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      On the tombstone of Sir Robert Echlin, Bart of Kenure (1699-1757), who was buried in Rush, Ireland where Luke Ryan lived as a boy at the time of Sir Robert’s passing:

      
        
        Here lies an honest man without pretense,

        Blessed with plain reason and common sense,

        Calmly he looked on either life and here

        Saw nothing to regret or there nothing to fear.

        From nature’s tempest feast rose satisfied,

        Thanked Heaven that he had lived, and that - he died.
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      Napoleon’s Gold is one of three books (Gather the Shadowmen (The Lords of the Ocean) and Prince of the Atlantic being the other two) based upon the true, but little known exploits, of the extraordinary Captain Luke Ryan and his courageous crew. While Napoleon’s Gold is technically the third book in the series, the books may be read in or out of sequence.

      After nearly two years of running amuck and causing great havoc on the high seas, the British have finally caught the cunning and illusive Captain Ryan and they intend to try the villainous Irishman for piracy, treason, murder and mayhem on the high seas and hang him as an example. Imprisoned at London’s infamous Newgate Castle, Ryan’s men can’t help him and scatter.

      Across the Atlantic, America’s long, often desperate, struggle for independence against Great Britain is finally drawing to a victorious close while her stalwart ally, France, begins her slide deeper and deeper into an abyss where only darkness rules. In bankrolling America’s revolution, the French have spent themselves into bankruptcy - sowing the seeds of anarchy and of her own destruction. The collapse of her financial markets will bring down a king and the old feudal order with him, unleashing a frightening wind across the land that will forever change the political landscape of Europe and the world - bringing devastation to millions.

      

      A quick note on style: this story is more about people and the extraordinary events that changed their lives than it is about the technical aspects of sailing a warship or of military tactics. Still, the author has attempted to balance matters by sprinkling enough nautical and military terms throughout the book for the sake of authenticity (for you enthusiasts of authenticity) against adding too much technical jargon that might otherwise bog the flow of the story down (for those who find technical stuff tedious). There is a simple Glossary at the end of this book to help the reader to at least distinguish port from starboard and bow from aft and, for the purists among you, each book has a section at the end entitled “Separating Fact from Fiction.”

      Please note that you will find certain grammatical errors, or what we would consider grammatical errors today, in much of the correspondence but the material quoted is authentic (or, in case of fictional letters, an imitation). Otherwise, any errors or mistakes in the book are mine.

      The final act of our story begins with the wind...

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Sing to Me, Oh Muse. of the Man

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Newport, Rhode Island 1816

      

      

      Oceans of liquor and a lifetime of pain had not worn down his fine stature. Tall and broad across the shoulder, the old man was blessed with a fine physique and, when he bothered to shave, an exquisitely handsome face. More, his was a face rich in character.

      He tossed back his drink and handed the empty to a passing tavern maid.

      “Give me another, Maggie,” he ordered sternly in his thick Irish brogue. “Grog this time. And keep ‘em comin’.”

      The young girl took no offense. The old fellow was gruff, true, but she knew his heart and it was good. She gave him a pleasant smile and went off to do his bidding.

      He kept to himself mostly and always sat near the tavern’s roaring fire. He enjoyed his solitude, spent most evenings treating himself to a drink or two and to memories, fond memories, of the sea. He closed his eyes for a moment and let his mind wander…

      Ah, where only moments before the day had been fair now, with a sound like that of all the devils in hell screaming out at once, the winds suddenly began howling with a bloodcurdling fury. Pleased with North Wind’s good work, the god of storm and thunder, brooding, capricious always, blew his cold breath across the warm waters and out of thin air fashioned huge thunderheads, brilliant white and towering. With arms knotted in thick muscle, the god grabbed the largest of the lot for his anvil and beat against it with his great hammer. Sparks, searing hot, shot across the heavens, cracked open the sky and smashed against the Earth with a deafening BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! And then the rains, bone-chilling, blinding sheets of rain came, whipping-up the waves, and the wicked world turned black and hopeless once more...

      And there on the open sea, a small ship pitched and rolled violently in between the mountainous rollers, her wood planks groaned against the strain, lines whistled and rigging blocks clattered out a nervous melody. Every man on board - save one - thought he was doomed. But these were men of iron. These were men who loved their swift, trim ships and not one soul panicked, no, never.

      Standing on the swaying deck, unflinching, and drenched in sticky brine, their captain seized the wheel. Bold, fearless, calculating, he was, among their island people, the finest seafarer of them all. He barked out orders to his crew and his men, first-rate lads all and every hand a veteran of a thousand murderous storms, jumped to.

      And in the morning, once the god had set aside his rage, exhausted, the sun’s sharp rays pierced the angry clouds to find the brig still afloat. True, her bowsprit had sprung and several spars were lost but during the long and harrowing night her captain - using all his skill and cunning - and with his god-like first officer at his side - had saved them all from certain disaster. Not one soul fell to the grim Fates that day.

      The ship’s weary crew jury-rigged tattered sails to splintered masts and limped back to port to make repairs while the god of storm and thunder, brooding, capricious always, watched the mortals labor under his craggy brow. Nodding in admiration, he gave the stouthearted Irishmen, men who loved their swift, trim ships and brave lads all, a gentle breeze to speed them along their way - forever envious of their courage...

      Yes, so many wonderful memories the old man said to himself. He had made his mark in the world. The old man had lived well, had lived a charmed life, and he was well pleased.
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      Surprisingly quick, even agile, the old man turned off the main street and scampered down a deserted alley with no lantern to light his way. There was still power in his long strides. Stars filled the night sky, but no moon. He focused on the narrow path ahead as he hurried in the darkness, using his fingers to trace the sides of a brick wall as if to keep his balance. In his left hand, and pressed tightly against his chest, he carried a large walking stick made from hard, English oak. The old man had never needed the stick for walking though.

      He heard two pairs of boots clapping against the slick cobblestone, continuing to gain ground on him. But he felt no fear. He had been in many a rough spot before and the hoodlums chasing him now would soon get their comeuppance just like all the others. No one would ever rob him, not while his lungs could still breathe air. Many down by the waterfront were easy prey for predators in the night - but not this old man.

      But now his mind was torn. Turn and face his pursuers or cut and run? On his own and in a fine pickle, he decided to run a bit further was best. His breathing became more labored now, sweat rolled down his forehead. He cursed old age and muttered to himself, by Gawd, I’m goin’ to mess somebody up!

      Ground down by the hateful siege of time, the old man knew he could not continue to run much longer. Against younger legs, he was too far past his prime. Best to conserve what strength he had left for the brawl ahead.

      But he needed a plan. That was his training, his power. No raw recruit was he...

      He mulled things over until one plan took root, one plan seemed best: he needed to find a spot to surprise and ambush his pursuers. Yes, this was his advantage against overwhelming odds. Years at bloody, grueling combat had taught him that lesson.

      “Mr. Trevett! Mr. Trevett, sir!” a voice called out. “Please, sir. We mean you no harm. Stop will you please, sir. Stop I say!”

      The words confused the old man. The gentle voice was hardly threatening and it knew his name. The old man’s mother had raised no fool though and he ran a few hundred feet more, to a place where the alley made a sharp turn and there, after he had rounded the corner, he would stop and teach these scallywags a bloody lesson.

      He reached the corner and spun on his heels. With forearms knotted thick in muscle, he lifted his great oak stick high above his head and waited, panting, but unafraid. A man, he knew, can do nothing but show grace once the Fates had marked him for doom.

      “Mr. Dowlin!” the voice cried out, closer and with more urgency. “Mr. Dowlin! Captain Patrick James Dowlin!”

      The old man froze, his mind racing, frantically trying to understand the meaning of it all. For an instant, the old warrior hesitated.

      “Please, sir. ‘Tis Mr. Crook, sir. Mr. Charles Crook. You remember -”

      But as the man named Crook turned the corner he stopped dead in his tracks, watched in horror as the old man, wide-eyed, face twisted into a snarl, brought his huge oak stick down on him. A deathblow. Crook closed his eyes and braced himself for the pain to come.

      But the old man, with a flick of the wrist, changed the angle of the swing at the last second. The heavy stick flew past Crook’s nose, so close Crook could feel the rush of air, and the stick slammed against the brick wall with a loud crack. Crook felt a small chunk of brick sting his cheek.

      A second man then turned the corner and plowed into Crook, hitting him square in the back, propelling Crook headfirst into the old man. All three went tumbling down together.

      The old man’s head struck the wall hard and a sharp pain, like a hot knife, shot through the back of his skull to his forehead.

      “Ugh!” the old man cried out. “Bloody idiots! Get yer flea-bitten, sorry carcasses off of me.”

      He slipped his fingers underneath his black skullcap and felt a bump beginning to spout on the back of his head, but there was no blood. “Curse you both and the jackasses you rode in on. Now get me up damn yer eyes! Fookin’ numbskulls...”

      Crook and the second man quickly jumped to their feet. “Are you all right, sir?” Crook asked as he and his companion pulled the old man up on his feet.

      “Are you all right, sir?” the old man parroted back to Crook with no charity in his voice. “You dumb arse. You got no right chasin’ down poor, old Trevett here! What insult have you ever suffered at my hands, hey? None!”

      Crook and his companion, a younger man dressed in a fine gray topcoat like Crook, brushed themselves off. Then Crook offered his hand to the old man. But the old man didn’t take it.

      “I do apologize, sir. Dear me, I simply assumed you would have remembered me from last year. I assumed you knew who I was. My God, are you hurt? Should we fetch a doctor?”

      The old man winced when he tasted blood. He had bitten his tongue. “No,” he replied softly and spit. “Don’t need no damn butcher lookin’ at me. Good, stiff drink will do. Bloody fools, chasin’ down an old man in the dark - I coulda killed the pair of you! And believe this: had I killed you, I woulda gone home and slept just fine!”

      Crook picked up his hat off the street. “Well, I am glad. I am glad you are not injured.”

      The old man shook his head in disgust and reached down to retrieve his stick. “See this here club, lads?” he asked, looking over his stick with admiration and inspecting it for any damage. “This here was a gift, a special gift given to me by a shipmate during the great war. The man had liberated it from an English bounty hunter in ‘79 who was not well disposed towards him after his escape from Old Mill, a foul place outside of Plymouth, England. Yer lucky, Mr. Crook, to still be alive - take the lesson to heart, I urge you, if you have any desire to reach my old age. One blow from this beauty woulda cracked yer skull open like a melon and I’d be lookin’ at yer brains on the street.”

      Crook considered the stick and swallowed hard. “Yes, quite so. I will not soon forget it, sir. You do remember me then? Mr. Charles Crook, from the Newport paper? The reporter?”

      The old man’s craggy brow twisted itself into a puzzled look. “Reporter?” he asked and leaned closer, squinting to get a better look at Crook. “Aye. I remembers you, Mr. Crook. Liked to listen to my stories, you did. Generous with yer purse too. I remembers you well enough, sure. Haven’t pickled my brain on grog and whiskey just yet.”

      “Good, good, Mr. Trevett.”

      “Who’s this fine lookin’ chap here?” the old man asked, resting his great stick on the younger man’s shoulder.

      “Ah, forgive me,” answered Crook. “This is Mr. Fennywick, Mr. Montague Fennywick. He is my nephew and is serving as my apprentice.”

      Fennywick, little more than a boy, smiled nervously. The old man looked like an ornery, old bull - or worse. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir,” he offered sheepishly and cringed when the old man gave him a wicked smile. He had never seen a meaner scowl.

      “You!” the old man said and pointed his great stick menacingly at Crook. “You called me Dowlin... Why?”

      Crook’s lips curled into a nearly imperceptible smile. His pencil-thin mustache helped hide his glee. He had struck the first blow with his own club.

      “We talked of many things awhile back, you and me. You of course recall our conversations?”

      “Aye,” the old man answered, eyeing Crook suspiciously. “I an’t feeble.”

      “And I told you that I intended to write some articles about your stories, for the papers and investigate matters further, in more depth.”

      “Aye. Tell me somethin’ I don’t know. Get on with it.”

      Crook cleared his throat. “Well sir, where you left off, with Luke Ryan’s capture by the British, I picked up through my own research. I traveled to Ireland, England and France. I learned that a certain American, a man named John Trevett - your name by interesting coincidence - was killed in action on the Nile while with Ryan. I was told he died in the arms of his friend, Patrick James Dowlin, from a spear wound. The same Patrick Dowlin who, by the way, was Luke Ryan’s closest friend and one of his ablest lieutenants. The same Patrick Dowlin who later took command of the privateer Black Prince, commissioned by none other than Benjamin Franklin himself.”

      “So, what of it?”

      “So,” replied Crook with a gleam in his eye, pausing to look down at the old man’s left hand. “Dowlin was wounded at the same time Trevett was killed - he lost part of the little finger on his left hand. An Arab sword sliced it off.”

      The old man looked down at the missing small finger on his left hand.

      “It wasn’t difficult,” Crook continued, “to piece together the parts of the story where you had left off. Still, there are gaps, pieces missing, which I could not fill. I heard rumors that Dowlin was killed too. But the stories about Dowlin never seemed to mesh. I did learn that Dowlin stood trial for killing a captain of the French Royal Navy in a duel and was convicted and sentenced to be executed. The French claim he died in a Paris prison awaiting execution. Others claim he somehow managed to escape. The story, I am sure you will agree, is remarkably similar to the one you told me last year about Ryan’s death in 1789. You said his death in prison was a hoax. Dowlin was known to be a clever and resourceful man like his friend, Luke Ryan. Such a clever, resourceful man just might have escaped the guillotine and faked his own demise in the same way. As a fugitive, he certainly would have assumed another’s identity to cover his tracks too. Why not take the name of a dead friend, someone not well-known?”

      The old man scratched the gray whiskers on his chin and took a deep breath. His eyes softened. What reason, he considered, did he have to continue his deceit? He had been traveling to and from America for several years and the American War of Independence, as many were now calling it, and the wars of Napoleon, were over. He was old and of no particular importance to anyone now.

      “Yer a clever one thar, Mr. Crook. I’ll grant you that. Supposin’ yer right tho’. So what? An’t no crime usin’ a dead man’s name.”

      Crook saw the old man’s demeanor mellow. He removed his small brimmed hat, took the palm of his hand and smoothed back his slick black hair, meticulously parted down the middle, and started laughing.

      “No! No! Certainly not. I am not here as your accuser, sir. The tale remains unfinished. I simply want to know the rest of it. I want to hear your story, Mr. Dowlin, the true story, to its conclusion.”

      Dowlin nodded. “Well, I suppose you’ve got me thar. Same as before?”

      “By all means. Yes, of course. All the strong drink and good food you desire and some money to fill your purse. For a rainy day mind you.”

      A sparkle came to Dowlin’s eyes. But not for the money. He had no need of money and would have been too proud to ever take any from a stranger even if he had needed it. He wanted to tell his story. He had only told Crook half of it before to protect himself and Ryan too. He reached into his tattered coat, removed a long-stemmed pipe and put it to his mouth. But he didn’t light it. He had stopped smoking years ago because Ryan did not approve. Still, he found sucking on the stem soothing and for a moment, he savored the faint smell of rich tobacco.

      “Well, Mr. Crook, would be rude of me to refuse such an excellent offer and Lord knows you are hospitable enough and know how to cater to an old man’s needs.” He paused to look up into the heavens and took in the stars, the same stars that had guided him countless times across a wine-dark sea. “And the night is still young.”

      Crook smiled thoughtfully. “Shall we then? I know of a tavern, just down the road a bit, a fine establishment, where there is a quiet table waiting for us. The proprietor boasts serving some of the best victuals and spirits around. Mr. Fennywick, be a good fellow and run ahead. You know the place, go and inform Mr. Bilbo that we are on our way...”
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      Dowlin attacked his food with unrestrained zeal, as if he hadn’t eaten in days, and then washed it all down with generous amounts of strong drink, alternating between tankards of ale and glasses of whiskey.

      Crook talked as Dowlin ate, recounting the highlights of the story Dowlin had told him over a year ago.

      And when Crook had finished, Dowlin nodded and set down his fork. “Aye, Mr. Crook. You listened well. That’s the gist of it alrighty. That’s the story point-by-point about Luke Ryan and his lads sure enough. A well-bred story it is too! Couldn’t have told it better myself!”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Dowlin, Mr. Crook,” interrupted the young Mr. Fennywick. “I’ve heard both of you use the words privateer and pirate. Are they not the same?”

      “Thar’s a smart lad now, observant you are too,” replied Dowlin with a gleam in his eye. “But, no, they an’t the same. You know what a pirate is I’m sure. Outlaws, murders, thieves - cutthroats all. Scum, nothin’ more. Privateers were plain sailors serving on warships under a letter of marque or commission issued by one country or another. The ships were owned by private folks, by wealthy businessmen mostly. It was all very legal and tidy. Privateers used small, fast ships that could hit quick and skedaddle even quicker. They preyed on merchant ships and tried to stay clear of any enemy warships. You follow?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Good. During the American War of Independence, England, France and Spain all had privateers roamin’ the high seas. America did too.”

      “The privateers were like mercenary soldiers then?” Fennywick asked.

      “Right you are. It worked like so: when a privateer caught themselves an enemy merchantman they sailed her back to a friendly port to sell the ship and cargo at auction. The prize money from the sale was later divvied-up. A third cut went to the crew with each man takin’ his portion accordin’ to his rank. The ship’s capt’n of course took the lion’s share, then the first lieutenant took his share and then the ship’s master and so forth and so on. A third share went to the government and the other one-third share went to the ship’s owners. It was a profitable enough business in those days for those brave enough to risk it and clever enough to not get caught. British frigates and sloops-of-war were forever prowlin’ old Poseidon’s black waters back then. Aye, risky business it was. America used privateers in the 1812 war too, with good results.”

      “Oh. It was a good life then?” Fennywick asked.

      “Aye. Life aboard a privateer was a long shot better than life aboard some navy ship. Pay was better, cruisers were shorter, we ate better and discipline was not near as bad as in the navy. That’s why so many flocked to privateers. Still it was dangerous work, even when we weren’t fightin’. And even tho’ we sailed under legal commissions, many an English politician wanted to slip a noose around the neck of any privateer the British navy hauled in and hang him for piracy to discourage all others. So, we all worried about being caught. No, sir, ‘twas not a life for the faint of heart.”

      “I see,” the boy said slowly, his eyes widening with excitement. “But Ryan began, did he not Mr. Dowlin, as a smuggler? Wouldn’t smuggling have been good money and less dangerous? Why did he give that up?”

      “You must have stepped outside to use the privy, lad, when Mr. Crook here talked about that. In 1779 - well before yer mum was carryin’ you around in her tummy - Ryan and me were smugglers true enough. Ryan was the master and owner of the cutter Friendship, which later we renamed Black Prince, and she was the fastest ship to ever put to sea. I swear by Jesus that good ship could fly across the waves!”

      He paused to look absently across room, as if staring out to sea. “I was the ship’s first officer. During the war, we smuggled contraband between France and Ireland for a rich businessman out of Dublin, a man by the name of O’Keeffe. Usually we shipped French brandy, Dutch tea and arms into Ireland. Made a handsome profit at it too for a time - until two British revenue cutters captured our ship off Dublin’s waters in the spring of 1779. Luke and me, by good luck, was on land in Dublin at the time the British snagged our fine ship and impounded her. The British tied our ship up to the king’s customhouse, at a place called Poolbeg on the River Liffey. Our poor mates and friends, all good Irish lads back then, were thrown into clink at Dublin’s Black Dog.”

      “Indeed! What happened next?”

      “Well, now, lad, Capt’n Ryan had a hard choice to make. Leave his men in jail to face petty charges of no great consequence but lose his ship and cargo, meanin’ we would have to start all over again, at the bottom of the barrel, or, break his men out of jail and retake his ship by force. Well, with the help of O’Keeffe’s strong-willed daughter - ah, lovely lass with long, blond curls - Ryan and me broke our lads out of the Black Dog, we armed ourselves to the teeth, snuck aboard our ship and took what belonged to us that same night.”

      Dowlin paused to laugh. “You shoulda seen the faces of ‘em British soldiers as they woke up, one-by-one, and stumbled on the deck to find thievin’ Irishmen sailin’ their ship out to sea! Things tho’ got a bit complicated for us after that ‘cause now we had committed piracy you see. We had stolen the king’s property and kidnapped his men. That was high treason against the crown - no petty crime - ‘twas a crime punishable by death!”

      “Oh - so, you began as pirates!” said the boy.

      Dowlin waved a hand. “Ahem. No, not quite, Mr. Fennywick. You must have some English blood in you to think so. Now once we safely reached the sea Ryan assembled all the lads and gave a rousin’ speech. As fugitives from British law, and with prices on our heads, our smugglin’ days were over so, what to do? No one had any real sense of where to run or hide. No one knew what to do - except for Ryan. Ryan had a plan already cooked up and looked us each straight in the eye and - thar in the middle of the Irish Sea - laid things out plainly for each man to weigh. It was a bold plan. Ryan was a bold man. He proposed we sail back to France, take our fine cutter, turn her into a warship and then offer our services to the Americans, to help them fight their war. Benjamin Franklin was the American emissary to France back then. He was the man. He had commissions to give but held on to them like they was precious gems and he was not well disposed towards whiskey-drinkin’ Irishmen. Anyhows, most men would have told Ryan to fook-off but every one of us that day warmed to Ryan’s plan and pledged our undying loyalty to him.”

      “Franklin knew Ryan, then?” Fennywick asked. “He trusted a smuggler?”

      Dowlin held up his hand, cut the boy off. “Easy thar lad. I’m gettin’ to that. Now, where was I? Oh, aye. The beauty to Ryan’s plan was this: in exchange for fighting for the Americans, he wanted Franklin to make us American subjects. Why? So if we was captured we’d be prisoners of war, not fugitives or pirates, and could avoid the hangman’s noose. That was the theory anyhows. And, as I said, bein’ a privateer was not a bad way to make a sterling pound or two. No, sir, not by a long shot. The Americans paid better than anyone else too as Franklin had no interest in any prize money. He just wanted British prisoners...”

      “Why British prisoners?” asked Fennywick.

      Dowlin wrapped his stiff gnarled fingers, minus one, around a pewter tankard and lifted it gingerly to his lips. He took a generous swallow and winked at the boy.

      “Aye. Franklin wanted to use us to get him British prisoners so he could trade ‘em back to the British for American prisoners wastin’ away in British gaols. Franklin was forever worryin’ about the bad treatment of his countrymen held in English gaols and tried to ease their sufferin’ with money, food and clothing. He even helped arrange a prisoner escape or two.”

      “Oh. But why did Franklin need privateers?”

      “The British fleet dominated American waters and the tiny American navy did not venture far from port. The British were collecting American prisoners by the thousands and Franklin had almost none - until Lady Fortune worked her magic. In walks Ryan with a ship and guns and an eager crew ready take the British on.”

      “So Franklin gave Ryan a commission?”

      “Well my fine, young Mr. Fennywick, thar was a snag at first. When we made it back to France, we learned that old Ben Franklin would only grant commissions to Americans! We was all thievin’ Irish smugglers and so Franklin sent Ryan away empty-handed. But does Ryan give up? Not on yer life, mate! No sir, Ryan went out and hired himself a respectable American capt’n from Boston as our ship’s capt’n, a man named Marchant, Stephen Marchant. Marchant just happened to be in France at the time and was without a ship. But poor, old Mr. Marchant wasn’t the shiniest piece of brass - if you catch my meanin’ - and Ryan used him only as a cat’s paw to get a commission out of Franklin.”

      “A cat’s paw?” Fennywick asked, frowning.

      “A dupe,” Crook chimed in.

      “Aye, a dupe,” Dowlin said with a nod. “Ryan sent Marchant to Paris as our capt’n and Franklin, none-the-wiser, issued Marchant a commission. Marchant then took command of our lovely cutter, unawares that he was just a front man. He was just too damn dull-witted to know it. Ryan was the real master of the ship. Later, Ryan had to rid himself of Marchant before the crew mutinied against the man ‘cause Marchant and his first officer was so Gawd-awful stupid. After we set Marchant packing, he traveled on to Paris to tell Franklin about Ryan’s bit of deceit, hopin’ to ruin Ryan. But the old doctor only laughed when he heard the story. He admired the young, brash Irishman’s ingenuity you see. By then Ryan had done such damage to English shipping that Franklin could hold no malice in his good heart against the Irishman or against any of Ryan’s lads. In fact, Franklin rewarded Ryan, gave him two more commissions for two new ships! Ryan made old Dowlin here capt’n of the Black Prince and then went out and bought a second cutter for Ed Macatter and then a third cutter for himself. Our crews were mostly Irishmen, but we had Americans, French, Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese and even some English seamen too.”

      “English too?” the boy asked.

      “Aye. English too. From the summer of 1779 to the summer of 1780 we terrorized the British Isles and - Mr. Crook here will tell ya if I’m lyin’ - we sank, burned or captured well over 100 English vessels, took many a prisoner for Franklin and, just for the fun of it, invaded Scotland too! London was in an uproar. Folks along the English coast panicked. Merchant ships refused to leave port. Half the British fleet was out lookin’ for us and we escaped every trap they set! By Gawd, Mr. Fennywick, we insulted the very coasts of old King Georgie’s England!”

      Fennywick stared at Dowlin, astonished.

      Dowlin nodded at the boy’s silence, tickled that the boy was enjoying his tale. Then he downed the rest of his ale with one long swallow.

      “Mr. Crook can fill in the details for you later, lad. Just remembers, Ryan was only twenty-five or so at the time we set out on our first cruise as privateers. And I was several years younger than Ryan! Luke Ryan, my shipmate and brother for many years, was a remarkable, resourceful man. Best damned sailor and soldier I ever knew. I dare say he had a certain way about him too. He had style. And he knew how to keep us all in good cheer! Smart folks will tell you, Mr. Fennywick, to always keep yer wits about you. True enough says I, but always keep a good sense of humor in yer pocket too. Humor can lighten yer load when the road gets long and hard.”

      “So, Mr. Dowlin,” the boy asked, sitting on the edge of his chair now, “did you all make yourselves a fortune?”

      Dowlin laughed. “Good lord, no son! No fortunes to speak of. A few of the lads were interested more in the money I suspect. My sense of it is tho’ that most of the lads fought the British to settle old grievances. Ryan was different from all of us. He was a thinker and a dreamer. He believed in America’s cause, in the ideals of the Revolution. He believed in freedom and liberty from tyranny. At heart, he was a rebel, an American patriot. But as best I know, Ryan never stepped foot in this country even tho’ he loved it like his own. And he was ready to die for it. He sank British ships and captured British sailors and the money never seemed to hold any power over him. Money. Humph! We sure didn’t see much of it! After the war, whatever money there was disappeared along with several of our French investors. Well, there you have it, quick and to the point, the American way - not the Irish way mind you, but it’ll do for now. The facts speak for themselves, young lad, old Dowlin here an’t no braggart.”

      Crook smiled. “My dear Mr. Dowlin, truth be told now, sir, that is only part of the tale. There is quite a bit more, isn’t there? Fortunes were made. After the war the Shadowmen sailed out again and found a fortune - gold to be precise - and a lot of it or so I’ve heard.”

      Dowlin paused to watch the innkeeper carry a bundle of logs over to the fire and exchanged a friendly nod with him as he passed by. After the innkeeper disappeared, Dowlin turned his attention back to Crook and narrowed his eyes.

      “You want to write more stories in that notebook of yers?”

      “Yes. But if you fear any repercussions from telling the story, you shall have my word, as a gentleman, that I shall not publish or release the story, not one word of it, until, shall we say, no harm can come to you?”

      Dowlin smiled. “That would be when I am dead. Well, at my age I don’t fear much, Mr. Crook. And I dare say thar an’t too many gentlemen around these parts. I don’t know much about any fortunes, not leastwise that I have. Hm. Fool that I am, I believe you would keep yer word. The boy too?”

      Crook glanced over at Fennywick and the young man eagerly nodded back, giving his binding oath.

      Dowlin nodded in return, satisfied. The boy had an honest face and would by now know the old man was not someone to be trifled with. But he hardly needed to trust the Americans. With so many years having passed, there seemed no harm in telling the story. Everyone involved either was dead by now or had faded into obscurity.

      “So be it. I shall tell you the rest, gladly. ‘Tis a good yarn, worth the tellin’.”

      As he had done before Crook removed a large sheath of writing paper from his bag and set it on the table and then fastidiously placed several pens, and newly sharpened pencils, next to the paper in a neat row along with an ink jar. The boy grabbed two candle lamps off an empty table to give his uncle more light.

      The old man could feel the whiskey’s magic working now. He loosened the tattered maroon scarf tied around his neck, the one with the curious blue crescent moon embroidered on the tip of it, and sat back in his chair. Then he started with his tale, beginning at the place where Crook had left off.

      “Aye, Mr. Crook. As you say, Ryan sailed against the British for the last time in April of ‘81. He was capt’n of the frigate Calonne, a 36 gunner, and sailin’ under a French commission and with a French and Spanish crew - not his own men. Fat old King Louis had forced Ben Franklin to withdraw our American commissions in the fall of 1780. We was too good at what we did even tho’ France and America were allies against the English - the French didn’t like our successes. A French nobleman or two at Versailles had financial interests in English shipping you see and they were losin’ money every time we sank or captured a British merchantman.”

      Dowlin then paused, as if trying to remember something. “Anyhows, Ryan sailed under a bad omen on that last cruise. A few days out from Dunkirk, the privateers spotted a fat whaler on the horizon south of Edinburgh and Ryan’s crew turned against him when he refused to pursue the whaler. It was dark and Ryan didn’t like what he saw. But, he was forced to reconsider when his disloyal crew - eaten up with greed - threatened to toss him in the hold. So Ryan reluctantly gave the order to close with the whaler. She was no prize tho’ - she turned out to be a British 74 gunner with a frigate escort not far off. There was a fierce battle. Ryan fought the British warships off as best he could and tried to escape but he was trapped and outgunned and was forced to surrender his ship and crew after a good fight. Ryan was taken in chains to Edinburgh Castle and then moved to London where the English tried him for treason, murder and piracy. That is where our story ended last time.”

      The old man paused to stare at the fire, stoked high by the innkeeper, and willed his thoughts to stretch back in time. Crook rolled up his sleeves, picked up his pen and began scribbling words at the top of the first sheet of paper. Soon he had filled the page, followed by another and then another...
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      And when the mighty, noble princes of the realm are all at war, one against the other, and alliances are forged and broken with the slightest shift in the wind, on the flimsiest whim - and no one can be trusted - turn to the master. Look to Machiavelli, or to Odysseus if you dare believe the legends…
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      Ryan smiled as he reread his words. Two years ago, he mused quietly to himself, my, those were heady days indeed...

      My Gracious Lady:

      I recall well the day we first met...

      The Woman saw the Man first. There was something, she was not sure what, but there was something familiar and comforting about him. Even in the dim lantern light, she found him handsome, tru, but she had known other handsome men before. She quickly shook the feeling off. No. No one would ever again be allowed inside. No one would ever again be allowed to bruise her battered heart. Her father and his business was her life now.

      The Man had been paying scant attention to the people around him but stirred in his chair when she walked through the tavern’s door. She was a rare beauty and carried herself with confidence. He liked that. He quickly looked away. He had tried to love before, but found it to be a pursuit in suffering. No. You don’t want to know this Woman or any other. The bottle was his friend, his constant companion, the sea was his home.

      The Man and the Woman were introduced, smiled politely at one another, and for a time quietly ate their meals as her father talked.

      She was the first to break the awkward silence between them. He found her lovely, poised and intelligent. He had almost forgotten what a woman’s bare shoulder felt like to the touch and smiled. Fool! Just be civil to the Woman and move on.

      He had kind eyes she noted and was well-spoken. And, despite his coarse clothes, he seemed polished and told the most interesting stories about the sea. She smiled to herself. Pleasant memories of strong, loving arms wrapped around her body came flooding back to her. Silly Woman! Still, there was no need to be rude to the gentleman...

      When it was time to leave, she was surprised by a sudden sadness filling her heart. Oh, for the chance to Love again! Someday perhaps before she was too old and gray God would grant her her wish. And then again, no, no more lies or deceit, no more hurt. Another lifetime perhaps, a different God to grant the wish...

      The Man could feel the whiskey’s magic as they said their farewells. She leaned close and kissed him on the cheek. A tingle shot down his spine. He suddenly wanted to seize her, to feel her in his arms. But no. Let it go. In the light of a new day you shal be pleased that you are, still, alone... Oh, for the chance to Love again! Someday perhaps before he was too old and gray God would grant him his wish. And then again, no. No more abuse or insults, no more hurt. Another lifetime perhaps, a different God to grant the wish...

      London, 1782

      Eternal Love, your Prince

      He tossed the old letter aside, a letter that had never been delivered, a letter that could never be delivered, and absently ran a piece of silky, green cloth through his fingers. He brought the cloth to his nose. The scent of her perfume was long gone now but he could still imagine the lovely fragrance. Pleasant thoughts to warm the heart. Memories of the heart. He managed another smile. He remembered how the cloth had come to be his. Usually he avoided dwelling on such things. The pain could be suffocating.

      It had been one year ago to the day. Yes. A whole year of his life wasted, a whole year since his freedom had been forfeit.

      The early spring morning had been bright and warm, the sea unusually calm. It had been a day full of promise. With a French commission in hand and a powerful frigate under his command, he and his privateers - French and Spanish sailors, not his own men, and craving only gold - had been trolling the waters off Firth of Forth looking for fat merchantmen sailing to and from Edinburgh when they snagged their first prize. And then, as the sun settled over Scotland, they caught up to a handsome, Greenland whaler - a huge ship - but she was neither a whaler nor from peaceful Greenland. And the day that had begun full of promise ended in darkness, defeat and in humiliation.

      And then he thought back to his last cruise with Fearnot and his Irishmen. How his men wanted to fight the French when two French privateers closed in with Fearnot and demanded his surrender. The urge to fight had seized him too. He had heard the music, the sound of fife and drum - a call-to-arms! - setting his blood on fire. He wanted to bellow out Dowlin’s shrill war cry with all his might. He wanted to call on his Irishmen to slaughter the intruders on board his ship! His men were up to the grim task. Easy work for veterans. But too many would have stained the deck red that fine day just to protect him.

      He could see the lust for blood in his men rising to a fever pitch. The moment had turned explosive and one nod from him and... He smiled reassuringly at them all and chose his next words carefully.

      “Men of the Black Prince!” he had cried out in his command voice. His Irish veterans, as he knew they would, snapped to attention at his winning words. His Americans did the same a split second later.

      His voice cracked as he choked back tears. “My Lords of the Ocean Realm; to you men... to you men who have risked so much for so little, to you warriors who have dared to pull the lion’s tail, I... salute... you! God bless and keep you all...”

      And then he had raised his hand and saluted.

      His Irish and American veterans - stout, hard-bitten men but teary-eyed too - at once snapped to attention and returned the honor. Then young Jean, a boy no more than ten and the pride of the Fearnot, ran to him with tears streaming down his face. The boy removed a neatly folded piece of green cloth from inside his shirt and offered it up to him. The cloth was the victory pennant the Irishmen had flown off the gilded truck after they had fought and captured the English warship Friends. His woman had designed and made the pennant for him - a flag with a red clover embroidered on the top corner and a white fleur de lys embroidered on the bottom divided by a single, diagonal white bar over a field of green. He in turn had given the pennant to Jean after the battle for safekeeping, until they had cause to raise it in victory again. He remembered smiling down at the boy and rubbing his fingers through his fine, curly hair - the same way Dowlin often liked to do.

      That was the last he saw of his Irish veterans, his Shadowmen. He should have known then that his privateering days were over. But then, the French, sometimes duplicitous, too often unpredictable, released him after they had seized the Fearnot and later gave him a frigate!

      He shook the memories off and, with care, neatly refolded the pennant and slipped it back inside his shirt. By sheer force of will, he banished any more such thoughts from his mind. He was a soldier after all with a soldier’s discipline. Still, he had been a wanderer on the open seas for most of his life too. He was a man with no family, no home or country, no land to call his own. A sense of loneliness, a nearly overwhelming force of emptiness now gripped the mariner. He reached inside his boot and removed a small pocketknife, tested the sharpness of the steel against his thumb, drew blood, and then looked down at his wrists. It would be so easy.

      Their adventure into smuggling had started out as something fun - a way to make some money - but through circumstances beyond their control, or understanding, their venture had taken an unexpected turn and Ryan and his Irishmen had found themselves caught up in something rare and fine, a struggle for a noble cause, a fight for the liberty of a new nation. Thank God, he had been allowed to be a part of that. He had no regrets. He thought of himself as an American and in his heart, a patriot.

      He turned to look out the small window of his cell. The world was silent and at peace with itself. The stars began making their great wheeling turn across the vast heavens and, with bow in hand, magnificent Orion, mighty hunter and a favorite of the gods, took his place in front and led the procession of celestial giants across the night sky. Dazzling to behold.

      And then he saw her shining face. He found comfort in the vision and a smile touched his lips. Might he really ever see her again? Yes, he decided and held on tightly to that warm thought. How he longed to hold her in his arms. He shook his head and wiped away a tear. A man could go mad dwelling on such things in this place, he thought silently and scolded himself. He turned away from the window, took in the stark, damp walls of his prison home and sighed.

      A man’s ego is a fragile thing. Suddenly his whole life seemed pointless - seemed an utter, unforgivable, failure. Still, for no particular reason, he folded his knife and slipped it back inside his boot. If only, he mused, a man could live his life again, have a second chance to make amends, to make things right...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As Ryan considered the stars over London, and his fate, a well-armed frigate, flying the royal French fleur de lys, quietly slipped past Dunkirk Tower and caught Spring’s eye. Watching the world from atop the highest mountain peak, and with fondness in her heart for men who roam the wine-dark sea, she sent down the gentlest of breezes to speed the French square-rigged vessel home.

      And at the frigate’s helm - in looks and build a match for any of the deathless gods - stood a soldier. Tall and muscular, with fiery red hair worn long and wild like some lion’s mane, Lieutenant Patrick James Dowlin of the French Royal Navy stood apart from all others. The Irishman’s dark, smoldering eyes were difficult to look away from - or all too easy to avoid depending on the grit of the other. And like Ryan’s eyes, they were filled with power, more raw, less refined perhaps, but there was no mistaking the power in Dowlin’s eyes. Wherever he went, he drew jealous stares from both men and women alike, and children, unafraid, flocked to him for no reason. Odysseus Reborn, Ryan fondly called him though, truly, the Irishman was far more like another. Somehow, the exquisite mariner had managed to avoid the sin of vanity though, which only seemed to enhance his appeal.

      Leaning against the ship’s rail, his thoughts turned to the past, to better times as he watched the sun, shimmering red and huge, sink beneath the waves. Only 18 months ago he had been the master of his own swift raider, barking out orders to his men and filling English hearts with woe. Ryan had given him command of the Black Prince, their old smuggler, after Ryan had been wounded in an ambush and was forced to remain in Dunkirk to recuperate. Now Ryan was rotting away in some London jail awaiting trial and there was nothing Dowlin could do about it.

      After the British caught Ryan, Dowlin had accepted a lieutenant’s commission in the French navy and now served the French frigate Tempěter du Vent, Storm Wind, mounting 32 guns. The warship was heading home after a two-month foray into English waters with nothing to show for her efforts. Neither her master, a timid fellow more interested in collecting his retirement pension than pursuing glory, nor any of his men, were eager to risk life or limb for France’s ally 3000 miles across the waves. No burning passion filled any French heart to tangle with enemy warships for American independence.

      Dowlin emptied the last of his coffee into the sea with a disgusted look on his face. The French did not respect war, did not take war seriously enough. With his own ship under his feet, and his Irish brothers manning the roaring cannon, they had gone after the British with a vengeance and, under Ryan’s leadership, they had caused an empire to tremble. But the French, disinterested and lackadaisical, had done nothing to assuage his black mood, had done nothing to satisfy his near obsession to cause harm to the hated British. Unlike Ryan, Dowlin did not care much for the French. Too much talk, too little action. Two bloody months at sea, wasted.

      Well, he wouldn’t waste his time on land. Tonight there would be whiskey to drink and fair wenches to bed. He removed a pocket watch from his vest pocket and thoughtfully caressed the gold fob, a nude figurine of Aphrodite, dangling from the chain. Both watch and fob were exquisite pieces, a gift of appreciation from a portside conquest, the daughter of some minor French nobleman. Dowlin smiled at the pleasant memory of the girl and popped open the watch’s cover. Nearly six o’clock. Time enough.

      “Steady thar, lad,” he barked at the helmsman in his broken French. “Keep her well clear of the shoals to yer starboard. I’m in no mood to swim to shore tonight.”

      The stocky helmsman nodded indifferently to the officer of the watch and brought the wheel around.

      “Bloody Frogs,” Dowlin muttered under his breath and turned away.
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      The ancient hinges squeaked as the jailer unbolted the heavy oak door and swung it open for the visitor. A fashionably dressed man, thin and stooped with age and carrying a curious black leather satchel over one shoulder, hesitated for a moment before entering.

      “Mr. Ryan, Mr. Luke Ryan?” he asked.

      Ryan lifted himself off the stone floor and brushed the straw off the seat of his worn and dirty britches as his visitor stepped inside his cell. The jailer slammed and locked the door shut without a word.

      The visitor extended his hand. “I do beg your pardon, sir. I meant to say, Captain. It is Captain Ryan, is it not?”

      Ryan smiled. Even in this cold, gloomy place, he could still manage a surprising smile on occasion. Precious few came to see the notorious pirate in chains and he was glad for the distraction.

      “Aye, by either title I am Luke Ryan,” he answered evenly, with a hint of Irish brogue. He took his visitor’s hand and shook it firmly, noted the trembling in man’s other hand. “And just who might you be, your lordship?”

      The older man chuckled. “I’m no lord, sir,” he replied and caught Ryan looking at his hand. “Pay no mind to that. I have the shakes from time to time. The brain though is as keen as it ever was. That’s the important thing. I’m indeed honored, Captain, to make your acquaintance. My name, sir, is Mr. William Peckham, William Peckham, Esquire. I am a barrister and I shall have the privilege of representing you at your trial.”

      “Is that so, Mr. William Peckham, Esquire? Well, sir, I trust that you will work for the sake of charity because I have no purse. I have money to pay you for your services.”

      Peckham cocked his shiny baldhead to one side. He took a moment to consider the younger man. Ryan had taken on the refined accent of an English gentleman with a mildly haughty, but not condescending, tone. Even Ryan’s appearance seemed to change. His expression softened, his posture turned stiff, making him seem more dignified. Suddenly there was an air of authority about him. The transformation was remarkable and seamless.

      Peckham noted Ryan’s good looks. Excellent. Juries liked handsome men. The papers had reported Ryan to be about 26 or 27 years old, but the mariner somehow seemed older, or more mature at least. He had a ready smile and a strong, square chin and kept his wavy black hair cut short. No ponytail for him. For the men under his command, thought Peckham, Ryan’s face must have exuded confidence and integrity. It was a face a man could put his trust in.

      But Ryan’s real power came from his eyes, dark blue like the sea. The mariner’s eyes could inspire men to do great deeds in battle, or stir the yearnings in a young woman’s heart. And they seemed to hold some mysterious knowledge from an age long past, knowledge now forgotten by men today. But Peckham saw the sadness in Ryan’s eyes too and suddenly felt pity for him.

      The two men stood awkwardly in silence for a moment, each taking the measure of the other.

      Peckham pointed to a crude, small table with two chairs. “Please,” he said, “may we sit?”

      Ryan massaged the bridge of his nose, now a strong Roman nose after a guard had punched him square in the face, for no particular reason, and broken it some time ago. “Forgive my manners, of course.”

      Peckham took a seat, removed a bundle of papers from his black leather satchel and spread them out across the table. “I do not work for the sake of charity, Captain Ryan. Most assuredly, the misses would have a word or two to say about that if I did! And you should know that I do not do miracles. I am a lawyer trained in the art of jurisprudence, not a priest. At any rate, you have friends in France who have seen to my retainer and you need not concern yourself with the financial end of things.”

      “I see,” Ryan said. His thoughts turned briefly to John Torris, a wealthy Flemish businessman living in Dunkirk who had financed his three raiders, the Black Prince, the Black Princess and the Fearnot, using some of his own money and borrowing the rest from other sources. Ryan and his men had taken over 100 ships, burning some, ransoming others and taking the rest back to France to sell at auction. The profits were staggering. But Torris never had any money to pay Ryan or his men their share, claiming that other investors had absconded with it all, a fortune lost, leaving Torris broke and facing bankruptcy. If not Torris, who then? Ryan wondered absently and then smiled, ah, young Sartine then...

      “We have pressing issues, issues requiring our immediate attention. I am here to discuss the details of your case with you. The trial is nearly upon us. Time is a luxury we do not have. We must prepare with all deliberate haste. Understood?”

      “Aye.”

      “Then please, do sit down. We have much work to do. I trust you at least understand the nature of the charges against you, Captain Ryan?”

      “I believe so,” Ryan answered as he took his chair.

      “Well, just to be clear: the Crown has charged you with treason, felony piracy, murder and mayhem. If you are found guilty of any one of these charges the punishment is death.”

      “That all sounds rather ominous,” Ryan replied nonchalantly.

      “Matters could not be worse.”

      Ryan reached into his boot, removed his small pocketknife and absently began cleaning away the dirt under his fingernails. “Are you,” he asked, not bothering to look up, “any good at what you do, sir?”

      “A fair question, indeed. An intelligent question to be sure. I shall have you know, Mr. Ryan, that I enjoy a fine reputation, a very fine reputation indeed! You shall not find my talents in the courtroom lacking. My skills shall not be your undoing. Should we fail it shall be because of the damning evidence the Crown intends to produce against you. It is that evidence which presents a most difficult challenge for us, a challenge I fear that may be insurmountable.”

      “That bad, eh?” Ryan said and chuckled.

      “Did I say something amusing?”

      “No, not at all. I am grateful that you aren’t here to shovel shit.”

      “Ah. Well, sir, I am here to determine whether there is any manner of defense we can fashion on your behalf. We need something to give the jury, something to persuade them, make them sympathetic to our cause.”

      “Hm,” Ryan said as he placed his small knife on the table and looked up at Peckham. He stared hard into Peckham’s pale eyes. They weren’t particularly honest eyes he concluded, but they were intelligent.

      “Well, sir, at the risk of appearing to be a pompous ass, which I pray I am not, I was very good at what I did. You might say that I was too good. This is why the Crown must hang me. It is a foregone conclusion, sir. You are wasting your time here - and, if I may say so, you are wasting good French money.”

      “Why not let me be the judge of that, Captain Ryan? I doubt not your skills at sea. I have after all read about your exploits in the papers - as has every literate person in London I daresay including, I suspect, those honorable gentlemen who will be sitting in the jury box deciding your fate... Your achievements, shall we say, were remarkable and, I am afraid, quite well publicized too. But, to the best of my knowledge, you are not a member of the bar, sir. I am and have been for many years now and if you will permit me, I too am very good at what I do. Please allow me to ply my trade to the best of my abilities - for the sake of my reputation if nothing more.”

      Ryan bowed his head. He was beginning to like the Englishman even though he had no illusions about what the final outcome of his trial would be.

      “My apologies to you, Mr. Peckham, if I have given any offense. The last few months have been, difficult.”

      “No offense taken,” replied Peckham. “There is something else you should know. Are you aware of the fiasco at Yorktown?”

      “Yorktown?” Ryan asked with a frown.

      “No? I was informed you have been kept confined to this abominable cell and deprived of any interaction with other prisoners. Yes, Yorktown, Virginia. With the help of the French navy, General Washington defeated General Cornwallis there! I am no military man, but an entire British army of crack regulars somehow managed to get itself trapped against the Chesapeake Bay. While Washington kept Cornwallis pinned down at Yorktown, Admiral de Grasse blockaded the bay and cut off any chance of escape or resupply by sea. Surrounded, and with supplies running low, Cornwallis and his men were forced to surrender back in mid-October. London received the news just before Christmas. Rather humiliating, don’t you think? Bloody disaster. Anyway, the talk in London is that all British forces will soon begin withdrawing from America. Rumor has it that the war is over! I mention this only because it may ultimately have some bearing on the outcome of your case. How, I cannot say.”

      “Do tell,” replied Ryan, wondering what it might all mean. Amazing, the Americans won! By God, We Won! For the first time in a long while he felt a kind of joy, maybe even hope. But he quickly suppressed the feeling. Hope was a dangerous emotion in prison.

      Peckham reached into his black satchel again and removed a bottle and two small glasses. He filled both glasses and handed one to Ryan with a grin.

      “For whatever ails you. Shall we get down to business?”

      “You are beginning to impress me more and more, sir. Indeed, let’s...”
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      “FIRE!” he screamed at his gunners...

      BOOM! BOOM! BA-BA-BABOOM!

      Brutal, unforgiving war.

      Huge, black monsters, 12-pounders, hurled their deadly iron across the waves with one cruel voice. Choking, white smoke billowed back in through the open gun ports, burning eyes and lungs.

      Barely an hour after leaving Dunkirk, emerging out of a fog bank, the Tempěter du Vent had stumbled straight into an angry hornet’s nest. A British frigate and her escort, a heavily armed sloop, were cruising along the coast when the French ship barely missed colliding into the pair. And the British were spoiling for a fight.

      Dowlin poked his head out of a gun port squinting, searching through the haze to see how well the gunners had done their work. Iron shot smacked into the frigate’s side and plumes of water shot up all around her. He saw no real damage but then, one good hit! A ball had struck the British frigate’s foremast at the crosstree. Her topmast splintered, tottered for a bit like some staggering drunk, and then plunged into her deck like a dagger. Men screamed and died.

      “Damn fine work, lads!” Dowlin cried out proudly, fueling comrades’ courage. French sailors for once were fighting for all they were worth. No man shirked his duty - brave lads all. Dowlin made a wide sweep of the gun deck, pleased by what he saw. Bare-chested Frenchmen, faces covered in black soot, rivers of sweat running down their backs, worked their guns smartly in the stifling heat. Dowlin had trained them well.

      How he loved the bloody grind of war! At first he thought he would miss it all. Languishing in his quarters, confined there for disorderly conduct - he had bloodied a fellow lieutenant’s nose earlier, a man lacking any clear, good sense - and all he could do at first was pace back and forth as the battle raged on without him. But then, on the captain’s orders, he was granted a reprieve as casualties among the ship’s officers mounted. He took charge of the gun deck batteries where the world was painted in ghoulish red to mask the blood of wounded and dying men.

      Dowlin urged his gunners on, challenging them to move even faster. Each monster had a crew of six and men toiled at reeling their bronze barrels of death back in.

      The first man took a wet sponge and quickly swabbed the muzzle
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