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  The springtime air was sweet, and the woods around Yves de Bourganes fairly burst with the stirring of life reborn.  His heart, however, was full of worry and doubt, and it was difficult for him to notice much about the beauty that surrounded him.

His bas-officier had woken him, addressing him as "Ledisciple"—his nom de guerre awarded in derision by a long-forgotten sergeant—and giving him the news that their company of chausseurs had received orders to march to Brest.  There they were to embark upon a voyage over the sea to a destination unnamed, but widely expected to be either the shores of England, or the Indies, or even America itself.  It had long been whispered that they might join in the battle against their perennial enemy, the English, by backing the rebellion of their colonies there.

Out of professional interest, of course, Yves had followed the news of events across the ocean. It seemed incredible that the colonists—who had mere years before taken part in an enthusiastic trouncing of French forces in America—might now become allies, never mind that they might actually stand a chance of winning their independence from Mother England.



  However, a series of convincing victories against some of Britain’s best armed divisions had made the unthinkable worth considering, and had recently spurred the French King to declare a formal alliance with the Americans, extending recognition of them as an independent nation of the Earth. Arms, cash, and even military forces had followed, but the war had dragged on without resolution, and the scuttlebutt around winter quarters was that France was preparing to redouble its commitment to bloodying King George’s nose.


  So, while Yves was not excited about being sent far away from family, neither was he surprised. The first flowers of spring, which he might have gathered into a garland for a girl’s hair on another day, passed scarcely noticed, and instead his thoughts turned to home. There, where Yves had grown up, his mother struggled with the responsibilities of running a small farm in the wake of his father’s death, and with raising his younger brothers.


  His sister had married away just before his father’s death, and was consumed with her own growing family. Yves had thought to relieve the burden on his mother by volunteering for the army, even though she had begged him not to, particularly with the new war stirring against Britain. Yves had assured her that the struggle would be concluded quickly—all the pamphlets circulated around town boasted of the superiority of the French forces over the British—but he had not honestly expected that he would wind up serving in that distant theater of war.


  And yet here he was. Though their winter quarters were not very distant from his farm, Yves halfway wished that he could have delivered the news of his departure via letter, instead of feeling the obligation to face his mother personally. His step, though brisk out of military habit, was nonetheless reluctant, and he wished that the path were longer than it was, to give him more time to formulate a gentle way of telling his mother that he would be leaving within the week.


  Alas, the fragrant whiff of woodland violets gave way too soon to the earthy smell of freshly-turned fields, and far sooner than he willed it, Yves stood before the door to the home where he had whiled away the hours of his boyhood. Then, his father had walked the Earth, and had managed the affairs of the farm with a stern but kindly manner. Meat and fish had graced their table more often than not, and his mother’s smile had been generous and her laughter seemed like the music of house.


  Now, as she opened the door to his knock, her smile was no less warm, but he could see the lines that graved the corners of her mouth and eyes, speaking of long nights of worry and seasons of grief. Her once auburn hair no longer glinted of fire in the sun, but was streaked with iron grey as it led to a tight bun on the back of her head.


  She embraced him, saying, “Yves, I had not looked to see you again so soon, though I am overjoyed at your arrival.” As she stepped back from him, she noted his expression, and added with a frown, “I can see already that you bring no happy tidings.”


  “Maman, I sail from Brest within the week. We are likely bound for Jamaica.” Having failed to think of a gentle means of breaking the news, he had settled on a direct approach.


  His mother’s mouth set into a firm grimace, and she said only, “So? Come, have you supped?”


  “You know that I would be derelict in my duties as a soldier and a son if I failed to enjoy a meal at your table whenever the opportunity presented itself.”


  Her grimace turned to a half-smile, and she said, “Well, then take off your boots and make yourself useful in the kitchen.”


  “Of course, maman.” As he followed her into the house, he permitted himself a small sigh of relief. He had worried that she would receive the news of his departure with greater visible upset; indeed, it seemed that she was even more resigned to it than he was.


  In the kitchen, a pot bubbled gently over the fire, a fragrant meat broth, and Yves saw a bunch of carrots that his mother had left on the table, sitting beside several large potatoes. She bustled past him into the root cellar and emerged with several more of each. She handed him the vegetables and a knife saying only, “You know what needs to be done with these.”


  A small smile played around the corners of his mouth as he bent to the task. He knew, indeed, as he had spent many a tiresome hour in winter quarters peeling potatoes and scraping carrots. She might have tried to instruct him in the techniques, but he had perfected them in the service of the camp kitchens.


  As he worked, she said suddenly, “How long will you spend in Jamaica?”


  He shook his head, frowning. “I am not yet certain that Jamaica is even our destination. We might be bound instead for the America or even further afield.” He shrugged. “As for how long we may expect to be gone, I doubt that even those who send us are certain. If we sail for America, we may find useful employment there for some years of campaigning. If we are to be posted for routine guard duty someplace else, we may be back in mere months.”


  She looked at him sharply as he spoke of years of service in America, and frowned tightly again when he said the words “mere months.”


  “Do not think to quiet me with comfortable lies, Yves. You believe yourself to be bound for the American war, and I should not expect to see you again in this life, with my advanced years and hard toil.”


  He sighed. “Maman, you have many years of health and vigor yet ahead of you, and the British Crown cannot sustain this war for much longer, if the reports from across the Channel are to be believed. King George bleeds the treasury white in the effort to retain his American colonies, and I've heard it said that Lord North has already submitted his resignation at least once, though the King refuses to accept it.”


  He smiled reassuringly. “If we are to join in the American war, it is even possible that we may strike the final blow that brings the British Army in North America to its knees, and ends this episode once and for all.”


  She glared at her son. “Again, you try to comfort me in my ignorance of martial matters, Yves. Even if this war should end, how long will it be before we are again called upon to take up arms against the English, and if not them, then the Spanish, or the Dutch, or the Swedish.” She snorted. “The generals and the court at Versailles seem never to lack for cause to rattle swords and shed blood.”


  Tears sprang to her eyes and she wiped them away angrily, adding, “I only pray that the blood they shed shall not be yours, for what years that I am granted to live.”


  Yves sighed inwardly. This was exactly the sort of scene he had hoped to avoid with his mother, but he understood her worries, and even shared them. Life in the military had sounded like a good alternative to privation at the farm, until he had heard the stories of the older soldiers, men who had seen battle, and who told tales of the horrors of the cannonball and the bayonet . . . and the grisly results of disease, which carried off more than arms ever did.


  “Maman, I have no choice in the matter at this point. I am sworn to follow the commands of my officers, and if they say I am to go to Jamaica, I will go to Jamaica. If I am to fight the redcoats, I will fight the redcoats. And”—he smiled—“if I am to peel potatoes, I will peel potatoes.” With that, he pushed the bowl of potatoes, ready for the pot, across the table to her.


  She gave him a grudging smile. “Well, at least you have learned something of use then.” She took the bowl from him and said, “I only hope that you have learned as well how to stay out of the way of your enemy’s bullets and sword, should you find yourself in the teeth of battle.”


  “I have paid close attention to what lessons in those skills have been offered to me, as I have only this one skin into which I was born, and I should like very much to keep it intact.”


  She fixed him with a piercing glare. “Mind that you do, Yves. I have buried a husband, and it nearly finished me. I do not expect that I could survive burying my eldest son as well.”


  “I understand, maman, and I will do all in my power to return to you whole and unhurt.”


  She nodded crisply and put the vegetables into the pot, saying over her shoulder, “Call your brothers in from the fields. By the time they are clean enough to sit at the table, this will be ready.”
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  “Eat while you can, my friend.” Yves looked up to see Luc, his long-time companion in the company, approaching the table where he was breaking fast with a fish stew, accompanied by half a loaf of bread.



  Luc eased into the seat beside Yves, setting down a plate heavily laden with the same stew, and a whole loaf of bread besides. “In just a few days, you’ll be glad to be able to choke down a dry crust of bread—or worse, ship’s biscuit. By the time we reach our destination, you’ll be able to feel your ribs through your uniform.” He smiled slyly, adding, “Unless you’re one of the blessed few who are fortunate enough to be possessed of an iron stomach, immune to the action of the waves and wind.”


  Yves rolled his eyes and returned to his meal. “Sometimes, Luc, I think that you make things up just to justify eating an extra portion when it suits you.”


  Luc shrugged. “Suit yourself. You’ll learn by experience soon enough.”


  Yves retorted, “I have been in a boat before, and suffered no ill effect.”


  “Ah, but have you been on a ship of war in the open ocean, with the horrid smells of your fellow soldiers pressing close upon you, even as your whole world moves wildly around you, seemingly without cause or reason?” Luc dug Yves in the ribs, saying, “Once you have weathered that and eaten hearty, then you should come and speak to me again.”


  Yves said nothing, but reflected that his friend was more likely than not to be right, as he did have the experience of a posting to the West Indies under his belt—and this would be Yves’ first true ocean voyage.


  “Are the rations shipboard really as bad as you say?”


  “Worse, my friend, than you can believe. Oh, the officers eat decently, but the soldiers’ mess is confined only to those items which will store well in a barrel for month after month, and which the soldiers will eat even if they are spoiled by damp or age.”


  “Have the cooks no interest in ensuring that we arrive ready to perform what duties are to be asked of us at our destination?”


  “So long as they deliver us alive, they consider that their duty is complete.” Yves made a sour face in reply, and Luc laughed. “So now you understand why I am working so hard to prepare for the rigors of our voyage.”


  Yves snorted and said, “If by ‘working,’ you mean exactly the opposite of what the word means, perhaps.”


  “Well, then you have understood me perfectly, Yves.” Luc winked and grinned, turning back to his food. “Best you finish what is before you, and see if you can beg a second serving, eh?”


  Yves said nothing, but addressed his meal with renewed interest and appreciation. Even if the food were so awful as Luc claimed, Yves felt pretty sure that he had eaten more poorly in the lean months on the farm before he had joined the army, and he was confident in his ability to weather any privation that the voyage might bring him.


  Luc changed the subject abruptly, asking, “What have you heard of the Americans and their military order?”


  Yves shrugged noncommittally. “They are led by men trained in the English manner of things, though it seems that they are open to learning better ways from our officers.”


  Luc nodded. “I have heard much the same, though I spoke to one officer who was admiring of their creativity and agility on the battlefield. Too, it seems that they have surprised our English friends many times by using tactics that are, to be blunt, downright uncivilized.”


  Yves frowned in reply. “The English have conducted themselves in uncivil manner on occasion as well, if the reports are to be believed.”


  “War is no civilized matter, under any conditions, but a war that pits a nation against itself is liable to be the most savage of all.” Luc shuddered. “I do not envy our English neighbors, nor their American cousins, their war, and I only wish that King Louis had found a way to keep us clear of it.”


  Yves looked around to see if anyone were in earshot. “You should be careful in giving voice to thoughts critical of the King. One never knows when you might be misunderstood to lack in fealty to our sovereign.”


  Luc grimaced and nodded. “I mean only that it seems to be that it would have been advantageous to our nation to have stood back and let them weaken one another, even without our help.”


  “That’s a fair thought, though from what I’ve heard, the war would have been long over, with the English ascendant, had we stayed our hand and withheld our assistance to the American cause. So, perhaps the King and his advisors are cleverer than you grant them credit for, and have used the forces at their disposal to prolong the conflict, to the advantage that you imagined.”


  Luc pursed his mouth thoughtfully, then nodded slowly. “I suppose that it is possible that they are playing a cannier game than I had thought.” He took another bite of stew and chewed it thoughtfully, then shrugged. “In any case, I mean to eat heartily while there is yet edible food before me, and solid ground on which to sleep.”


  Yves stuffed the last of his bread into his mouth and nodded, rising to return to the canteen. Luc waved cheerily to him, and tore off another chunk of bread to fill his own mouth.


  Yves’ legs were still sore from the march to the docks at Brest, and he walked slowly to the canteen. It wasn’t that he was unused to walking distances, but marching in good order for a day and a half, with scarcely a pause to attend to the demands of nature, was never easy. 


  He supposed, though, that he would do well to accustom himself to such rigors against the possibility of service in America itself, for the one constant he had heard from everyone who had spent any time there was that it was a huge, untamed country, and movements from one city to another were strenuous and lengthy affairs. It was fraught, too, with the added danger of both English units, and the less-civilized American Loyalist rabble and their downright savage Indian allies.


  Yves did not believe most of the stories told around the campfire at night about the feats accomplished by the Indians in battle—more reasoned voices pointed out that they were but human, and not beings of myth. However, the haunted look in the eyes of some he had heard from gave credence to the savagery of their stories. Still—cutting the scalp off of an enemy’s head to keep as a trophy, or trussing a man to a tree and burning him alive? This was a level of inhumanity that he found difficult to countenance.


  As for the Indies, most of what he had heard about service there revolved around heat, vicious insects, and lurid tales of the diseases that lurked in its swamps. He tried to reassure himself, though, that the stories of either possible posting were of the same nature as the tales his siblings had told him around the hearth late at night, designed for their own satisfaction at seeing him squirm in discomfort.


  His musings were interrupted by the call of an officer, loud enough to be heard over the general hubbub of the canteen. “All units, come to order immediately! We are commanded to board at once, in preparation for our departure. Toute de suite!”


  Yves was as startled as those around him appeared to be, but he hurried back to where his campmates were already busy striking camp, pulling stakes out of the ground and rolling canvas. He joined in, seizing a corner of the tent and holding it steady while another man lifted the opposite corner and walked it over to him.


  Their movements were practiced and unhurried, but in a matter less than an hour, all that remained of a campsite that had housed hundreds of men were the smoldering pits from a couple of poorly-extinguished fires; the rest was packed away in haversacks and trunks, dry and ready for reassembly wherever their voyage might take them.


  The men stood in regular lines, as though prepared for inspection, though their uniforms would not have withstood a full examination. Their effects, however, were carefully stacked, and the company clerk was moving down the line with a jar of black paint and a brush, quickly and carefully labeling each barrel and trunk that was not yet marked, and refreshing the labels on those that were.


  Beside Yves, Luc stood at an approximation of attention, and Yves couldn’t help but notice that the other man’s haversack bulged strangely. Luc saw him staring and leaned over to whisper, “Grabbed another few loaves of bread in the confusion. We’ll likely not board by end of day, and then you’ll be glad I am willing to share.”


  Yves smiled at his friend, and was about to reply when he heard the familiar regular, firm step of their company adjutant coming up behind them along the line, and both soldiers drew themselves up to attention. The bas-officier walked past, nodding in approval at the ranks as he went. 


  The man stopped at the head of the company where their captain waited and together the two looked them over for a few moments. Finally, he nodded to the captain, who then spoke. “Men, you will board behind your sergeants, and pay close heed to the instructions given you by the sailors on board your ships. Our company will sail aboard a privateer hired by the Navy to provide for our passage. She is Baron D’Arras, and I am assured that she is both seaworthy and as comfortable as can be expected.”


  He paused for a moment, again regarding the company with a clear mixture of approval and confidence. When he spoke again, it was louder and clearer than before, and with a sense of joy and pride. “We sail under the command of le Compte de Rochambeau, who has agreed to lead an Expédition Particulière to aid our new allies, these United States of America, to complete the task of breaking the colonies in North America free of the British King once and for all. Let us go forth for victory and honor!”


  The adjutant grinned as the captain turned and departed. “All right, you heard the captain. Form up and follow me. We board at once.”
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  They may have boarded at once, but that did not mean that they departed with as much haste. First, they had to find their way belowdecks, where the only light was what filtered through the hatches and a few small lanterns, wholly inadequate in the gloom. 



  Closely-spaced hammocks were assigned to paired-off soldiers—Yves and Luc, naturally, contrived to share one—and they were instructed that they would take turns sleeping in them. In practice, Luc informed Yves, one man usually slept on the filth-encrusted deck, while the other slept in the relative comfort of the hammock.


  Even in the first moments as he descended into the darkness, Yves’ nose rebelled at the ancient stench of men who had not washed since any accounting, mingled with the smells produced by frightened and overcrowded livestock, spoiled food, and bilge water below that defied classification beyond simply “hellish.”


  Their haversacks stored beneath their hammock, Yves and Luc went to look at the rest of the ship. Of course, all of the other landsmen freshly aboard were trying to do likewise, while the sailors were striving to load provisions and otherwise make ready for departure. 


  One sailor spotted the pair emerging into the sunlight onto the deck, and called out, “You two! With me, to help shift barrels in the hold.”


  Luc cursed under his breath, and Yves scowled and drew breath to protest, but Luc elbowed him in the ribs. He whispered harshly, “We must do as he says, else face the captain’s lash.”


  Yves followed his friend, but whispered back, “Would our captain truly resort to the lash over such a trifle?”


  Luc shot him a pitying look. “Our captain might or might not . . . but his captain would relish the chance to make an example of two of his human cargo.”


  Yves’ eyes widened as he comprehended what Luc was getting at, and he quickened his step to keep up with the sailor.


  Some hours later, both men had seen every corner of the foul tub that would be their home for the coming months of their voyage, but both could scarcely move for exhaustion. As he collapsed under their hammock—Luc had won the toss for it—Yves had a better appreciation for the sources of each of the aromas that still assailed them.


  While some of the endless barrels he and Luc had rolled from one place to another in the dank hold had borne the markings of their company, others had clearly been down there for months already, their staves stained by the damp. Some of the supplies they had moved needed to be crammed into mostly-dry spaces above the bilge, though there was no way to access those spaces but to splash through ankle-deep liquid.


  Yves shuddered at the memory, and could smell the particular aroma of that polluted water from Luc’s shoes where they lay just above his nose, even amongst the competing smells of the close belowdecks space. He lacked the energy to do more, though, and was asleep before he could finish a thought about how to avoid such service in the future.


  He awoke to a clamor of bells and feet stomping about wildly on the deck overhead. Inches over his face, Luc shifted in the hammock, and a drop of something splashed onto Yves’ cheek from the other man’s feet. That was enough to rouse him from his cramped position on the hard floor, and he scrambled out from under the hammock with a variety of unkind words on his lips for Luc.


  His friend’s face in repose, however, was so angelic that the incongruence with their surroundings made him laugh aloud. “Come, my friend,” he said to Luc, jostling the other man’s shoulder to wake him. “Let us see what the commotion above is.”


  Luc opened his eyes to a slit and cocked his head, listening for a moment before he answered. “It’s only the changing of the watch. We have two more bells of rest yet before we need worry ourselves about making an appearance for our meal.” He closed his eyes again and relaxed back into the hammock.


  Yves regarded his friend suspiciously. “How can you know all that from listening to the clomp of boots on the deck for a moment?”


  Luc opened his eyes again and grunted, “Heard the bells before you got up, so I knew what watch it was. You’ll learn, too, in time. Meanwhile, grab some deck for a while longer and make the most of the time we’re permitted to sleep.” His eyes closed again, and he rolled to face away.


  Yves frowned at his friend’s back for a moment, and then lowered himself back to the deck, where he laid down with his head at the same end as Luc’s this time. As he began to drift off to sleep, Luc’s raucous snoring began, and it took several minutes longer for Yves to actually return to unconsciousness.


  He awoke screaming, as something scurried across his face. The tail of a very large rat disappeared into a hole where the sloping hull met the deck, and Yves practically levitated out from under the hammock. Luc stirred and rolled again to face him.


  He sighed at Yves, whose heart was still hammering in his chest. He asked wearily, “What is it now, Yves?”


  Yves shuddered and answered, “It was a rat, crossing my face as I slept. It escaped through a hole down there.” He gestured at the spot where he had last seen the creature.


  Luc looked over the side of the hammock with apparent interest. “Fat one?”


  “It looked as though it has eaten well of late, yes.”


  Luc nodded sagely. “Good, good. We’ll have to set a snare and catch it before these other fellows do, then.” Seeing Yves’ confusion, he laughed. “Rats are good eating, far better than the slop the cook will sling. It’s a stroke of good fortune that we have found one so early in the voyage. Where there is one, there will be more, and we’ll eat well for a piece, as a result.”


  He grinned at Yves’ expression of abject distaste. “After you’ve had nothing but grog and slop for a week, you’ll change your tune, I’ll wager.” He shrugged, adding with another grin, “And, if not, more for me.”


  At that moment, the bell rang and again there was the rush of footfalls overhead. Luc swung his feet over the side of the hammock, stretched and rubbed a knot out of his back, and said, “Let us go and test that theory now, shall we? It’s mealtime.”


  Yves was accustomed to unrefined manners, growing up with younger brothers, even under the determined guidance of their mother. His time so far in the army had further inured him to the hazards of sharing a table with men of widely-varying social status and breeding.


  However, he found that even he was shocked at the crude language, casual rudeness, and flatly disgusting table habits of the sailors who manned their transport. He had heard tales—many from Luc—of civilized and convivial tables aboard naval vessels, but either those stories were wildly exaggerated, or the same standards did not obtain amongst the crew of a mere privateer.


  As for the food, the pork-flavored porridge wasn’t quite so bad as Luc had described, though it was not nearly as
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