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TY PLUNGED INTO THE organised chaos of the Bridg Town dock. Quartermasters shouted orders to laders, who hauled supplies onto waiting lighters. Sailors haggled for last minute purchases, comforts to take aboard ship. Vendors cried sales pitches, their goods ranging from local fruit to crudely knitted socks. Tempted by a stick of sugar cane, which he could gnaw once his work was done, Ty felt in his pocket for a coin. Jonkheer van Wyk was visiting the governor, a safe enough distance away. But if his master found out Ty had dared purchase himself a treat... Besides, he ought to save the money for a purchase sweeter than the fleeting pleasure of sugar on his tongue.

Out in the harbour, a fluyt rode at anchor, crew swarming over her sheets and sails to prepare for an imminent voyage. She looked an ungainly craft compared to the sleek sloops Ty was familiar with, but a fluyt was built for cargo not speed. Nor for passenger comfort. He dreaded sharing quarters with his master for the next two weeks. Below decks would be cramped, and he would take the blame for every little thing that went wrong. If he was lucky, the jonkheer would be delayed and miss the tide, leaving him safely aboard. But he had never been a lucky man.

“Is that ship the Batavia?”

Lost in thought, Ty had not heard anyone approach, and started at the voice. Deep, from the chest and not the nose. Musical. It resounded through him like bass notes, travelling down to his toes. He turned, curious and fascinated in equal measure. 

The voice’s owner was a little shorter than he, but not by much. Ty was impressed. Usually he towered over these pale men of Europe. 

The voice’s owner was a little shorter than he, but not by much. Ty was impressed. Usually he towered over these pale men of Europe. 

And a pale man this one was. As yet unspoilt by the tropical sun, his face looked to be carved of choice ivory. Ty resisted the urge to discover the texture of the fine-grained skin with his fingers.

“The Batavia it is, sir,”  said Ty. 

“And a lovely sight, I declare. I hope you’re enjoying the view as much as I.” 

A teasing look came with those words, making them ambiguous, and Ty realised he was still staring. He tore his gaze away. But eager to learn more of this stranger, he continued his study covertly.

The man was English as far as he could tell, though to him all accents in that language sounded the same. His suit, a discreet dark green silk with touches of lace, showed he was a man of means without making him a peacock of fashion. He was around Ty’s own age, perhaps one or two and twenty, and carried himself with an almost cocky confidence that, as much as his fine clothes, marked him as a gentleman.

Behind the stranger, a carter wheeled a loaded barrow. He squeaked to a stop and unloaded a large chest. He then dumped several sacks on top, but not before Ty saw a monogram, the letters ‘HP’ intertwined, burnt into its wooden lid and picked out with gold. The gentleman flicked him a coin, and Ty drew in a sharp breath. It looked like two reales, a generous sum for the carter’s service.

The man tucked the coin away, his face beaming. “Thank you, good sir!” Tugging his forelock respectfully, he took himself off.

Ty weighed the gentleman up with new eyes. If he was looking for the Batavia, he must be a fellow passenger, and one who might throw a coin or two his way. And Ty needed coin—every peso, every real, every meagre maraved he could get his hands on. One day he would save enough to purchase his freedom.

“Are you sailing with this ship?” asked the gentleman.

“Ay, to Port Royal.”

“Excellent, for I too am bound for that fair city.” He made a leg, a polite courtesy. “Sir Henry Polglase at your service. May I have the honour of knowing your name?”

Ty was surprised. Seldom did gentlemen speak to slaves but to give an order, let alone ask for a name. This one, however, showed every sign of wishing to indulge in conversation. Ty bowed, but without Sir Henry’s genteel flourishes.

“I am Titus Kandel, sir. At your service.”

“I’m obliged, Mr Kandel; much obliged. Do you think it is too early to board? I would like to settle myself.”

Ty bit his lip. “Please, sir, don’t call me Mr Kandel. My master would— Jonkheer van Wyk will dislike it. I am Titus.”

The carved nostrils twitched a little, and Sir Henry’s brows drew together. He had not known Ty was a slave, then. Staring at his sandal-shod feet, Ty waited for a rebuke, even a blow. Masters were apt to punish slaves for their own errors.

“Then, Titus, I shall ensure Jonkheer van Wyk has no cause to be displeased,” said Sir Henry lightly.

He might have been a slave since boyhood, but Ty had never become accustomed to the humiliation. When a personable man smiled at him, he was all too aware that he did not have the luxury of doing as he would. The freedom to associate with whomever he chose. For once he was grateful for his dark skin, hiding the hot shame that flowed to his cheeks. Sir Henry’s skin would have shown it, though. For a fleeting moment, Ty imagined how the gentleman would look flushed with arousal, lips red from kisses. He shook the sinful thought from his head. With such a devil inside him, it was little wonder his master beat him so often.

A rumble of wheels drew his attention—the van Wyk plantation cart, heavily laden with boxes, chests, and barrels. The driver, a seasoned man from England, had lived in the Indies three years. Like Ty, John was a slave. Unlike Ty, his slavery was transient. In four years he would have worked his indentures, and he would be a free man. Ty was not so lucky. Until he could amass the sum that Jonkheer van Wyk demanded as his price, he would stay a slave.

John jumped down from the cart. “His Nibs is busy a-licking of the governor’s well-cushioned arse. Something about patents.”

Ty nodded. “He has persuaded Governor Walrond to grant him Mr Hickson’s land.”

“Soothly? That poor bugger Hickson, losing his wife and babe, only to die of the self-same fever.” John crossed himself. “Drop like flies, do men in the Indies. I come from hardy stock, God be praised.”

“I trust there has been no change of plans? The master will still sail with the Batavia?”

“Ay, and he says you’re to get this lot on board afore he comes.” John jerked his thumb at the waggon and then handed over a peso. “You’re to hire a boat for the job, and he wants change out of that. And then you’re to get his quarters ready.” The Englishman gave a snort. “Him and his clean sheets.”

“Unload here,” said Ty. “I’ll go find a crew.”

Two lighters waited for custom, and he haggled fiercely, pitting the crews against each other. His master would expect half a peso back, and the more Ty could get the price down, the more he could pocket. One crew finally agreed to three reales. Ty felt a small sense of triumph—he could keep a whole real.

Whilst Ty had been bargaining, John had transferred the numerous bags and boxes their master considered necessary for travel to the dock. Ty helped him with the last items, two enormous chests. Calling a farewell, John climbed into the empty cart and drove away. The lighter crew was already loading the boat, and Ty reached for a bag. Fingers brushed his bare forearm. He had no need to look to know who touched him. That fleeting contact burned to the pit of his belly and grabbed him by the cock.

He looked at Sir Henry through his lashes. Bright eyes sparkled with a light that made his heart thump. As did the sensual—nay, the unequivocally lascivious smile crooking the gentleman’s fine mouth.

“Might I share the boat with you?” Sir Henry asked softly. “I shan’t take up much room.”

“Ay,”said Ty gruffly, turning a little to hide the evidence of his arousal.

“Here is a real to pay for my passage.”

Ty stared at the silver coin shining in the outstretched palm. Part of him longed to add it to his hoard, but he was too proud to take money when he had rendered no service. “You need not pay,” he said in a stiff voice.

“Nay, I insist. You’ve saved me far more. Those vultures would have charged me thrice that, though I’ve but a fraction of what your master is bringing.”

Sir Henry took his hand and placed the coin in it, curling his fingers over the metal. Warmth hummed through Ty like the buzz of a bee. He looked down at their joined hands. The contrast between his dark skin and the other man’s paleness took his imagination to forbidden realms, where their limbs twined together in a variegation of light and shadow. His breath caught and his cock, already interested, swelled a little more. Daringly, he lifted his gaze and openly stared. Sir Henry’s eyes were heavy-lidded, darker than before but with that same sparkle in their depths. The man really was flirting with him, in public, just as if he were an equal.

“Hoy, give me a hand with this here chest!” called one of the lighter crew.

Reminded of his obligations, Ty tugged his hand gently. Instantly Sir Henry let him go. He took the other side of the large trunk, walking it to the boat with the crewman. Then he helped load both his master’s goods and Sir Henry’s more modest luggage until the dock was empty and the lighter was full.

Ty wiped the sweat from his brow. The goods would now be floated to the ship, where he must oversee their stowage before preparing his master’s quarters. He hoped to finish before Jonkheer van Wyk decided to board—his master would not be pleased if he had to wait. But the ship was not due to sail for another few hours, and belike his master would be busy with the governor until then. Ty might even have some time to himself. 

Mayhap Sir Henry would also be unoccupied and looking for a way to pass some time. 

Ty stepped onto the lighter, looking for Sir Henry amongst the goods piled high. The gentleman sat in the gap between his own sea chest and a large wooden box. He gave Ty that toe-curling smile again, gesturing at the space by his side. The lighter’s crew was busy, and were unlikely in any case to report his conduct to his master. With a smile of his own, Ty picked his way through the cargo. He squeezed into the narrow space. Their thighs pressed together, and he felt warmth through the cheap cloth of his breeches. He sat forward, not wanting to crowd the elegant gentleman by his side. 

“Lean back, man,” said Sir Henry. “You may rest your head against this bag. I assure you ’tis most comfortable.”

Obediently, Ty moved, snuggling in beside his companion. Though they were both fully clothed, Ty could feel Sir Henry’s leashed strength, the lean muscles of torso and thigh as their bodies touched almost along their full lengths. Ty felt the stirring in his groin again, and stared straight ahead, his eyes on the sea. Warm breath tickled his neck.

“Tell me about yourself, Titus,” said Sir Henry softly.

A gentleman
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