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Part I




Chapter 1

“Is it not a glorious day to be alive, Higgins?” I ask, sitting on the hatch of my fleet little schooner with my back to the aftermast and my legs sprawled out before me, looking up at the trim of the sails. I’m clad in my usual sailing gear of light cotton shirt, short buckskin skirt, bare of lower limbs and bare of feet. The breeze ruffles through the stubble of hair that is regrowing itself on my head and the sun feels good on my face.

“It is indeed, Miss,” says my very, very good John Higgins, Confidant, Personal Assistant, and Highest-Paid Employee of Faber Shipping, Worldwide. Highest-paid, that is, when Faber Shipping has any money at all to pay anything to anybody. Right now, my corporation consists of two small boats, the Evening Star and the Morning Star, and the Nancy B. Alsop, my beautiful little Gloucester schooner and current flagship of Faber Shipping, Worldwide, on which my bottom now rests.

“However,” continues Higgins, nudging, once again, my ankles back together and pulling the hem of my buckskin skirt back down over my knees, over which knees it had crawled up a bit, “you really should stay out of the sun as it is not good for your complexion. I assume you’ll be taking your lunch up here on the hatch?”

I nod and smile up at my good friend and protector. “You spoil me too much, Higgins.”

“Well, Miss, we must keep you tidy, mustn’t we?” says Higgins. He reaches over and runs his hand through my hair, which is now about three inches long. “Soon we’ll be able to comb this, which will be a relief. I will be back directly.”

I had lost my long, sandy locks in a not-very-pleasant incident on my way down the Mississippi River this summer. To make up for my loss of coiffure, I have purchased, in various ports, a collection of wigs, some rather fancy, some very plain, and I must admit I enjoy prancing about in some of the gaudier ones when we are in foreign ports—I have one especially outrageous long, curly red one festooned with yellow ribbons, which comes all the way down to my bum. Higgins, upon seeing me wearing it for the first time, visibly recoiled and said, “God, that’s ghastly,” this being the only time I think I have ever moved him to taking the Lord’s name in vain, which is something, considering what I have done in the past to offend both his sensibilities and his sense of propriety.

Ah, yes, that was all in good fun, but here, in the sun and amongst my friends who all know me for my eccentricities, I wear no wig at all.

 


The Nancy B is headed south to pick up more sugar in Jamaica—that’s what we’ve been doing during the past few months since we left New Orleans. We haul granite down from New England—it doesn’t bring much, but it’s good ballast and from what else are they gonna make fine buildings and tombstones down there in Jamaica? Sand? Coral?—and so after we off-load and sell that, we buy sugar and haul it north from the Caribbean to Boston to be made into rum by the many distilleries there. Then we turn around and do it again. And yet again.

Nice and safe and calm—running the Nancy B as a coaster, seldom out of sight of land. That’s the new levelheaded Jacky Faber; no more impulsive plunging into awful situations and then desperately struggling to get myself out of them. Nay, I am doing what I have always said I wanted to do, which is to have a fine ship like this one and haul stuff from a place that’s got a lot of that stuff, and take it to another place that ain’t got a lot of that stuff and is willing to pay for it, and so prosper. I had thought about sailing across the Big Pond to set up a smuggling operation running the British blockade of France, and maybe after Jaimy gets back to London next year and we are wed, we might give it a try—after all, the stores of Fletcher Wine Company must be getting mighty lean. Maybe I’ll write to Jaimy’s father and see what he thinks about participating in a little mischief—and tell him about how his son looked when last I saw him on the deck of HMS Mercury, all decked out in his new lieutenant’s uniform and looking oh-so fine. Maybe I’ll write and say . . . Nay, I won’t write to him at all, I know I will not, for I also realize that most of the Family Fletcher has very little use for one Jacky Faber, former privateer, who stole from them not only the affection of their beloved son, but also a good deal of their fortune, at least in wine, that is. Besides, running a blockade ain’t nice and safe and calm, which is what I have resolved to be. Jaimy and I will work out what our lives are to be like when he gets back from Japan and we are united and . . .

Ahem. Back to business. This is the state of Faber Shipping, Worldwide, on this early September day in 1806:

Holdings: The aforementioned two small boats and the Nancy B. Alsop, a two-masted schooner, sixty-five feet in length and named after my mother. We’ve also got nets, traps, and other rigging, plus various armaments. Since acquiring her, we have fitted her with swivel guns fore and aft—I learned about the usefulness of those little pepper pots this past summer when sailing down the Mississippi River on my keelboat, the Belle of the Golden West. We’ve added two standard nine-pound cannons mounted on either side. Sure it’s extra weight that could be better used for cargo, but the piece of mind the guns afford outweighs the loss of freight tonnage, for there are pirates abroad in these waters, some of whom I know by name, and many of them do not hold me in the highest regard. After all, I did spend the summer before this one cruising and carousing around the Caribbean on my lovely Emerald.

Personnel:

Miss Jacky Mary Faber, President

Mr. John Higgins, Vice President and Chief Consultant

Mr. Ezra Pickering, Esquire, Clerk, Secretary, and Treasurer. From his law office on Union Street in Boston, he manages the books, bails me out of jail (when he can), and makes sure that all is neat and tidy, legalwise.

Miss Chloe Abyssinia Cantrell, Freeborn Person of Color, Accountant, toiling in Mr. Pickering’s office and under his kind tutelage. She also gives harpsichord lessons to the sons and daughters of the local gentry.

Mr. James Tanner, Seaman, Coxswain to the President, and First Mate of the Nancy B, where he now stands at the helm.

Mrs. Clementine Amaryllis Tanner, wife to Mr. Tanner, newly installed in comfortable lodgings on State Street and employed at the Lawson Peabody School as serving girl and assistant cook to Mrs. Peg Mooney to help pay for said lodgings, till such time as she learns to read and write well enough to be of use to Faber Shipping. Hey, if being a chambermaid was good enough for me, it’s good enough for her. Peg reports that she is cheerful, does her job well, and goes about her tasks singing, which is good.

Mr. Solomon J. Freeman, newly freed Person of Color, in charge of the Evening Star and the Morning Star, and the staffing and manning thereof for the purpose of setting and hauling fish and lobster traps in Boston Harbor. He has shown himself to be very good at that. He takes instruction in Language and the Classics from Miss Cantrell, which I think will be to his benefit. Furthermore, he has found outside employment with Messieurs Fennel and Bean in their theatrical productions as both musician and sometime actor. He is becoming quite the man-about-town and is enjoying to the fullest his new life as a free man. I tell him to be careful, but he doesn’t listen. Oh, well, when did I ever listen to good advice, I ask myself, and the answer to that is seldom, if ever.

Master Daniel Prescott, Ship’s Boy and Reluctant Scholar. He has been unofficially adopted by Faber Shipping. He is with me on this voyage, as is Jim Tanner and Higgins.

John Thomas and Smasher McGee, Seamen, Roughnecks, and the rest of the crew of the Nancy B.

And that about sums it up, businesswise. Now back to thoughts of Lieutenant James Emerson Fletcher. The sun is on my face and the ankles have drifted apart yet again. Ummmmm . . .

 


“Daydreaming, are we, Miss?” asks John Higgins, placing a cup of steaming tea in my hands and a tray of bread and cheese next to me as I stretch and lean back against the mast, reveling in both the soaring beauty of this fine early fall day and the beauty of the taut, perfectly trimmed white sails above me as the Nancy B rips along.

“I suppose, Higgins.” I sigh. “Just counting the days, weeks, and months till we go back to London.” I figure we’ll cross in the spring, as soon as it’s warm enough—I don’t like the cold, and I sure don’t like ice in the rigging. Jaimy said he’d be back in a year or less, and I do want to be there to greet him.

“I, myself, will not be averse to once again enjoying the charms of that fair city,” says Higgins. “I look forward to our arrival there.”

“I just bet you do, Higgins,” says I, glancing at him with a knowing smirk. “Enough of this colonial life, eh?”

“Boston has had its own charms, believe me, Miss. I have made some very good friends over at Harvard College. Many are the nights we have passed discussing various . . . philosophies,” he says with a sly smile playing about his lips, “but it cannot be denied that I will be glad to see London again.”

“And I.”

“Skipper! Ship, dead ahead!”

I leap to my feet and look up to Daniel Prescott, who’s standing aloft in the crow’s nest, long glass pressed to his eye.

“What is she?”

“She’s just comin’ up over the horizon . . . comin’ up now . . . two masts . . . it’s a brigantine. Heading north, right for us!”

I grab my own long glass from the rack next to the helm, sling it over my shoulder, and climb up the rigging to stand next to the lad. I reflect how quickly Daniel has picked up on maritime lore. I know he much prefers being out here at sea rather than in the classroom, where I force him to be when we are back on land.

Given the fact that we are well armed, considering our small size, the only real danger we face in these journeys up and down the coast of America—aside from hidden reefs, rocky shoals, and the wicked wrath of Poseidon—is from British men-of-war coming upon us and managing to get between us and the land. When we spot them on the open sea, we always run in closer to the shore where they cannot follow due to their deeper draft. It is not danger to myself that I fear from these ships, oh no, for how could they know the ragamuffin they might spy on this schooner dressed in loose cotton shirt and buckskin is none other than the notorious criminal Jacky Faber, wanted by British Intelligence to answer charges of Piracy and Theft of Royal Property, among some other things? No, it is for my crew that I am afraid—British warships have begun boarding American merchantmen and impressing sailors into their service. In the beginning, they took only British and Irish sailors, but lately they have been seizing Americans as well. This, of course, enrages the United States government and increases the growing tension between the two countries. I fear it will end in yet another stupid war. Hasn’t England got enough to do with Bonaparte and the French, without enraging the Americans, too? I will never understand men and their politics.

“It’s funny, Skipper,” says Daniel, glass still to his eye, “it looks like it’s being sailed real sloppy . . . The sails are flappin’ loose and her course ain’t straight at all.”

I bring up my glass and train it on the approaching ship.

Hmmm . . . he’s right. It is strange. I can see that it’s not a British warship, which is good. She is certainly leaving a weaving wake, but even so she still keeps getting closer and closer to us in spite of it. As the bark draws near, I can make out figures milling about on deck, and they look to be in a panic.

“On deck there!” I lower the glass and call down, “Look sharp! Uncover the guns and arm yourselves! It might be a trick. Jim, steer in closer to the land in case we have to run all the way in.”

“Aye, Missy,” sings out Jim Tanner, and the Nancy B’s head falls off the wind and we head in toward the shore, which lies several miles off. The mystery brig won’t be able to follow us very far in, should she mean to trouble us. Smasher and John Thomas trim the sails to accommodate the new course, and I see they’ve already got their pistols and swords strapped on. Higgins whips the canvas off our cannons and arms the matchlocks.

I lift the glass again and train it on those curious figures. There are arms upraised and waving, as if begging for help. And they seem to be . . . women?”

“What do you make of them, Danny?” I ask, scanning the ship’s decks for sign of men but finding none. There is not even anyone at the wheel . . .’course a ship can be steered in other ways . . . hmmmm . . .

“I dunno. Looks like a bunch o’ crazy ladies to me, Missy,” says Daniel, equally mystified.

As the seeming derelict drifts closer, I’m able to make out the costumes the women wear. They seem to be dressed in the North African manner—big, loose, billowy dresses, and shawls and . . . veils?

“Maybe it’s the cargo of a slaver that got lucky and overpowered its crew. Maybe it’s a plague ship with a disease on board that’s taken the men,” I muse. I pick out a rather large woman and keep my glass trained on her. I can see her eyes now as the wind flutters the veil she wears below them and then the stiff breeze flips it up. I see then, that, in addition to the shawl and veil, the woman wears a mustache and beard. Yikes!

“It’s a pirate!” I shriek. “Higgins, fire the bow chaser! Aim to sweep the deck!” I launch myself down the rigging, and before my feet hit the top of the hatch, there is a crraaack! as Higgins fires the forward swivel gun, and it launches its load of grapeshot toward the impostors on board the pirate. We can hear cries and shouts from the enemy ship.

“Ready about, Jim, let us fly!” Although we are armed with swivel guns fore and aft and two nine-pound cannons on either side, we are no match for a full-rigged brigantine.

As we swing around, I go to the after port cannon and sight along it. Smasher McGee is at the forward one.

“Fire when she bears, Smasher,” I order, sighting along my own gun.

There is a crraack! as McGee fires, and through the smoke I can see that he has hit the pirate on her port bow, sending splinters up in a fine cloud of destruction.

“Good shooting, McGee! That’ll get his attention, by God!” I shout and then pull my own lanyard. Crrraaack! goes my gun.

The powder smoke drifts away, and I can see that my shot goes high, but at least it clears the decks of those supposed women in distress. I see shawls and dresses being torn off and the helm being remanned. Whoever he is, he now knows he won’t take us without him getting a bloody nose as well.

“Reload, lads!” I shout, and again raise my long glass to train it on this ship that has come to bother us. The sails of our pursuer tighten and a man has leaped to the wheel and the pirate’s course becomes straight—straight for us, that is, and cutting off our run to the shore. Well, we can still outrun him.

Who could it be? That rascal Captain Jack Wrenn? I thought we had parted on reasonably good terms, considering he did not get into my pantaloons as he so ardently . . . well, never mind that now . . . Flaco Jimenez and his band of Hispanic scoundrels? I thought we, too, had parted as friends, after we had all banded together to take the Island of—Nay, it’s not either of those, I realize, as I focus my glass on a well-dressed gent who has just gained the quarterdeck. Of course . . . Damn! It ain’t none of those other members of the piratical brotherhood with whom I could possibly reason; nay, it is none other than Monsieur Jean Lafitte, slaver and pirate, a man who owes me big in the way of revenge.

As the Nancy B swings her tail around to flee from this threat, I sense Higgins’s presence beside me.

“It’s that damned Lafitte, Higgins,” I say, snapping my telescope shut. Our after swivel gun now comes in position to fire, and I go to it.

“Ah,” says the imperturbable Higgins without comment.

I sight, dog down the gun, and pull the matchlock lanyard. Crrraack!

But we are too far away now, and the grapeshot merely kicks up spray in front of Lafitte’s bow. The gunports open up on the sides of the pirate ship and the cannon, all twenty-four of them, are run out, and we are not too far away to feel the hot breath of those guns, should they come to bear on us. It is lucky that he cannot aim them without turning to the side and hence letting us escape, should his broadside miss us on the first pass. He must content himself with his bow chaser, which he does exercise, but not to much effect. There is a puff of smoke from his bow, and his first shot goes through the foresail, leaving a neat round hole, but does nothing else in the way of damage. ’Course, an unlucky, or lucky ball, depending on how you look at it, could bring his next shot tearing over here and take my head off, but that hasn’t happened yet. Still my knees start into their usual trembling that always occurs when they realize that someone is actively trying to kill me.

Dig it out, Nancy, dig it out. We’ve got to get away, or all is lost.

John Thomas and Smasher McGee, both excellent seamen and seeing the way of things, leave the guns and tend to the sails, aiming to get the most possible pull out of them. The sails strain and the ropes holding them groan as the sailors bend their muscles to tighten up the winches, and the winds and good seamanship be thanked, the space between Lafitte and us grows ever more broad.

I breathe out a cautious sigh of relief—we are going to get away, and we didn’t even have to dump the cargo.

“How did he know where to find us, Higgins?” I ask.

“Well,” begins Higgins, musing on the question, “you did buy this boat from his boatyard, so he would know about that. And then we have made several trips, so it would not be difficult for him to pick up news of you from the various ports we have visited. He is not stupid and he does have his spies and informants, else he would not have prospered as he has. With your . . . uh . . . flamboyant ways, you leave quite a visible trail behind you. Our last visit comes to mind, in that tavern in St. Croix, when—”

“Higgins, I was just having a bit of fun with some of my mates from the old freebooting days. But I take your point.”

“And, you must admit, Miss, you have tweaked his nose several times, and he owes you a few in return.”

“Well, he had it comin’,” says I, putting the glass back to my eye. “There’s nothing I hate worse than a slaver.” I see that Lafitte has been joined on his quarterdeck by his brother Pierre. He has a long glass of his own, and it is trained on me, I know. They seem to be in a jovial mood. Well, Messieurs, don’t count your Jackys till they are caught.

“Daniel, let’s load the after gun with a shot, if you please.”

“Aye, Skipper,” says the boy. He undogs it and points the barrel of the swivel gun skyward. He swabs it out and drops in the powder charge, then rams in the wad, followed by the ball, as he has been relentlessly trained. It’s only a nine-pound ball, but it might cause a bit of trouble to our pursuer. Another wad rammed in and the lad says, “Ready, Captain.”

Lafitte does, indeed, owe me a few. Not only did I steal four hundred and fifty of his prime slaves and set them free on the coast of South America—no, not just that—he also got his cheeks, both upper and lower, peppered with several whiffs of rock salt from the guns of my Belle of the Golden West that day on the New Orleans levee. Then, to rub even more salt into his wounds, I fleeced him the next night at cards, taking enough money from him and his brother to buy the ship on which I now stand. It was at the gaming tables at the House of the Rising Sun, the brothel and gambling den where I was so recently employed, and my success at cards was not entirely due to luck.

I crank the gun up to its highest elevation, judge the distance and angle, and then pull the lanyard.

Crraaack!

We watch the flight of the ball and are pleased to see it arc high in the air and then descend.

Jean and Pierre skip to the side as the ball crashes into the deck not far from their very well-shod feet. I hear Jean Lafitte bark a command and the ship begins to turn away from us.

“Ha! He’s running! We scared him off!” I exult. “Look at him fly! Go to the Devil, Jean Lafitte, you miserable bastard!” I yell, all proud and smug with fists on hips and looking aft at the fleeing pirate.

I take another look through my glass and am surprised to see the Brothers Lafitte smiling and shaking hands. Hmmm. Why’re they doing that? I’ve slipped away from them yet again; they should be unhappy . . .

Perhaps sensing that I’m watching him, Jean sweeps off his hat and bows low to me.

“Oh, yes? Well, I’ll give you a bow, you poor excuse for a buccaneer what can’t even take a poor little schooner. Try this!” And I whip around and put my hands on the hem of my skirt, fully intending to bend over and pull it up and present my backside to him.

But I don’t do that at all, for there, directly in front of us, is a forty-four-gun frigate, and even before I can make out the colors she flies, I recognize her instantly as a British warship.

Damn! He’s what chased off the Lafittes, not us and our puny guns! And he’s edging between us and the shore! Damn!

“Jim! Hard left,” I screech. “Don’t let him get between us and the shore!”

But it is no use—the Sailing Master of the frigate must be very skilled, it seems to me, as he manages to keep the larger ship leeward of us, and so I know we must make a run for the open sea.

“Prepare to jibe!” I shout, “Jibe, ho!” and the Nancy B swings her tail across the direction of wind and the sail booms swing over and come to on the opposite tack with a snap! that leans her way over on her port side.

What the hell to do? I don’t know . . . Maybe she wants nothing to do with us? Maybe . . .“Dip the colors, Daniel,” I order without much hope.

Daniel flies up the mast and lowers the waving Stars and Stripes six feet in salute. We watch anxiously for the return recognition.

The warship does not return our dip. Instead there is a deep Boooommm and smoke puffs from her bow chaser as she puts one across our bow. Damn, damn, damn, and double damn! She means to stop and board us!

We gain some distance, but she comes doggedly after us. She’s bigger and heavier than us, but she has a greater press of sail. Still, I think we could outrun her if we weren’t hauling all that damned granite. If we were headed north with our sugar, we could fairly quickly throw the kegs of molasses overboard and so lighten our load, but we can’t move the stones that easily. Damn!

“What do you suppose she wants, Higgins? We certainly look innocent enough, don’t we?”

“My thought is that she is probably looking to impress sailors,” says Higgins, with his usual reserve. “Or could it be possible that . . . Hmmm . . . I have a bad feeling about this. Miss, please go down and change into Jacques. With your permission, I will act as Captain during this encounter, and it is to be hoped that all will end well.”

Cursing myself for being inattentive to whatever else was happening on the sea while we were engaged with Lafitte, I throw myself down the hatchway and into my cabin. I’m already out of my buckskin skirt before I go through the door. Hanging on a hook on the wall is a cotton bag that I call my Jacques Sack. I open it and hurl its contents onto my bed. First, I jam my legs into the trousers, pull them up, tuck in my shirt, and tie the waistband. Then the curly black wig goes on, covering my still-short hair, and with my tanned skin and the battered straw hair I cram on my head, we have Jacques Antoine Fabierre, poor little Creole boy, not worthy of anyone’s notice.

I hear another long boooommmm. I jam a smelly old corncob pipe twixt my teeth and run back on deck.

Damn! The warship is even closer! I look up into our rigging and see that we have every possible scrap of sail set.

I join Higgins on the quarterdeck, next to Jim Tanner at the wheel.

“Missy, I’m so sorry,” says Jim, his face red with anger and shame. “I should have been looking forward, I should have. I was on the helm, I should have—”

“Put it out of your mind, Jim,” I say. “We all were looking aft when this snuck up on us. The blame is all mine.”

The ship looms ever closer.

“Should we even try to dump the cargo?” I ask of Higgins, who has his glass to his eye, trained on the other ship.

“I think not, Miss,” he says, bringing down the scope. “It would only make us look more suspicious to them.”

“Suspicious? Why, we are honest merchants, what’s suspicious about that?”

“I think there is more to this than that. This ship was just too conveniently positioned.”

“What do you mean, Higgins?”

“I suspect, Miss, that this is a very well-placed trap. It is all much too neat. I suspect that you have been set up.”

“How so?” ask I, bewildered.

Higgins takes a deep breath, lets it out, and then explains, “Jean Lafitte, owing you for many past depredations against him and his company, has many contacts in the Caribbean world, including some of the British in their many colonies. He learns that you are wanted by Naval Intelligence so he probably contacted those people to tell them where you are likely to be found. You will recall that the agents Flashby and Moseley were dispatched out of Kingston? So, he decides to forego the pleasure of dispatching you himself so that you can be brought to bay at the hands of the British and, ultimately, hanged. He even volunteers his ship to chase you into the net.”

A chill runs up my spine. “Surely all this cannot be because of me, Higgins.”

“I hope I am mistaken, Miss, and no, do not put your long glass to your eye again, as they are watching us most avidly from their quarterdeck. It would be best if you would go over with Daniel and assume your role as a ship’s boy, for we are sure to be boarded soon.”

Realizing the wisdom of this, I put down my glass and go over to stand by Daniel Prescott, who sits next to the forward mast.

“Sit down by me, Missy, and put the pipe back in your mouth.”

I slide down and put the foul thing back between my teeth and settle back to await whatever Fate has in store for me. Damn!

I believe I hear the rush of water off the warship’s bow nearby before I hear the call, “Bring your ship under our lee!” bellowed through a megaphone from the quarterdeck of the frigate.

Jim Tanner glances over at me.

“Do it, Jim,” I say, and he throws the wheel over. The sails slack and we are taken. It is naught but a few moments till I hear the sound of the grappling hooks come across the rails of my dear Nancy B to dig into her and drag her alongside the man-of-war.

“Strike your sails!” shouts the voice from the other quarterdeck, and John Thomas and Smasher McGee look to me. I nod, and they loose the buntlines and our sails come billowing down to lie quiet on our deck.

“Prepare to be boarded!”

We are as prepared as any ship is when it is about to be violated by another against its will. There is the sound of many feet, many boots striking our spotless decks as sailors and officers from the other ship swing down upon us. The captain of the frigate gazes down on us from his quarterdeck high over our heads.

“This is an act of war,” bellows Higgins from our own quarterdeck. “You may be sure this will be reported to the highest authorities!”

“Be still, Sir,” says the captain of the other vessel. “We are merely looking for English deserters as, you know, of course, is our right.”

“Your right as you see it, Sir, not as we see it.” Higgins is managing an acceptable American accent—he is, after all, the only male on this ship who is British and who has actually served in the Royal Navy, and it would not be good for them to find that out.

“Be that as it may,” says the captain, turning to one of his officers who now stands on our deck, “Mr. Fleming! Search their lower decks! Bring up anyone you find there! Examine the cargo for any contraband!”

Fleming, a young lieutenant, takes two sailors with him and heads down our hatch. While they conduct their search, the other officer addresses us.

“Who are you?” he demands of Higgins. The officer’s back is to me, but still I keep my head down, the brim of my hat pulled low over my eyes.

“We, Sir,” says Higgins, seemingly full of righteous indignation, “are the schooner Nancy B. Alsop, out of Boston and duly registered and documented in that city. I am her Captain, John Higgins, and this is James Tanner, First Mate. We carry a crew of two able-bodied seamen, John Thomas there on the right, and Finnegan McGee on the left, in addition to two ship’s boys. That’s all.”

A man, surely the Bo’sun of the frigate since he wears the hat and jacket of one who fills that post and carries a knobby, a short, thick piece of rope, knotted at the end to use for whacking poor sailors about, confronts Smasher McGee.

“McGee, eh?” sneers the Bo’sun. “So yer Irish. Ever served on one o’ ’is Majesty’s ships, Mick?”

“Nay, yer honor,” says McGee. “Though me sainted mither dropped me on me head when I was a wee’un and I grew up sort of thickheaded, I was never quite that stupid.”

Oh, be careful, McGee, you might well end up servin’ under that very same Bo’sun’s Mate this day!

The Bo’sun gives McGee a slight smile as he knows he’ll be gettin’ even for that later, and then moves on to John Thomas.

“And what about you?” he demands, thrusting his knobby under John Thomas’s bearded chin. “In what pigsty was you born, and have you ever deserted from a British ship?”

“Ah, no, Sir,” replies John Thomas. “I was born and brought up on the island of Nantucket as a freeborn American. I was taught at my own mother’s knee to hate three things: Mortal Sin, False-hearted Women, and the British Navy!”

Ah, lads . . .

The Bo’sun merely nods and says, “We’re going to have a bit of fun with you two, ain’t we?”

The search party that had gone below returns.

“Nothing, Captain,” says Mr. Fleming. “Only stones as ballast. No other people.”

“You checked thoroughly? You sure there are no others?” demands another voice from the quarterdeck of our captor. The voice sounds oddly familiar. . . . 

“Yes, Sir. Quite sure. Nothing but ship’s stores and rocks.”

“Then you will let us on our way, gentlemen,” says Higgins. “We thank you for your kind help in chasing off the pirate. If you will be so kind as to ungrapple us—”

“Not so fast there,” says that other voice, and from under the brim of my hat, I see that yet another officer’s legs have appeared on our deck. “I will give a final inspection.”

“I hope that Naval Intelligence did not pay too much for the information on the dastardly fugitive supposedly hiding on this little craft,” says the Captain from above, obviously enjoying the discomfiture of what is sure to be an Intelligence Officer. This gets a laugh from the other officers, but it does not get a laugh from me. My own uneasiness increases tenfold—I am sweating bullets from under my hat, my wig, my vest, and any other part of me.

“Sir, one moment, if you please,” says the newly arrived officer.

“Well, make it quick, for my lady and my children await me in London, and I would fain be off to join them!”

Hear, hear, says a chorus of men from the other ship.

“Yes, Mr. Bliffil, and make it very quick,” adds the Captain, turning to his First Mate. “Mr. Bennett, make ready to disengage!”

Bliffil?

Oh, no! Could it be? I cautiously peer out from under the brim of my straw hat. It is! It’s him, the bully of the Dolphin! And how bloody perfect for a piece of dirt like him to end up in the Intelligence Branch of their Service!

“I figure we’ll take these two here,” says the Bo’sun, pointing his knobby at John Thomas and Smasher. “They looks like they’s real anxious to serve the King. And we’ll take the helmsman, too. We can always use another one o’ those.”

I’m about to leap to my feet to protest this outrage, but Higgins beats me to it.

“Sir, you cannot! He is newly married, and his poor wife will be left alone and penniless! She will be turned out into the street!”

“Can’t you just see my poor heart a-breakin’, then?” The Bo’sun grins. He gestures to his men. “Take them.”

“Wait,” says Bliffil, who has been peering about during all this. He shoots his eyes over at Daniel and me. “Those boys—”

Uh-oh.

“You two! Stand up!” he orders, striding over in front of us, and Daniel and I slowly get to our feet.

He looks Daniel over and then shoves him aside to look me over much more carefully.

“What is your name, boy?” he asks, looming over me.

It’s all I can do not to whip out me shiv and plunge it into the belly of the man who beat me and scarred me when I was but a little kid, but I don’t do it. What I do is say, “Je ne parle pas anglais, Monsieur,” and duck my head.

It doesn’t work. He reaches over and knocks off my hat.

“Look at me, boy!” he barks, and flicks the back of his fingers across my face, stinging my cheek. I look at him, my heart sinking as I see the smile begin to snake across his face when his eyes spot my white eyebrow. “I believe the information we gained, Captain Hudson, will turn out to be quite accurate after all.”

With that he whips out his hand and yanks off my wig. Oh my God, I am lost!

“Well, damn me if it ain’t a white boy!” says the Captain, astonished at seeing my sandy blond stubble.

“Not a boy, Sir,” says Bliffil with great satisfaction, “but rather a girl, a very wicked girl we have been seeking for a long time. This is the wanted pirate and criminal Jacky Faber, and we have her at last!”

“Looks more like a child to me,” says the Captain, doubtfully. “How do you know it’s her?”

At that I put on the poor waif look, trying to look as big eyed, knock-kneed, and helpless as I could.

“Oh, I know her all right,” says Bliffil. “I was on the Dolphin with her when I was a midshipman and she was a grotty little slut posing as a ship’s boy.” His eyes become glittering slits as he peers down at me quivering below. “She laid herself under half the crew before she was discovered. ‘Tuppence a Lay’ she was called, before I found her out and had her put off.”

Lies, all lies! I cry out to myself, but I say nothing. I figure this is the time to burst out crying, and I do it.

The Captain, who I am figuring for a sympathetic sort when it comes to bawling young girls, asks, “But how can you be sure, Mr. Bliffil?”

“The wretch has a tattoo on her belly, Sir,” says Bliffil. “I believe that will satisfy you as to her identity.” With that he reaches out, grabs me by my shirtfront, and hauls me up before him. He puts the thumb of his other hand inside the waistband and begins to slide my trousers down.

That’s when Daniel Prescott, who has been standing behind us, swings his arm back and brings his belaying pin down on the back of Bliffil’s head. “You get your hands off her, you dirty bastard!” he shouts and lifts his arm to hit him again and that sets it off.

Better to die fighting than to die on the scaffold at Newgate!

John Thomas slams his fist into the face of the Bo’sun, who goes down, his nose spurting blood. The Bo’sun drops his knobby, which Smasher McGee picks up and uses to flail away at all those on board who do not belong to our company, and he is deadly accurate with the thing. Soon there are men strewn all about the deck holding their heads in their hands.

I take a more practical approach in this melee. Seeing Bliffil down on his knees, trying to shake off Daniel’s blows, I whip out my shiv, jump on him from behind, and wrap my legs about his middle. I take a fistful of his hair and pull back his head, laying the blade against his throat.

“You move, Bliffil, and the only reward you’ll get is the one you got comin’ on Judgment Day. You understand?”

A strangled gurgle is all I get from him, but it is enough.

I look over to see that John Thomas has picked up the stunned Bo’sun’s Mate and lifted him up over his head. “Give my regards to Davy Jones, pig,” he shouts as he pitches him over the side.

As the Bo’sun’s splash is heard, the Captain shouts, “Enough of this! Boarding Party away!” and sailors and marines from the frigate swarm over the side and onto our deck. Smasher continues to flail away with the knobby and men fall, but I can see that all is lost—there are just too many of them.

“Brothers!” I shout to my crew. “Stop fighting! It is no use! Captain! Listen to me!”

My crew stops fighting, and there is a sudden silence as I address the Captain. “Let us go or I will cut his throat.”

The Captain considers this and then shakes his head. “No, that cannot be. You are a wanted fugitive, and it cannot be said that Captain Hannibal Hudson let you slip away. No, if we have to fire on you and sink you, then I am sure that Lieutenant Bliffil will thank God with his dying breath that he was able to do his duty. Gunner’s Mate, are all the guns primed and ready to fire?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Well, then, prepare to fire, upon my order.”

We are not as high as the other ship, but we are high enough to look squarely down the barrels of the loaded cannon. I can smell the burning of the matchlock.

“Wait,” I say, not loosening my grip on Bliffil’s hair nor relaxing my legs from about his waist, nor taking the blade from his neck. “Let my men and my ship go and I will give myself up.”

“No, Missy, don’t do it!” cries Daniel. “We’ll fight them! We’ll—”

A Royal Marine now has him by the scruff of his neck, and he gives the lad a vigorous shake, but still the boy struggles on.

I see the Captain, who I now am able to observe is a large man with long blond hair tied back with a blue ribbon, considering this. He thinks, and then he says, “Agreed. Now, just how shall we accomplish this transfer of female fugitive and Intelligence Officer?”

Hmmm. The man has a sense of humor, and I store that fact away.

“You will give me your word as an officer and gentleman that you agree to my terms,” I say. “And I will release this sack of dung and then board your ship as your prisoner. Do you so give me your word?”

“I do. Now, let’s get on with this. Mr. Curtis, will you see to fishing out our very damp Bo’sun’s Mate? Mr. Bennett, make all preparations for getting under way again. London awaits and I think all will agree that it holds many more charms than does this desolate stretch of ocean.”

Hear, hear is heard once again. These men are anxious to get back home.

I release Bliffil and jump back from him, so as to stay out of his reach. He, as expected, spins around and makes a grab for me, and I dance back away from him and hold my shiv between us.

“I will be your captive when I set foot on that ship, but not before, Bliffil,” I say. “Now get off my boat!”

“Ha, ha! Mr. Bliffil,” crows the Captain, “it seems your little bee has a stinger! For your own safety you must come back aboard. Don’t worry, our marines will see to your fearsome captive!”

There are roars of laughter from the man-of-war and Bliffil reddens and says, just loud enough for me to hear, “Oh, I will get you for this, slut, and for what you did to me back on the Dolphin, oh, yes, I will.” And he climbs back aboard the other ship, the ship whose name I do not yet know but which will be my home for many, many days. Perhaps, even, my last home.

Two Marines come up to me and one of them takes me by the arm. “Give me the knife and come along,” he says.

“Please wait a moment, Corporal. Higgins, if you would get my seabag?”

Higgins nods and goes below and returns with not only my seabag but also his.

“We are ready. Lead on, soldier,” says Higgins. Higgins, you can’t . . .

“Hold on there,” says Bliffil, upon seeing that Higgins means to go with me. “Just the girl. Not the man. She cannot be allowed any allies on board.”

“Why not?” asks the Captain.

“Sir, she has her ways of bending men of low degree to her will. She has been in command of two ships, and one of them was a British warship, the Wolverine!”

“That,” says the Captain, pointing at me, “was in command of one of His Majesty’s ships? Impossible, Sir!”

“The books, Sir, the stories that are told throughout the fleet,” pleads Bliffil. “She is that very one!”

“I never believed those stories,” snorts the Captain, “but very well. The Intelligence Branch must be served, I suppose. Bring her aboard alone.”

I am shoved forward. “Sergeant, will you take my bag and see that my knife goes back in it? Thank you.”

The Marine looks up to the Captain, who nods and says, “Yes, her bag, too. Maybe she has something presentable in there that she can wear on the voyage.”

“Good-bye, Higgins,” I say, an unbidden tear working its way down my cheek. “You have been so good to me.”

“Good-bye for now, Miss,” he replies, loud enough for the Captain to hear. “Rest assured there will be an army of lawyers on the dock in London when you arrive.”

“Be that as it may,” says the Captain, “but we are wasting this fine breeze. Get her up here and let us be gone. Is the Bo’sun back aboard? Good.”

“Good-bye, lads,” I say to the rest of my crew. “Do not worry about me. I have a way of getting through things like this.”

They stand in a row, Jim Tanner furiously wiping his nose that’s still oozing blood from the fight, John Thomas and Smasher nursing bloody knuckles, and young Daniel glaring at my captors with pure hatred in his crying eyes.

“Good-bye, Missy.”

I turn my own tear-streaked face from them and climb up onto the deck of the man-of-war.

“Cast off those lines. Get back aboard, the rest of you!” roars the Captain. “Goddammit, could you be any slower? Mr. Fleming, you have the con! Get us on our way! Christ, at this rate we’ll never round Margate!”

“Topmen aloft to make sail!” shouts the Lieutenant. “Throw off those lines! Move it!”

The deck explodes with activity—orders are shouted, men race aloft to drop the sails, gangs of sailors haul on the buntlines to raise the heavy canvas, all an ordered chaos that is very familiar, and true, very dear to me. How sad that I will be here as prisoner and not as seaman, on what will very probably prove to be my last voyage on this earth. Oh, well, I’m not dead yet.

I am, however, drawn up and forced to stand before the Captain. Bliffil appears beside me and grabs me by the arm. “Tears, is it?” he rasps in my ear. “From one such as you?” He flings me back to the Sergeant of Marines. “Let’s get her below and into the brig! I will search her there!”

“Hold on, Mr. Bliffil,” says the Captain. He has been looking up and examining the set of sail and now, seemingly satisfied with what he sees, brings his gaze once again on me. “You will what?”

“You saw with your own eyes, Sir, that she had a knife up her sleeve. See, here is where she keeps it,” says Bliffil, grabbing my arm and pulling back my sleeve, exposing my forearm sheath. “I must search her at once for other weapons. For the safety of everyone aboard.”

“She will be searched, Mr. Bliffil,” says the Captain, “but not by you.” He turns to an officer standing next to him and says, “Mr. Bennett, please send for Dr. Sebastian and have him meet us down in the brig.”

Mr. Bennett, who seems to be a very senior Lieutenant and who is the First Mate, says, “Aye, Captain,” and nods to a young midshipman who scurries away and down a hatch to no doubt fetch the ship’s surgeon.

“All right,” says the Captain with a final look at the sails, “let us go below and show this . . . creature . . . to its new quarters.”

As I am led across the deck to the hatchway, I steal one last glance across the sea at the Nancy B. Alsop, my gallant little schooner, its sails tight and its Faber Shipping, Worldwide, banner snapping bravely in the breeze.

Oh, how happy I was not an hour ago!


Chapter 2

We are below and I am in the brig, while the others stand outside. I note that the cage is constructed differently from the usual ones in which I’ve been jailed. This one has been built into the bow of the ship three levels down, such that it is a triangle, with two of its walls being the leaking hull of the ship, and the third made of thick wood with a barred door in its center. There are the usual amenities—a hard bench, a moldy blanket, a chamber pot, and that’s it. The door has not yet been closed. There is a lantern hung by the hatchway, shedding its dim light on this dismal place. I seat myself on the bench and wait.

Bliffil has been going through my seabag, uttering an occasional Aha! The two Marines take their posts at either side of the cage door, and we are soon joined by the aforementioned Dr. Sebastian. He is a small, dark-haired, and rather sour-looking man of about thirty-five years, and he carries with him a black bag containing, I expect, medical instruments.

“You will examine this person, Doctor,” says the Captain, “for proof of gender—I’m still not convinced we have not captured a wayward boy—distinguishing marks, state of health, and . . . er . . . cleanliness, and all that. When you are finished, bring her to my cabin with your report. Mr. Bliffil, if you are quite through, please leave.”

“Sir, I must protest,” sputters Bliffil.

“And, you, Sir, must do as you are told,” says the Captain, with a cold edge to his voice, making it quite plain that he is not used to his orders being questioned. The Captain leaves, trailed by a still-sputtering and protesting Bliffil.

The Doctor turns to the Marines. “This would be better done in my surgery, as the light here is too dim. The orlop is one deck up. Bring her there.” He turns and leaves.

The Sergeant reaches in and pulls me to the hatchway. “Don’t try nothin’, you.”

I don’t try nothin’, knowing it would avail me little. I meekly follow the Marine up the stairs to the next level and into another space.

It is the orlop, the surgery, and the Doctor was right—it is better lighted. There are a number of lamps on the walls, and he goes around turning them up. The place gets even brighter, the light glinting off the many surgical tools hung on pegs—saws and cleavers and sharp knives that I know are for the hacking off of destroyed limbs after a battle. There is also a microscope, next to which are specimens, pieces of something or other, and next to them some crude drawings of the same. There is also a large, flat operating table.

“Please remove your garments, Miss,” requests the Doctor, taking off his jacket and hanging it on a hook. “And get up on the table. Sergeant, Corporal, you will both turn around and face the wall.”

Tears of despair begin to pour out of my eyes, as I realize the true hopelessness of my situation. Grieving for my lost future, my lost dreams, my lost life, I begin to unbutton my vest.

 


It is some time later and I am again clothed, this time in my Lawson Peabody black dress that the Doctor has kindly allowed me to take from my seabag after we were done with the examination. I have also donned another of my wigs—probably the most sedate one and the one that most closely matched the color of my actual hair. A little powder here and there, my black mantilla draped around my bare shoulders, and I am ready to be paraded in front of the Captain.

“Should we bind her hands, Sir?” asks one of the Marines, after he has been allowed to turn his face from the wall.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, Sergeant,” answers the Doctor drily, “as she is rather small, and not very intimidating.”

The Marine reddens and says, “Of course, Sir. Come along, Miss. Doctor, if you will.”

The four of us troop up two more ladders and gain the upper deck. The sun is setting and I look across the sea for the Nancy B, but I do not see her. Ah, well, it is better that I do not, I suppose, as she is part of my past and not part of whatever short life that might lie before me.

The Sergeant strides across the deck and addresses the Officer of the Deck. “Beg your pardon, Sir, but the Captain ordered that she be brought up to see him when she was . . . presentable.”

Not spread out on a table, you mean, I snarl to myself.

Lieutenant Fleming comes down from the quarterdeck and knocks lightly on a door immediately beneath the upper deck. There is a murmur from within and Fleming says, “Sir, the girl.”

More mumbles and grumbles and Mr. Fleming opens the door and Dr. Sebastian and I go in. The Marines stay outside and take positions to either side of the door.

The Captain is seated at his desk, looking through some documents. Bliffil stands next to him, and I suspect that he has supplied the Captain with those papers. I look about the cabin—its semicircle of windows facing aft, its rich woods and other appointments that so very much remind me of my own cabins on both the Wolverine and the Emerald. I heave a sigh for those lost days as I stand in front of the desk, the Lawson Peabody Look firmly in place—lips together, teeth apart, head held high as if balancing a book upon it, and eyes half hooded in a look of languid, disinterested disdain.

“So,” says the Captain, continuing to peruse the sheets of paper without looking up. “Jacky Faber, Ship’s Boy, HMS Dolphin, made Midshipman on same Dolphin. Discovered to be female and placed as student at the Lawson Peabody School for Young Girls in Boston, expelled, reinstated. Involved in fire that burns down a good part of that same city. Member of crew of the whaler Pequod. Taken on HMS Wolverine as Midshipman by apparently insane commanding officer. Made Acting Lieutenant J. M. Faber, by same lunatic, and becomes Master and Commander of HMS Wolverine upon his death and performs in that capacity for fifteen days, and takes four prizes. Evades capture for misappropriation of Crown property, to wit: one of the four prize ships. Becomes Captain of the pirate Emerald, eventually sunk by aforementioned Wolverine. Captured and escapes yet again. And finally, involved in some mischief of late on the Mississippi River in America that caused great grief to several of our fine Intelligence Agents.” The Captain picks up the papers and taps them into a neat order. “Quite a résumé. How do you plead?”

He looks up at me and is visibly shocked by my change of appearance.

“Guilty, Sir,” says I, my nose in the air, “of all except the piracy charge. When I sailed on the Emerald, I carried a Letter of Marque from Lord Henry Dundas, First Lord of the Admiralty. That my own country saw fit to betray me and brand me a pirate, well, I can’t say anything to that.”

He looks me up and down and says nothing for a while. Then he barks out a short laugh. “Ha! Quite remarkable, I must say. No longer the Creole urchin, eh?”

Not Creole, but still an urchin, Sir.

“I do not deny my origins, Sir.”

“Ahem. Well, then. Doctor, your report, please.”

The surgeon, who has been calmly pouring himself a glass from the Captain’s bottle of brandy, takes a sip and says, “No other weapons concealed on her person. In good health, cleanly muscled, and in excellent physical condition. About sixteen years old, as she herself maintains. Small tattoo of anchor on right iliac crest. Evidence of lower ribs having been onetime broken, making her waist appear uncommonly narrow. Scar under left eyebrow, which has caused the brow hair to grow out white. Several other scars scattered about, the two most notably being one high on the left thigh that she reports to be from a sword thrust taken while escaping from the slaver Bloodhound, and one on left buttock from a flying splinter received during an encounter with a prize on the privateer Emerald. No venereal disease or body lice, and, as a matter of fact”—and here he pauses to take another sip of the brandy before continuing—“she is virginalis intacta, if, after all that, you can believe it, Sir.”

“Ummm,” mutters the Captain. “Even more remarkable.”

My face flares up red upon hearing this account of the examination. I don’t like people poking at me and my parts if I ain’t the one what invited the poking in the first place. But, even so, I must admit the Doctor was kind. He was gentle and professional, even when gently nudging my knees apart.

“Well, then, ahem,” says the Captain, “I hope you will be comfortable tonight, Miss. We will discuss the terms of your confinement tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Captain . . .” and I let it hang.

“Oh, yes,” he says, slightly flustered, and rising from his chair. “Forgive me. There never is an excuse for bad manners, is there? I am Captain Hannibal Hudson, Commander of HMS Dauntless, at your service, Miss.”

I deliver my deepest curtsy, and as I rise from it I look up from under my eyelashes and I say, “Thank you for your courtesy, Captain Hudson. I trust I may place the safety of both my self and my virtue in your protection during this voyage?”

“Captain, I must protest any kindness or courtesy you might be inclined to give to this female,” blusters Bliffil. “I must point out—”

“What you must do, Mr. Bliffil, is be quiet,” says the Captain. “You lied to me, Mr. Bliffil, and I do not like being lied to, even from an officer who is but a passenger and not part of my crew.”

“Lied, Sir? I—”

“You said that when she was on the Dolphin she was the Ship’s Main Pump, as it were, and physical evidence proves she was not that at all, is this not true, Mr. Bliffil?”

“But, but—,” sputters Bliffil.

“You are excused, Mr. Bliffil. And, in the future, please remember who is the Captain of this ship, British Intelligence notwithstanding. And do not lie to me, ever again.”

Bliffil manages a jerky bow, glares at me, and leaves the cabin.

The Captain watches him depart with an expression of deep disdain on his face and then he turns to me.

“Do not fear, Miss Faber. You will be treated civilly while you are on board the Dauntless, no matter what may be the nature of your crimes against the Crown. I bid you good night.”

I bow my head in acknowledgment of this kindness. “Thank you, Sir. Good night.”

“Doctor, please call in the Sergeant,” says Captain Hudson.

He does it and the Marine comes in and I am taken back down to the dank brig. The door is opened and I am locked inside.

I lie down on the bench and pull up the rough blanket and give myself over to the deepest despair. As the tears begin again, I feel that I am lost this time for good and ever, that there is nothing but horror that waits for me, not Jaimy, not happiness, nothing but a hempen noose.

But, as sleep comes on, as it always does, even unto the condemned, I think I hear something whispered low from outside. This causes my eyes to open again and makes me lift my head to listen . . . what? . . . I could be mistaken. No, it’s probably just the creak of the timbers, the chafing of the running gear, but, then . . . did I really hear it?

Welcome back, Puss.


Chapter 3

Once again I wake in a cell, stiff and unhappy. I should be used to it by now, I think, groaning as I rise to meet the day. At least this brig, not being an open cage like the others I have been in, affords a little more privacy. ’Course it’s very dark—the only light filtering through the bars of the door is that of the lantern hanging by the sentry. I have to feel around for the chamber pot.

After I have accomplished that, I peer through the bars and see the sentry, half asleep, leaning against the bulkhead. I have heard them change the guard every four hours through the night, just like the watches stood on deck. This latest guardsman looks as if he is profoundly seasick as well as tired, and it is not surprising, as we have been going through some rough seas. Since the jail is built as far forward as possible, we bear the brunt of the ship’s heaving up and down and crashing into the heavy waves right outside the three-inch planks of its hull. The boards have been groaning and twisting and the seawater has been seeping in through the cracks and streaming down the brig walls, and as we are down in the depths of the ship, close to the bilges, it stinks, too. The dampness causes my undergarments to stick to me in a most uncomfortable way, and I know that if they keep me locked up in here for the entire voyage, a mortal sickness might well save the Crown the bother of hanging me. I wrap the soggy blanket around myself and sit back down on the bench, truly and completely miserable.

Then I hear footfalls on the upper hatchway, but I notice that the Marine does not. I shake off my misery. I have been in worse fixes than this, and if this proves to be my last predicament, then so be it. Get on with it, girl.

“Marine!” I hiss, saving him from a flogging. “Wake up! Someone’s coming!”

The soldier shakes his head and snaps to, just as Bliffil comes down into the brig area.

“I am here to interrogate you,” he says, and though I cannot see his face in the gloom I can hear the smile in his voice. “I have many questions.”

“You go to Hell, Bliffil,” I say. “I know what ‘interrogation’ means to an Intelligence Officer. You are here to beat me again—I remember well what you considered to be sport back on the Dolphin.”

“Hmmm, we’ll see about that, won’t we? Private, open this door.”

The guard, looking rather splendid in his scarlet jacket with the crossed white belts and the pipe-clay buttons, hits a brace and says, not too happily, “I’m sorry, Sir, but the Captain left strict orders that the door is to be opened only on his direct order. Sir.”

Bliffil spins around and barks, “What? I am Lieutenant Bliffil and I order you to open that door right now or your back will pay for it!”

“I fear my Major and my Captain much more than I fear you, Sir, and I have my orders,” answers the Marine, firmly.

Good for you, lad.

“Ain’t so easy ordering men of real honor around, is it, Bliffil?” I sneers, getting up from the bench and putting my face to the bars. “Do the people on this ship know that you were put off the Dolphin for cowardice shown during an encounter with an enemy? Do they?”

They will now, by God. If the Marine sentry does not spread the word, those others who I know are listening outside these bulkheads will do it. There are no secrets on a ship.

Bliffil puts his own face to the bars. “You little piece of gutter trash. You have caused nothing but damage to my reputation since the moment you connived your way onto a Royal Navy ship, and I shall repay you. I will watch you hang.”

I shove my face up to his. “If I do hang, Bliffil, I will leave this world knowin’ I did what I could to lead a virtuous life, tryin’ to do my best for my Service, my country, and my friends. What will you have to say when your time comes, you slimy pig?”

“Pah!” he spits and turns to leave. “We’ll see about this, and we’ll see about you, too, Private!”

I work up a gob of spit, myself, and launch it at his retreating back. “Go find some little boys to beat up, you cowardly bastard! I’m sure there are some ship’s boys upon this vessel that will slake your thirst to hurt and shame and defile!”

The hatch door closes and we are left in silence.

After a while I ask, “Are we to have no breakfast?” Even though I am caught and probably condemned, I still get hungry.

“The watch is about to change, Miss,” replies the Marine. “I’m sure they’ll have something for you soon. Uh . . . and . . . umm . . . Miss . . . thank you for . . . you know . . .”

“It was nothing, Private . . . If I might know your name . . . ?”

“Jonathan Morris, Miss.”

“Ah, Jonathan Morris, a fine name indeed. No, we all get sleepy sometimes, especially on a boring watch such as this, and you are not to be blamed. However, if you get into any trouble over this thing with your Major . . .”

“Stebbins, Miss. Major Stebbins.”

“Then you will refer him to me, and I will give him an exact account of what happened here. Believe me, Jonathan, you did your duty, and you shall not be whipped on account of Mr. Bliffil.”

“Thank you, Miss. That eases my worry a great deal.”

There is a clatter at the hatchway and a sailor, a cook’s helper from the look of his dress, comes in bearing a tray.

“Under the door,” says Jonathan, and the
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