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  Dedication


Idedicate this book to the person who made this upcoming series possible. Silence Dogood … Polly Baker and, of course, Mr. Richard Saunders … all better known as, Benjamin Franklin. 
And, of course … my wife! I wore her out as we traipsed around London, Paris and Philadelphia as I did research. 

Thank you, Ben and Shelley!







  
  






  
  




If all Printers were determin’d not to print any thing till they were sure it would offend no body, 

there would be very little printed.


      [image: ]Benjamin Franklin

Apology for Printers

The Pennsylvania Gazette, 10, June 1731








  
  







  
  The CAVEAT Page


What you are about to read is a work of fiction. A work dealing in alternate history, alternate times lines and time travel ... I repeat, TIME TRAVEL! 
Although there is actual history interspersed throughout the chapters, this book, and subsequent books are not meant to be a history lesson. 
I wished many times that I had an actual time machine and could go back and consult with my protagonist about what he said, might have said, and would like to have said. 
Anyone can read the Declaration of Independence; the words are written. But what was actually said in Jefferson’s room at Jacob Graff’s house is a mystery. There are no audio recordings, so who knows what those fine gentlemen might have discussed. 
“Graff! Bring us some more ale!” is probably a good start.
I posit to say, there would be a massive rewriting of history books if we knew what was actually said behind closed doors in 1775.
Mr. Franklin and myself would please ask that you take this, and subsequent novels, as an adventure, as sci-fi/fantasy, a thriller and a multitude of “what if’s.” 
Your most obedient and most humble servants,

Roger W Gillespie & Benjamin Franklin








  
  






  
  Benjamin Franklin

That familiar face on the $100 bill!

Who wants to carry around fifteen $20 bills when three "Benjamins" will do the job?

Truth or Fiction?

	The guy who invented lightning! Not his job! (Possible higher power involved.)

	He definitely invented electricity! Again, not his job! (See above.)

	The guy who invented the kite! Wrong again! Unless he was over 9,000 years old.

	Well, he definitely said, “A penny saved is a penny earned.” Nope! Can’t say that he did. He actually wrote, “A penny saved is two pence clear” in Poor Richard’s Almanack, 1737.



Gobble! Gobble! Gobble!

	The guy who thought a turkey should be our national bird! A turkey? 



Well, actually he did! Sort of!


Ben thought the bird on The National Emblem looked more like a turkey than a bald eagle. As we all know, turkeys are “a more respectable bird.” At least that’s what he told his daughter in a letter composed in January 1784. Was it just amusing banter, or did he have a huge financial interest in a turkey farm?
This author has been on a turkey farm. Respectable bird? Ben was absolutely, wrong! 

      [image: ]So, here are a few real facts about the founding father who in 1731, started the first commercial franchise system in the Americas. 
And it didn’t involve a hamburger!








  
  Facts Not In Question

1. Franklin did not discover electricity, but he flew a kite! What he discovered were the positive and negative charges that describe what we now know as electricity. 
2. For a short period, he became a vegetarian. (He soon discovered that there were a lack of soup and salad bars in Colonial America!) So, he retreated to a diet of meat, potatoes, and ale. But even ale was a second-favorite beverage to that of Milk Punch! A little brandy (or a lot), hot milk, and lemon juice.  
3. Franklin was the first postmaster general of the United States. (Wonder if he made any money selling stamps? That’s something they still haven’t figured out how to do, 250 years later!)
4. Ben patented none of his inventions—he considered them public gifts. (To be fair, the first Patent Act of the U.S. Congress was passed on April 10, 1790. Franklin died seven days later, so he missed his opportunity.)
5. Franklin was the only founding father to sign the Declaration of Independence, the Treaty of Paris, and the Constitution. 






  
  
That’s all nice! Great cocktail party facts!

But what do we really know about ...

Benjamin Franklin ... Time Traveler?


      [image: ]So! Let’s catch you up on a little-known story! 

Why Benjamin Franklin disappeared 

from the face of the earth for several days in early 1775!
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  Prologue

Stirling Plantation  Williamsburg, Virginia


The outside light was pouring in the room as Archer Murray, PhD of history at the College of Thomas & Charlotte in Williamsburg, paced about frantically. On the early side of his mid-50s, he had a distinctive British accent with a tinge of Scottish thrown in. Insidiously charming and always too well groomed, he was wearing much more expensive clothes than his current archeological pursuit would warrant. 
The library in the main residence of Stirling Plantation was not large, compared to some homes in the area. At 350 square feet, it ... was adequate for the time. Most of the books in the room were first editions, or the occasional rare book from the 1600s or earlier.
Murray’s pace slowed as he surveyed the room, looking intensely for something currently unknown. He tapped on mantles and bookcases with the blunt end of the knife he carried for just this scenario. About to move away from the northeast wall, he took another tap out of frustration, but it didn’t sound the same.
He stopped dead in his tracks. Was this a discovery, or was it just a construction defect? Tapping around the area, he mentally drew out the area of the wall that had a hollow sound. Opening his knife, there was hesitation, as he would have to cut into the wallpaper to get to what was behind it. 
“Wallpaper? Why is this room the only room with wallpaper?”
It was unlikely that the library would be covered in anything except wood. It was a man’s domain! Robert Stirling had not been the sort of bloke to let his wife wallpaper his library!
But cutting the paper would damage the history of the house, unless it was covering up something of historical value. At least, that was Murray’s justification. 
“Maybe she will not ask!”
As no one else was in the room with him, she must have been someone he would have to justify his actions to. And she was probably somewhere near.
He looked around as though someone might walk in on him any second before proceeding to cut a square in the paper. At near 12 inches by 12 inches, whatever was behind was large. Tearing back the paper until it was completely removed, he was shocked. He had discovered the wooden wall behind the wallpaper!
Great archeologist he was! He had discovered wood paneling! He huffed loudly, but immediately noticed that there was a scoring in the wood—about 12 inches by 12 inches in the panel. His knife leapt toward the wood and worked at the scoring until the square of eighteenth-century wood pulled away. 
To his amazement, a hollow opening appeared! Looking in, he saw a black leather pouch about the size of an underarm portfolio. Reaching in, Murray pulled the dusty pouch from the opening.
“It’s true! It really exists!” he blurted out, but his next thought was silent. “Is there anything in it?”
Quickly placing the hand-stitched pouch on the desk, he looked toward the door again. He must have been expecting someone, but there was no other noise in the house.
Carefully lifting the flap, there was a slight crackling noise, as it had lost most of its suppleness over the centuries. Pulling two envelopes out of the pouch, quickly, but also carefully, he began scouring through the four parchment pages he found in the first envelope. Not a huge discovery. Diplomatic correspondence, although secret, was not anything that current historians didn’t already know—the British were about to send more troops to the colonies because of their rumblings over taxes.  
It was the second envelope that contained a prize, a revelation, and a shocking secret hidden for over two hundred years!
Murray’s eyes opened larger and larger with each line he read. His mouth dropped, fixating on just the first page. Reading it quietly to himself, Murray’s eyes darted back and forth across the page.
“So, it is true!” he blurted out again. “My great-grandfather was not a lunatic!” He paused, then raised his eyebrows.
“Well, maybe he was, but not about this!”
As he finished reading the last two pages, he placed them on the desk. He backed away, observing the two sets of parchment. Solidly shaking his head, he could not believe what he had just found. Murray now knew the rumors concerning the owner of Stirling Plantation were true. Robert Stirling had been a colonial sympathizer—a traitor!  
But Murray didn’t have time to relish his discovery. Suddenly, there was the sound of someone approaching. He knew their approach was inevitable, but more time would have been nice.
There were three scenarios he could adopt: 
	Showing whomever was approaching the full extent of his find, or

	Quickly throwing the pouch and its contents back in the wall, or

	Committing a crime.  



As an honorable historian, it really was not even a choice!
But there was one issue with Murray’s honorable historian status.
He wasn’t!
So, with the first two options off the table ... he committed a crime! 
Possibly not a criminal offense. The evidence had been hidden away for over two hundred years, but surely a crime against history and his fellow historians. With his fingers, he seized the last two pages he had just read, stuffing them carefully into his own portfolio. The rest, he left on the desk, knowing he couldn’t put them back and hide the opening in the wall fast enough.
Catherine Townsend stopped cold in the doorway. Murray had a leather pouch on the desk with what looked to be vintage parchment paper scattered around the desktop.
She was twenty years his junior in her early thirties. She too was in the history department at Thomas & Charlotte, working on her PhD candidacy.
Just as she entered the room to question him about what he had found, Murray, ever quick on his feet to tell you whatever you wanted to hear, quickly fabricated a story to hide his genuine discovery.
“Catherine! I’ve found some papers behind a hidden panel in the wall.” He could not hide his discovery location, as there was an actual hole in the wall! Plus, there were parchment papers scattered over the original library desk from 1753 of Robert Stirling, first plantation owner and architect of Stirling House Plantation.
Catherine rushed toward the desk.
“How exciting! What are they about?” she blurted out in a noticeable but easy-to-understand Scottish accent.
He paused.
“Well, they seem to be from 1775.”
Murray lied as he uttered his next statement.
“I really haven’t looked at them yet, so I can’t tell you much more. I need to get them authenticated.”
“Who has that kind of expertise at the college?” Catherine asked.
Murray paused introspectively.
“Actually, no one,” he said dejectedly. “I will bring someone in from the Smithson Institute in Philadelphia or take them there myself.”
“So, what are we doing with them now?” asked Catherine as she glimpsed at some of the correspondence. 
“Put this in your portfolio,” he said as he gathered the remaining papers and placed them in the nearly two-hundred-fifty-year-old leather pouch.
As he reluctantly handed the pouch to Catherine, she should have suspected something was wrong. Murray never would have trusted someone below his pay grade to handle such an incredible find. And now he was just handing it over to her.
She had witnessed several times that Murray was always faster than a magician to claim any discovery as his own. And he would make absolutely sure that no one touched it other than himself. 
So why now? Did she just get a promotion, or was he hiding something? Was she expected to trust Murray?
Trust Murray?
Catherine had heard too many rumors about this man, although she really had no solid reason to believe them. She had never found him to be deceitful through her direct contact with him. But some rumors are based on a sliver of truth. In this matter, she certainly would not reveal her suspicions, just in case.
What did not surprise her was from that moment on, Murray did not lose sight of her for one second! Even on their way back to the college, Murray drove his Bentley Flying Spur close behind her. She led, he followed. Even when they arrived in the parking lot across the street from the history classrooms and their offices, Murray parked beside her. Something he certainly didn’t have to do, as he had his own designated spot.
And there were dozens of empty spots he could have chosen!
She handed off the pouch to her mentor in Murray’s own office. A few seconds after the transfer, Murray confessed he needed to leave immediately.
“I have an appointment I need to get to!” he blurted out. It came across with all the subtlety and sincerity of a rhinoceros. Get out of my office! I need to hide something was the actual truth, and Catherine didn’t miss Murray’s sudden uneasiness. 
Something was up, but she didn’t know where to start. 






  
  Chapter 1
Early March 1775—London


It was March and the words, “Dense, fog-laden, emanating a dismal chill” were quite common. Could it be anywhere else but London? Its reputation was known around the world, even in 1775. 
It was almost 11:30 p.m. when Benjamin Franklin emerged from his house at 36 Craven Street. For over sixteen years, he had lived there, now working as the liaison between the American colonies and the King of England. There seemed to be a bit of a “tiff” going on across the pond between those upstart colonists and the crown.
His job was to smooth things over, but that was now becoming an almost insurmountable task. The crown didn’t want to compromise—they didn’t want to hear what the colonists wanted—and they certainly didn’t understand why the colonists were complaining about being taxed for nearly everything!
“It was for their own good!” the parliament insisted.
Actually, it was for the good of the coffers of Britain.
The British government needed money! Just like anyone else, they had debts. In this case, war debts. They needed the income from the colonies to help defray the costs of The Seven Years War, also known by some as the French and Indian War.
The national debt had doubled, the banks were shying away from giving the crown credit, and they had already tried taxing everyone in Britain with myriad methods, including a Cider Tax! The king’s loyal subjects at home were getting quite stressed with their own taxes, so instead of a revolt at home, the king took his chances in the colonies.
The army that was protecting the colonies needed payment, so why not let those whining colonists contribute their fair share? Unfortunately, that word fair was quite the stumbling block in the one-sided negotiations.
Unfortunately for the king and parliament, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, and Samuel Adams were not in the same frame of mind. The three, among others, didn’t object to being taxed; they understood the reasons. It was the desire to have a say in what got taxed, and for how much.
But that wasn’t a privilege the king wanted to give his uptart children. And that is what he thought of the colonies. They were his children.
And we all know what children should do—be seen, not heard!
That was truly unfortunate, because those children, the thirteen colonies, would not shut up and behave!
Another unfortunate fact was that there were those in parliament who had decided in secret meetings that something needed to be done—sooner than later!
And the king?
He need not be complicit in their nefarious plans. King George had no interest in even setting foot in the colonies, as he never once ventured across the pond during his reign to see what was going on with the kids. They were running amok as he was sitting on his throne.
Unfortunately, the secret plans were well past the planning stages and currently being set into motion. What the culprits of the plot failed to realize was that someone had tipped off Benjamin Franklin, and he was about to leave London covertly, never to return to Craven Street again.







  
  Chapter 2
Ben in Motion


Ahazy vision of Benjamin Franklin moved quickly into a carriage that was only a short distance in the street outside of his front door. Before climbing in, he turned and looked back at the three-story dwelling at 36 Craven Street. His predominate thought was not whether he would ever see it again, but whether he could outrace the plot that was astir. 
As he stepped up into the carriage, he sighed, “Quickly, driver! To the upper pool docks!”
The carriage hurried down the cobblestone streets. Although his residence was just a short ride from the Thames, the ship on which he needed to make his hasty departure was almost one hour upriver in the Pool of London, just east of Tower Bridge.
This gave Franklin time to contemplate. His confidant had never let him down with information he received from inside the halls of government. He was Franklin’s snitch, informant, or just plain old inside man.
But Franklin had never received a package such as the one that came to him earlier in the evening. If his 1775 version of a confidential informant even made it through the night after his delivery, it would surprise Franklin. This was information revealing the lengths the British government would go to stop the rebellion brewing in the colonies!
As the carriage bounced around violently through the cobblestone streets, he clung to a leather bag. Straining impatiently to open it, he finally pulled out one of the two rather large parchment envelopes inside.
Although he had already read its contents once in the confines of his Craven Street home, he just had to read it again to make sure he had missed nothing. Carefully opening it, he stared at the nearly fresh ink.
He had not the audacity to speak the words out loud, but his inner voice easily mocked a British accent. He felt assured it was the voice that would have read this out loud to the group of parliament members who concocted the shocking scheme.
“It has become necessary, in order to crush the rebellion in the colonies, to remove certain individuals from the field of play. These individuals must be of a caliber to, in effect, instill unholy fear into those who still remain. The king’s government of England will no longer tolerate insolence, impertinence and, most of all, tyranny!”
Franklin stopped firmly.
“Impertinence! They make us sound like small children! I believe I have made a terrible mistake trusting that we could compromise.”
He looked back at the letter.
“Those individuals who we deem to be the core of the disruption to our way of life in the colonies are forthwith to be removed: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Patrick Henry, of the colony of Virginia. We also deem that the following person should also be dealt with ...”
The additional name was a powerful back-room dealmaker, who they also deemed expendable.






  
  Chapter 3
Regarding the Gulph Stream


After just less than an hour, the carriage neared the docks of Blackwall Yard, southeast of London. Franklin looked out of the carriage to see the two square-rigged masts of the brig on which he would be traveling. Although a fast and amazingly maneuverable ship used by the navy, the fittings of this vessel were for merchant duties and clandestine operations as needed. 
The carriage slowed to a stop, arriving at one of several docks in the area. A relatively small, eighty-foot ship prepared to take its single passenger on what was surely going to be a one-way voyage for everyone. The driver jumped down and opened the door closest to the gangway. Franklin covered his face with the hood of his cape as he disembarked from the carriage. The driver glanced apprehensively around the dock area, suspecting the worst.
The area up and down this section of the Thames was packed with ships of all sizes waiting to load or off-load cargo and passengers.
As eighteenth-century sailors were not always renowned for their discretion—especially after a few ales and the temptation of a large reward—the driver was well aware of his fate if caught. He knew he, too, would have to disappear from London, as he was an accomplice to the disappearance of an ambassador.
The captain greeted Franklin, whisking him onboard the ship. The carriage driver mustered his horses and sped away into the darkness, never to be heard of again. As he disappeared, two dockworkers, paid well by the captain to keep their mouths shut, pulled two head lines and two stern line ropes from the dock bollards. Almost immediately, the brig pulled away from the dock stealthily.
The ship made its way east down the Thames to the open waters of the North Sea briefly before rounding Ramsgate to enter the English Channel toward the Atlantic Ocean. By now it was possible that either someone had noticed that Franklin was missing, his coconspirator betrayed and taken into custody, or one of those discreet dockworkers or any sailor near the ship had sounded that alarm.
The worst part was that until they reached the Atlantic, several British Naval shipyards in Deal, Portsmouth, and Plymouth lay starboard. British naval ships were constantly cruising the channel and could be in their path.
Fortunately, very few forms of communication were available, so sounding a reliable alarm was all but impossible. A lone rider kicking it into gear from London to Portsmouth just might get a ship dispatched from the port. But that also depended upon who brought the news to whom and when. It might take hours, or days, or maybe never to figure out just what had happened to Franklin.

      [image: ]The first mate escorted Ben down to the captain’s cabin, where he was to stay until they had cleared the river and rounded the cape. The captain wanted to stay topside as they made their way down the Thames River and out into the Channel. There was still plenty of danger ahead, but the eventual confrontation of passenger versus captain would have to be settled.
They needed the most expedient route to cross the Atlantic and into the Chesapeake Bay area, and Franklin was the number one expert on board!

      [image: ]When the captain finally came below deck, it was the next day when Ben asked a frequent question of travelers and young children.
“How long before we arrive?” Franklin asked calmly.
The captain knew that speed was of the essence, but didn’t want to give Franklin any false hope.
“About sixty days,” the captain estimated.
Franklin shook his head negatively. He reached into a separate leather pouch he was carrying, pulled out a thick parchment, and threw it on the table in front of the captain.
“Use this. We will be there in just over forty days!” He smiled. 
The captain unfolded the parchment to discover a map of the Atlantic Ocean. Franklin had marked out a route, which, as a scientist, he deemed to be much faster, going west. 
“You need to avoid the Gulph Stream, which goes to the north and then east. Go south of it, then pick up the stream when you near the colony of South Carolina. It will bring you quickly to Virginia and the Bay of Chesapeake.”
“Your river in the ocean!” the captain exclaimed.
“Indeed!” He looked directly at the captain. “Go nowhere near it!” 

      [image: ]And so, they set a course. The currents would take them south off the coast of Portugal and then west across the Atlantic. It was the bottom half of a giant circle with the Franklin’s Gulph Stream on top and the Canary, North Equatorial, and Antilles current pushing them toward the colonies.
For the next six weeks, Franklin would be in contact with no one other than the captain and his, hopefully, loyal crew.
Only Franklin and the captain talked through much of the voyage. The former would come up on deck for short periods of time, possibly nodding at members of the crew, but any conversation beyond that was unnecessary.
The small crew of eleven, which included the captain, knew who their passenger was and most of them would not have lasted long in a conversation with a scientist or statesman. This crew comprised some of the most experienced sailors in England, who were also colonial sympathizers! Their goal—protect Franklin—and get him safely to the colonies.
Ben spent the time going over his calculations, charting what we now know as the Gulf Stream, his river in the ocean. Although he had already published a map of that current six years earlier in 1769, he took the time on this voyage to continue his thoughts about the new currents they would be experiencing. He would also have the time to think about the massive currents of disbelief and skepticism he would experience upon his arrival in Virginia. 
Fortunately, he and his story would come before the notably secret organization that he and several leaders of the upcoming revolution were members of—the Brotherhood of Freemasons. 






  
  Chapter 4
Day 42


In near record time, the brig could finally leave the Atlantic Ocean. But before sailing into the Chesapeake Bay, they made an unscheduled stop while not actually anchoring at the southeastern tip of what is now the eastern shore of Virginia. It was just enough to hide them for a short time until they agreed on the best option for getting Ben to his destination. 
They needed to plot out a last strategy. With two potential plans of action, it became as simple as ... which river to follow?
The original plan was to sail to the mouth of the York River and drop Franklin at the small port town of York. It was the closest drop-off point to where they currently were floating. They would have a small boat take Franklin near the town and board a carriage.
It might have been faster and safer to get him to York, but then Franklin would have to travel just over ten miles to his ultimate destination by carriage. But Ben’s mode of transportation would only have two horsepower, so the trip would be close to an hour or more.
The safety of that journey would have been much less predictable. There were road hazards and, possibly, people hazards from those wearing red coats and carrying flintlock muskets. Those British soldiers were the minions of The Royal Governor of Virginia, Lord Dunmore. Although things would change soon, he was currently residing at the in the town of Williamsburg, within eight miles of Franklin’s objective.
It was also possible that one of the crew of the Defiance slipped through the vetting process the captain performed before leaving London. That hour or more on the road could be dangerous for Ben’s health if a British sympathizer was actually onboard. And if they were to accompany Ben to Stirling House ... the trip might be short for Mr. Franklin.

      [image: ]Not long before they entered the bay, Ben and the captain had a serious conversation about safety. They had flown across the ocean at lightning speed, and now the captain wanted to talk about safety? 
In what they hoped was the privacy of the captain’s cabin, Ben and the captain made a decision that would get Ben directly to his goal, Stirling House Plantation.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” the captain asked Ben. It was easy to see that not even the captain was fond of the alternative plan. To him, it was like someone casually asking him to borrow his horse and then deciding that they were going to ride it up a ramp and jump over four carriages, landing on another ramp on the other side!
Not only bad-mannered of them to choose his horse, but wildly stupid and dangerous!
“What do you see as our biggest obstacle to this plan?” Ben asked.
The captain pointed to the ceiling of his cabin. Ben looked confused.
“The sky!” he bellowed. “Have you seen it?”
“Yes, but I do not grasp the ...” Ben smirked about the fact he had been so stupid.
“LIGHTNING BOLTS!” he exclaimed firmly. “Our biggest obstacle is the weather!” he snarled.
“It is fantastic! It is amazing! It is a stunning evening! All of the things that anyone else in the world could wish for,” Ben huffed.
“Except if you are trying to hide from a British three-master!”
The captain shook his head as Franklin finally had a firm grasp of the difficulty that lay ahead of them.
A full moon, very light cirrus clouds ... all the things you didn’t want if you wanted to stay under the radar.
It was like having a huge spotlight on their vessel!
Stealth was certainly out of the question ... luck, incredibly massive luck, was the key to success of this most classified mission, so classified that not even the captain knew what they were really carrying. Even Benjamin Franklin, ambassador, statesman and all-around inventor of some very practical items, was not the most important thing on their ship that night.
“We need to proceed to the James.” He relinquished all doubt with his sigh.
They would turn southwest into Hampton Roads channel, one of the world’s largest natural harbors, and then northwest into the James River, which made its way to Richmond and beyond. That was easy, except that they would pass between two towns, Hampton on the north shore and Norfolk on the south. Both were havens for taverns, British soldiers, and those pesky loyalists who thought King George was the best thing since chopped haggis!
The loyalists would certainly say, “Revolution? We don’t want any of that talk!” The king was just over 3,900 nautical miles away! He never came to the colonies, and unbeknownst to them, he never would! “Life’s not so bad, so shut up with your talk of independence!”
Unfortunately for the loyalists, Ben was on the opposite side of that debate when he declared the king a “pudding-headed fellow” on numerous occasions. Loosely translated, the king was an IDIOT! More precisely, a TOTAL IDIOT!

      [image: ]With the pouch that he carried with him on this trip to the colonies, he could now induct a select few other members of parliament into the “pudding-headed fellows” club. Unfortunately, the new members of the club were more insidious than the king would ever be. For sure, the king did not know what was happening at the deepest levels in his own government. He just wanted his kids to settle down and quit causing him problems.
It was surely not the science of rockets. Pay your taxes and quit causing a kerfuffle!






  
  Chapter 5
The Captain Lays out a Plan


On deck, the captain gathered his crew for a quick meeting as they, without anchoring, were literally floating to the point of no return. They needed to decide, fast! 
“When we began, there was no assurance that this would be a simple journey, or the exact nature of why this was so important,” the captain told the sullen-faced crew. “Mr. Franklin has a very important correspondence that he must deliver into British-held territory. If he does not succeed in his mission, we should not return to London!” 
Joining a group of pirates, or starting their own pirate club, would be to their distinct advantage.
Both Ben and the captain watched the facial expressions of the crew as he told them what was about to happen. Could either spot a potential spy in their midst?
“This bay to the mouth of the York River is heavily patrolled by British ships!” the captain warned.
At that moment, Ben had a slight look of puzzlement on his face. He and the captain had decided that the reason they would not take that route was for his safety on the road across the Tidewater Peninsula from York to Stirling House. There was no mention of British ships, patrols, or other inconveniences.
The captain had just lied to his crew! But why? There was at least a 90% chance of survival for themselves and their ship if they sailed up the York. But the James caused a whole other problem. The opportunity of survival dropped tremendously to about 10%, maybe 11% with some luck. They would be sailing between the two towns and would be sitting ducks if spotted.

      [image: ]The captain went through the perils of their trip through the Hampton Roads channel and up the James River. “We will be able to drop Mr. Franklin within about a furlong or closer, behind the house, where he will be picked up and moved to safety.” 
That was a great plan, only if someone would have known he was actually going to be there, which no one did! With no cell phones, no landlines, no e-mail, no texts ... there was no way they could get a message to the plantation. He would probably have to do a little walking until he ran across a plantation worker or overseer. Hopefully not getting shot in the process.
The decision was actually quick and unanimous: they were going into the devil’s den!
Most of the fellows on the deck that night probably would have ended up in a British prison anyway if the captain hadn’t brought them on as his crew. They were certainly indebted to that slippery old coot. He had gotten them into, but also out of, some pretty shady trading in port and on the high seas. They weren’t exactly pirates, but if they ever had to pick a side, the pirates would be the winners.
Ben really hoped there wasn’t a non-team member who had slipped on board back in London. At least the telegraph wouldn’t see the light for over 100 years, and cell phones had yet to be invented. He was pretty safe, but he was still going to monitor the fellow who had seen his dodgy expression earlier as the captain perjured himself to the crew.
There was also a question of whether Ben had an escape plan, just in case? Only he and the captain knew that answer.






  
  Chapter 6
A Short — But Very Long Night


The tension was high for obvious reasons as the ship turned into the Hampton Roads channel. The crew went mostly silent. That was bad news. Only specific members could speak, as the water surface was a natural amplifier for sound. There were no waves, as they were out of the ocean and the surface was very reflective of the moonlight. 
So how was that guy up on the mainmast going to communicate to the guy at the wheel if something was wrong? He couldn’t yell, he couldn’t even speak loudly.
Simple answer, the inventor, Benjamin Franklin!
Although it never ended up in any history book, for obvious reasons, Ben had designed a two-cup, one string voice-amplifying device he put together on the trip over from London. The string ran from the mainmast to the wheel deck. If something was wrong, the fellow up top would talk into the pewter cup and the sound would move down to the cup at the other end of the string. Standing next to the navigator, that person on deck would quietly let the man at the helm know what was going on.

      [image: ]There were two other bits of bad news. Part one was the deadline—before dawn and the sun came up!
Bad news, part two ... that was going to happen in about an hour! They couldn’t exactly throw more coal in the boilers or get those electric engines to increase the knots by adjusting the speed on the computer screen. They were dealing with wind and current, and there wasn’t a lot of either!

      [image: ]The tension that was already extremely high immediately went through the roof when they spotted another ship pulling away from the dock about a nautical mile in front of them. That ship hadn’t raised a flag, so it was impossible to know exactly who they were. If it were a merchant ship, they would have at least a 50% chance that they would just sail by them ... depending on which flag they flew.
If it was a British military ship, the odds dropped to 0% that nothing would happen, and 100% that they would be closed in on and questioned. Even without probable cause they could board, implement a search and seizure ... lock up everyone on board if they wished to fill up a jail. And with their special passenger, consorting with a spy would easily get them hanged when they discovered who he was, and what he was carrying.
They stayed steady on their course through the channel, closing in on the other ship, which was drifting away from the dock and into the harbor. Still no flag was showing and everyone, especially Franklin, was sweating. Although he had ofttimes been advised to jump in the lake by his naysayers, he had no wish to jump into the Chesapeake Bay—in the dark.
But the distance was shrinking as the captain was waiting for the lookout in the crow’s nest to talk into that cup-and-string device Franklin had given them. There was a continuously lessening gap between the two ships, as they got closed in on each other. Did the other ship not see them? The moon was bright, and the clouds were sparse, so short of having headlights on the front of the Defiance ... why were they not seen?
There was now less than a furlong between them as the two ships glided closer and closer together. It was then that a large piece of cloth skirted up the mainmast. The slight breeze moved it in a flowing motion.
The lookout quietly spoke into the cup several times, excitedly, but continuing to keep his voice down. Finally, the other cup vibrated, and he heard a faint sound.
“Dutch! Dutch! Dutch!”
The captain, who smiled profusely, had pulled the cup from the first mate’s hand. The two ships slid by each other just over three rods apart. Strangely, neither crew acknowledged the other. It was as though the Defiance was invisible.
They weren’t clear of danger, though. They were now directly between both Hampton and Norfolk, but also moving faster than they expected. If there was some divine guidance pushing them ahead more rapidly than even the captain would admit was possible, no one, absolutely no one on that ship, was going to complain! And besides, they were all so superstitious that the first guy who blurted out even a partial sentence about their providence would probably have seen Chesapeake Bay up close following being thrown overboard! After their untimely demise!
It seemed like forever, with some extra time thrown in before the captain signaled the helmsman to pull to the right and begin moving to the northwest up the James River. Although the tension had subsided somewhat, it still was there, underneath, as most sailors were wildly superstitious. There was still a possibility that a rogue ship would come up on them traveling down the river from Richmond.
Although it wouldn’t be the capitol of Virginia for another five years, it had already become famous. That pesky Patrick Henry wanted everyone to know that death would be as agreeable as liberty in his March tirade at St. John’s Church up on the hill. And could that guy give a speech!
Although no one is sure exactly what he said, he supposedly was quite successful in firing up the Virginia congregation into a minor matter known as ... the American Revolution!

      [image: ]Just before the river made a sharp turn to the west, they came upon their destination.
There was no dock at Stirling House Plantation, so the Defiance would have to slow to a crawl briefly. They didn’t have time to set an anchor, and it could potentially be dangerous to be sitting in the middle of the river. They had no idea if an unfriendly ship was around the bend, or worse, they had been spotted in Hampton or Norfolk and were being followed. 
The plan was quite simple. A small rowboat would drop over the side. Two of the already small crew would take charge of transporting Franklin to the shore. They would hide the boat and wait for the Defiance to return and pick them up.
Franklin gave his hearty thanks to the captain and all the remaining crew as he disembarked the ship quickly. The small boat was barely away as the sails returned to full flow and the Defiance moved forward. The captain had no wish to spend time in a British gaol, or worse!
By the time Franklin and his personal crew reached the shore, his home for the past forty-plus days was already around the bend in the river and out of sight.






  
  Chapter 7
A Very Secret Meeting


Darkness set in on the plantation as the two carriages arrived and lined up like limousines at a Hollywood film premiere. It was much like a star-studded celebrity event, without the roving spotlights, red carpet, music, and especially the press. Although only a few newspapers existed, the closest proximity tabloid would have been the Virginia Gazette of Williamsburg. There was no need to send a reporter, as there would be no news to report. And, even if there were, they would not set it in print. But that didn’t mean the press did not have a presence that evening.
The current editor of the Virginia Gazette was already on site to greet Mr. Franklin, whom he had known for many years. They were both Masons but from different lodges, although this was not an issue at this evening’s meeting.
The lack of outside press and the secrecy of the Masons made this a “no news” event for the public.
But there was big news! And Franklin had it!

      [image: ]The group of nine, including Stirling, gathered in the library. Thomas and Matthew had just provided refreshments and cakes, but knew they were not to be present during the meeting. Even though they knew much about the workings of the Masons from Stirling, they were not members of the local Williamsburg lodge. They closed the door behind them as they disappeared into the hallway. With the door securely closed, Stirling brought the meeting to order, but not before surreptitiously locking the door to the library from the inside and removing the key.
Powerful colonists and the Virginia elite were pushing for rebellion, although not necessarily for the same reasons as the New England colonies. The people in the room were plantation owners, tobacco farmers, bankers, lawyers, and the lone newspaper editor. They gathered to listen to Franklin, not knowing what to expect, but certainly not prepared for what they were about to hear.
“Gentlemen! I would like to introduce my friend and fellow Mason, Benjamin Franklin of Philadelphia, although lately of England.”
Stirling was interrupted with polite English applause for the guest of honor. Both he and Franklin knew they might not be applauding again anytime soon.
“He has been trying desperately to work with London to bring some type of settlement of our grievances to bear with the king,” Stirling said sarcastically.
“He was, until just over a month past, secretly working with a few members of parliament to secure the colony’s increased rights and freedoms from the king,” he said furiously.
“But there is, to my understanding, an elite group who surround King George ... should I say, smother him with their ideas, mistruths, and outright lies about our daily lives!” Stirling snarled.
He took a deep breath and let the room know what he thought of the king’s lack of interest in the colonies other than taxes and keeping troops there for unknown reasons.
“Of course, the king would never consider actually travelling here to see
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