer patterns that make us legible. If we seek known watering inlets, then we begin the very habit Gall fears.”

“So.”

“So the route is no longer a selection among equals. It is a selection among different exposures.”

The sea had not physically shrunk, but stores and repair confidence now vetoed courses that will and seamanship alone would once have kept open.

Toward noon a cry went up from the afterguard of the prize. One of the casks under transfer had slipped and split a head on the gangway. Water ran bright across sun-hot planks before the men could right it. It was not a disaster. Perhaps three gallons lost. Perhaps four. Yet the reaction aboard both vessels was sharper than such a quantity once would have earned. One sailor cursed as if stabbed. Another dropped to his knees with a bucket and cloth in the absurd reflex to save what could not be saved from deck seams. Sable watched from the brig and saw the shape of several heads turn at once. Not fear. Recognition.

Creed, standing nearby, muttered, “There. That is what shortage is. Not the number. The way men look when a little spills.”

By early afternoon the prize had given up most of what immediate use she held. Her remaining cargo was saleable in parts but not worth the drag. Strake advised firing her once the last tool chest and cask hoops were across. Gall wanted her kept until dusk on the chance that another passing merchant might be deceived by her silhouette into false comfort. Ash wanted rid of her at once, on the grounds that a slow tow made fools of all other intentions. Sable listened, weighed, and then ordered her stripped of what line could yet be cut free and burned before sunset.

The order had another meaning. They would not enlarge their problem for the sake of appearances. Movement, though burdened now, would still be preserved over the vanity of a swollen company.

When the flames finally took, they did so hesitantly. Wet wood smoked first, then the pitch caught, then orange came through the black. Men watched from the rails of three vessels. Fire at sea always gathered attention. It destroyed value, yes, but it also simplified accounts in a way men found satisfying. One burden less. One act concluded. One false extension refused.

Gall stood beside Sable as the burning prize drifted off. “So we have less than yesterday hoped and more than yesterday had.”

“Yes.”

“And harder rules.”

“Yes.”

He looked out toward the open water. “Then give them. Better a hard rule than this half-hunger of decision.”

Sable understood. He had to present the tighter rules as command, not panic. Water discipline, sail restraint, and repair priorities would govern until they found reliable supply and working ground.

He called the officers again before the afternoon watch and set it plainly. Water discipline tightened by measure, not by hope. Sail spread reduced earlier in strengthening wind where risk to cloth outweighed gained speed. Repair priorities ordered by plain necessity rather than comfort or habit. Prize search henceforth judged by utility first, sale second. Route choices to be made with weather and resupply exposure held equal to prey opportunity. The words themselves were practical. Their cumulative meaning was harsher. The force would no longer behave as if it possessed enough margin to live day to day by customary opportunism alone.

No one argued. Even Gall only said, “Then we had best find something worth the hardship.”

The men received the changes by boatswain’s call and petty repetition. There was some muttering. There always was. But the muttering did not turn upon disbelief. It turned upon resentment at necessity, which is a healthier material for command than suspicion. A man can be led through hard arithmetic if he believes the sum is honest.

Late in the day, with the smoke of the burned prize smearing low on the horizon behind them, Sable stood alone for a time by the stern rail. The squadron kept its shape loosely, each vessel still afloat, still manageable, still making forward motion. The new water casks were below. The sailcloth had been divided. Cooper’s stock was already being used. On the surface, the day might have looked like simple continuation after a modest success.

Water went under lock, sail had to be spared sooner, and every later choice would be made under that tighter measure.
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Act 3 — Choosing Open Water at Cost
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By dawn every vessel was obeying the tighter measures. Water went under stricter eye. Sails were watched with a caution once reserved for worse weather. Repair details were assigned more sharply and omitted where they could not be supported. The squadron still moved under its own authority, but could no longer spend stores, cloth, and labour freely to preserve that appearance.

A pirate force could survive hardship so long as hardship remained mobile. Hunger borne while roaming was one thing. Thirst managed under shifting routes was one thing. Worn cordage and patched canvas were one thing. A known dependence was another. That distinction had governed them from the beginning, and even now—especially now—it remained the deepest line in men’s minds.

None of them wished to hear the word harbour used as remedy. None wished to start discussing which hidden creek, which outer cay, which coast settlement, which compromised merchant or frightened planter might be forced or bargained into supplying them. The moment such discussion became ordinary, their life altered. They would cease to be a moving pressure upon trade and begin instead to resemble some irregular garrison, kept alive by the same fixed vulnerabilities that made any garrison ultimately knowable.

Yet open movement had changed its nature. It was no longer supported by slack. The sea before them was broad enough, but not every broadness remained equally available.

By the middle of the morning watch Tobin Ash had the chart spread over a sea chest on the quarterdeck, held flat by a pistol, a length of lead, and the butt of Gideon Strake’s slate. The paper itself had gone soft at the corners and dark where damp fingers had worked upon it for too many weeks. Coasts, banks, and islands were pricked and re-marked in several inks. Some of the marks had first been made for profit, some for avoidance, some for memory. Now they stood under a different scrutiny.

Sable leaned over it with Ash, Strake, Nathan Creed, and Elias Vane from the Morrow Bride. Gall stood a little apart at first, impatient already with any conversation that began over a chart and not with a sighting glass, but he listened. The sea lay moderate around them. No threatening weather had yet shown itself except in Ash’s continuing distrust of the western horizon. A little more easterly movement had been made through the night. The burned prize was gone behind them. What remained ahead was not a target but an argument.

Ash used two fingers to indicate the waters northward. “If we edge this way, we recover better chance of trade,” he said. “The lanes are thicker. Merchant confidence increases where convoy rhythm is assumed rather than constant.”

“Convoy rhythm?” Gall said.

“Ships accustomed to irregular protection grow careless between protections,” Ash said. “Or they bunch badly. Either can be useful.”

Strake said, “And more eyes travel there. More routine traffic means more reports, better descriptions, greater chance that our present condition will be accurately passed from deck to shore.”

“That is one side,” Ash replied.

“It is the side that hangs men.”

Vane grunted approval at that. He had the Morrow Bride under him, a vessel still respectable enough at distance if the light flattered her, but too marked in sail and sheer now to stand long examination by anyone who had seen her before. Repeated presence in frequented waters eroded not only surprise but identity. The more often a vessel was noticed, the less she remained rumour and the more she became a named pattern. Name brought hunters.

Ash moved his hand southward and tapped a region of thinner routes. “Fewer ships here. Less organised traffic. Less chance of immediate report. Water more open. But if we go lower, then weather matters more and reward becomes more irregular. We may sail longer between opportunities. The sea gives greater concealment and fewer answers.”

Creed, who cared little for elegant route talk when timber and cloth already spoke plainly, said, “Longer intervals between opportunities mean longer intervals between material. That is the part you never say first.”

Ash looked up at him. “Because it is obvious.”

“It needs saying while we are still pretending open water is free.”

Sable let them go on. Each officer would be bound differently by the narrowing choice. Ash would lose some freedom to seek advantageous lines. Strake would have to ration by forecast rather than by the last capture. Creed would have to judge repairs against route exposure as well as wood. Gall and Vane would have to accept that not every promising concentration of merchant traffic was worth the pattern it imposed.

Strake touched the chart where several inlets and outer anchorages lay marked in shorthand. “If we use any of these,” he said, “we shorten some risk and create another. Water can be taken. Boats can be sent. Hull work can be better managed in quiet water than on a rolling deck. But the moment we begin choosing known points, even hidden ones, we create expectation. Men speak. Local fishermen, woodcutters, smugglers, plantation skiffs, free blacks trading by night, poor whites who live by passing news for coin—every shoreline has tongues.”

Gall said, “Only if they see us.”

“Only if they see the wrong thing once,” Strake answered. “That is enough.”

Vane shifted his weight and looked off over the starboard side before speaking. “A place used once is not a home.”

“No,” Strake said. “A place used twice becomes a guess. A place used three times becomes a search.”

That left them a long moment. The distinction was sound and everyone knew it. Dependence on fixed places did not arrive at once wearing its full meaning. It crept in under necessity, under the language of only this once, only to fill casks, only to careen one hull, only because wind had gone contrary, only because two men needed burial and the cooper wanted dry footing. Once repeated, those temporary uses hardened into rhythm. Rhythm was what great powers hunted best.

Ash took the lead weight from the chart and set it a little farther east. “If we avoid known anchorages entirely, then our route has to assume long-water behaviour. That means accepting broader deviations around weather rather than cutting inside. It means giving up some close coastal readings that would once have sharpened our navigation. It means refusing easy replenishment from shore even when it lies temptingly near. It also means our opportunities for sudden safe rest shrink hard.”

“Safe rest,” Gall said. “There’s no such thing.”

“There is measured exposure,” Ash replied. “And there is exposure pretending to be freedom. I would prefer not to confuse them.”

The force had once ranged where opportunity, wind, or whim suggested because no fixed place was needed. Stores and repair had weakened that liberty. The chart now offered a harsher choice: preserve broad movement by refusing every fixed point, or admit that open water no longer supplied enough margin.

Creed laid one finger on the brig’s current projected position. “From where we are, with what we have, if a seam opens badly or a mast step worsens, I would want calmer handling water sooner than your open-sea principles care to admit.”

“That is carpenter speech for cove temptation,” Gall said.

“It is carpenter speech for wood not caring about doctrine.”

Sable looked at Creed. “Would you choose an anchorage now?”

Creed answered carefully, and because he did so, the answer mattered. “Not if there is another way. Once men smell still water under command they begin imagining all deficiencies can be solved there. That is dangerous. But I would also not lie and say every further day under open strain costs us nothing.”

Vane nodded. “The Bride can stand another stretch. She will not thank us for a long one.”

Ash put down the lead and straightened. “Then here is the plain shape of it. If we keep wholly away from fixed points, we must choose broader sea room and accept worse odds on quick resupply, rougher management of navigation in uncertain weather, and more frequent refusal of tempting coast-hugging opportunities. If we use known watering or anchorage points, we recover some short-term ease and lose invisibility by degree.”

Gall finally stepped closer to the chart. He put one blunt finger on a cluster of islands marked with little more than depths and one old notation. “These.”

Strake looked at him. “Why?”

“Because no one keeps station there. Too poor for regular guard. Enough channels to leave by another cut than the one entered. Send boats at night. Take water from three places instead of one.”

Ash shook his head before he finished. “Poor holding ground. Reefs enough to cripple a tired vessel trying clever exits in bad light. And once we are seen among cuts and islands, everyone from turtle men to small traders begins carrying stories. No. That is not freedom. That is making a puzzle of our own dependence and congratulating ourselves on the shape of it.”

Gall gave a short laugh without mirth. “You make all action sound like surrender.”

“I make repeated action sound like pattern.”

Strake intervened before the exchange hardened. “We are not choosing refuge. Not yet. The captain asked whether our freedom to range can be preserved entire while refusing fixed points. That is the question.”

Sable had asked exactly that, though not in those words. It was useful to hear Strake reduce the whole matter so baldly.

He set his hand on the chart and moved it north-westward, not to indicate course but to halt the argument. “What does the sea itself say?”

Ash took the question as meant for him. “That weather may turn against us within two or three days. Not a storm necessarily, but enough change to make rig and route choice matter more. If we remain in broad water, we must navigate with greater prudence and wider allowance. We lose some opportunities to cut close and save time.”

“Say the rest.”

“The rest is that prudent broad-water navigation under present stores leaves less room for sudden correction if water, sail, or prize opportunity disappoint.”

Navigation and sea room were no longer neutral technical matters. They were becoming active risks. To stay free of fixed points, they would have to accept broader, more conservative movement through open water. That meant less precise exploitation of coastlines, channels, and known traffic habits. It meant longer legs under uncertainty and greater weather exposure with ships already stretched.

Reduced opportunities, longer intervals between useful capture, slower movement where sail had to be spared, and the ordinary theft of hours whenever one vessel forced the rest to match her would narrow them without dramatic weather. Time alone could make open-water principle expensive.

Ash began marking with chalk where he thought the squadron should avoid cutting in. He drew not an exact line but a widened belt of water, a refusal zone against coasts and anchorages that would once have remained available as practical options. “Here,” he said. “And here. If we refuse these approaches, we stay less legible. We also lose the better holding waters and the more certain readings.”

Vane made a face. “And we give up several likely opportunities.”

“Yes,” Ash said. “Or rather we give up the ease with which those opportunities could be taken and then supported.”

Creed leaned in again. “Say we do this. Say we keep broad. What happens if by bad chance we lose another water cask or have another weak prize?”

Strake answered. “Then the next choice becomes harder and more obvious.”

Which was true but incomplete. Sable wanted all of them to hear the incompleteness.

“Harder in what way?” he said.

Strake tapped the chart where Ash had just marked away the coast. “In that we will have voluntarily denied ourselves the nearer answers. Having denied them, we must either continue in greater risk or reverse ourselves under worse conditions.”

Navigation and time now worked against them together. A single refusal of anchorage might still resemble freedom. Repeated refusals while stores tightened and sail had to be spared narrowed the routes actually available, whatever breadth remained on the chart.

Gall crossed his arms again. “All of this sounds like a long speech announcing we must keep moving but with less courage.”

“No,” Ash said. “With less waste.”

“Waste wins prizes.”

“Waste also tears sails and forces landfall.”

“That is still fear speaking.”

Ash turned on him more sharply than usual. “And you speak as if every future day contains a merchantman exactly where appetite wants one. It does not. A route is not merely where you mean to go. It is what your ships can bear while remaining unknown.”

The silence after that was longer. Gall looked ready to answer and did not. Sable noted the restraint. Even Gall, who preferred danger honestly met to discomfort honestly counted, could feel the truth pressing.

The morning wore on under divided labour. Boats moved out from the brig carrying the last useful items from the burned prize before all remnants were lost. Repair hands kept at sail and seam. The squadron altered course twice by small degrees as Ash began already to enact his broader-water preference, opening distance from certain tempting coast approaches before a formal decision had even been announced. Men noticed such alterations. They always did. A crew that lives by sea movement reads headings instinctively even when not told the reasons.

Near noon a haze thickened ahead and the sun turned whiter through it. Ash stood long at the larboard side judging the set of swell against what little could be seen. “If we were hugging known lines,” he said to Sable quietly, “I’d take more from the coast and less from the sea. Out here the reading worsens before it improves.”

“Does that argue for shore?”

“It argues that preserving distance has a cost in certainty.”

By early afternoon that cost sharpened. A small sail was glimpsed and then lost in the glare to windward. Under older conditions they might have cut more aggressively toward her line, gambling time and perhaps a little sail strain for contact. Now Ash advised against it because the angle drew them nearer a known watering coast whose very proximity would tempt drift and compromise the still unofficial principle they were forming. Gall wanted the turn. Vane would have supported it if the Bride had been fresher. Strake opposed. Sable held course.

The choice did not provoke protest. What it did provoke was recognition. Men along the rail watched the vanished sail and then watched the brig remain on the wider line. Their captain had refused not only a possible gain but the sort of nimble opportunism that once defined their liberty. He had done so to preserve a greater freedom from pattern. Yet the refusal proved how much their practical freedom to range had already narrowed. They could no longer turn at every possibility.

Toward the end of the
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