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  Portsmouth, 1801. England is at war.




   




  ALL WAS in readiness.




  The old tin box of mathematics texts had been down in the hold for months to get it out from underfoot. The purser had given his permission to keep it here in the locked storeroom with other valuables, and it was not unreasonable for 2nd Lieutenant William Marshall and 3rd Lieutenant David Archer to be searching here, since they’d volunteered to coach one of their shipmates on His Majesty’s Frigate Calypso. Midshipman Wilcoxon, a likeable young officer, needed to polish his skills if he hoped to pass the examination and qualify as a candidate for Lieutenant, and they wanted to help him succeed.




  A candle-lantern lay on the floor, its flame snuffed from its apparently accidental fall. If anyone were to walk in, they would have a means of explaining their presence here, and even an excuse for slight disorderliness.




  As long as they were not taken completely unaware. As long as they had time to pull their clothes together, to hide their true purpose.




  Marshall tensed as footsteps approached the door. He relaxed at the light scratching on the worn boards, their prearranged signal.




  He pulled the door open only enough for his lover to dart through, then closed it and set a barrel where it would block its opening, a precaution to provide that moment they might need. He rested his rump on the barrel and pulled Davy down upon him, and in the dark, there was only the whisper of frantic clutching, urgent kisses, loosening trouser buttons with one hand to reach in and find that hot, smooth cock that leapt at his touch. A minute of quiet, intense activity, then Davy was shivering against him, a muted whimper the only sound besides their breathing.




  They were silent for a long moment after, listening for footsteps, for any sound of movement in the companionway. But they were safe, so far, hearing nothing but the ever-present murmur of the sea.




  He could hear Davy fumbling with clothing, composing himself, caught a kiss in passing as his lover knelt at Will’s feet. Then those clever fingers were moving on his body, unbuttoning, seeking. The unbearable sweetness of lips and tongue were nearly enough to break the control that kept him silent, but he bit back his cry of pleasure as weeks of yearning were brought to a blinding surge of fulfillment.




  He sat panting, unable to move, stroking the golden head resting in his lap. But only for a moment. His lover slid up to share a kiss, then, still without a word, they retrieved the lantern, struck a light, and located the volume that should help to unfold the arcane secrets of navigational geometry. There was time enough for a final embrace and a quick inspection to assure themselves that there was no visible evidence of their illicit encounter.




  Davy paused a moment in the empty companionway. “Will—the Captain just passed word. The pleasure of our company is requested at the change of watch. All lieutenants and warrant officers. Looks as though the rumors are true.”




  “At least we’ll know, then.” There was no way, there were no words, to express the fear in both their hearts. Change was in the wind; the rumors had been circulating since before Calypso arrived in Portsmouth. If Captain Smith were to be transferred, as the rumors suggested, their lives were about to change drastically.




  “If it’s true….” David Archer bit his lip. “And if the Admiralty are in a hurry… you and I may be sailing off in different ships by this time tomorrow.”




  Will could not bring himself to admit it, but he knew that the past year they’d had together was more than they could have hoped for. He’d only agreed to this hurried tryst because he also knew it might be their very last time together as shipmates and lovers. If they were to be given different assignments at the change of watch, they might never in this life see one another again.




  But he could not bear to say that aloud, so he tried on a brave smile instead. “We must trust to our luck, Davy.”




  David’s handsome features were somber. “Will, don’t forget there are two kinds of luck. Dame Fortune’s not always kind. She can be a cannibal bitch who eats her own young.”




   




   




  WITH THE ship’s bell ringing the change of watch on the quarterdeck above, Calypso’s officers stood in their usual places around the briefing table in the Captain’s handsomely appointed cabin. Over the years aboard Calypso, as officers were lost or transferred and others came aboard in their place, Will and David had gradually shifted places until they customarily sat beside each other. David Archer had always enjoyed this bit of stolen closeness, but it held a special poignancy now, with the chance of imminent loss hovering between them.




  Captain Sir Paul Edward Smith, the man who had commanded them so ably for the past four years, stepped through the door. He took a visual roll of his officers, then invited them to sit. He looked around the table, studying his men, as if bidding them farewell.




  David could hear the pulse beating in his ears. Not much longer now. He shifted one foot slightly, so it just touched Will’s. He would have prayed, but he had no hope in that direction.




  “Gentlemen,” the Captain said finally, “I know the rumors have been flying of late, and I regret to inform you that they are, for once, entirely accurate.”




  David caught his breath as a wordless murmur of protest passed around the table.




  Smith acknowledged it with a nod. “Yes. I have been granted the signal honor of command of a third-rate ship of the line, the Valiant, seventy-four guns.”




  Was there a trace of irony in the way he said “signal honor?” Hard to be sure, but it was a rare sailor, officer or rating, who would choose to leave a frigate—particularly one as well-kept and lucky as the Calypso. David was sure the Captain had never sought or desired this promotion. On the other hand, a captain who was doing well might expect to move up in the size and importance of the ship under his command. A third-rate was probably the highest Sir Paul could be assigned and still retain independent action—the second-rates were generally only used for line of battle, and the handful of enormous first-rates carried Admirals.




  “I shall leave this afternoon for a meeting at the Admiralty in London,” Sir Paul continued, “and I shall not return to Calypso as her captain. Some of you gentlemen”—he looked round the table with a measuring glance—“will also be saying farewell to the old girl.”




  Beneath the table, Will’s knee pressed against David’s, as though the contact would keep them together. But Will’s face showed only the keen interest that one would expect in a junior officer hoping to continue under a fighting captain. David hoped his own expression was equally impenetrable.




  “As much as possible,” Captain Smith said, “I shall follow Naval tradition and strip the ship bare of most of its best officers. Mr. Marshall, Mr. Archer—when I return from London in a week’s time, I expect you both to report to me aboard the Valiant.”




  Both of us. Both of us…. As he let himself breathe again, expressing his own thanks in tandem with Will, David could sense the tension leaving his lover’s body even as it drained out of his own. It would be delightful if they were to have a little time to spend on shore leave together, but even if not…. They were being transferred together. They would stay together.




  Thank God.




  “We have had our glory days on this frigate, gentlemen,” the Captain said. “Time we go on to bigger things. As for you, Mr. Drinkwater—” Smith turned to his First Lieutenant, a sturdy, amiable gentleman whose keen intelligence and quick action had saved all their lives a year before. “—sir, I need not fear for the well-being of our faithful Calypso, for I must leave you here….”




  David saw the hint of hurt in Lt. Drinkwater’s open, honest face. He had been promised promotion over a year ago, and by rights he should have been given a command by now. He should at least have been given the chance to transfer with his Captain to a larger, more prestigious ship. But nothing in His Majesty’s Service was guaranteed, and Drinkwater was a loyal, disciplined officer.




  He merely nodded. “Yes, sir.”




  “As her Captain,” Smith finished.




  Drinkwater’s mouth opened without a sound coming forth. Finally he gasped, “But, Captain…. Sir, Calypso is a post-ship!”




  “Indeed, Sir, and you are now her Post-Captain. Allow me to be the first to offer my congratulations.”




  And this was, in real truth, a signal honor. As a rule, a lieutenant with sufficient service and other qualifications would first be made Commander of a smaller vessel, often a sloop-of-war. To be jumped a rank and given a fifth-rate frigate like Calypso as a first command was extraordinary.




  “Thank you, Captain.” Drinkwater shook his head dazedly. “Sir, how—?”




  “You should have had your own command months ago, sir,” Smith said. “As it happened, none came available in good season.” He favored the new-made captain with an enigmatic smile. “As it also happened, I was in a position to call in a favor.” He let it go at that and turned to more routine business of the transfer—considerably easier, since Drinkwater was nearly as conversant with the Calypso’s business as was Smith himself.




  As Captain Smith named the men who would be transferring with them, David realized that all of them had been involved in the pursuit of the renegade ship on which he, Will, and the Captain had been abducted the year before, and present at the rescue. There were not many, less than a dozen—Barrow, coxswain of the Captain’s launch, was among them. So was Klingler, who had been taken off the gunnery crew and reassigned as the Captain’s steward since injuring his shoulder in a boarding some months back. They would also be bringing along a few midshipmen who had come aboard Calypso under the Captain’s care, youngsters whose parents had entrusted them to him personally. But the only warrant officer transferring with them was the ship’s master, Mr. West; the Valiant had lost her own navigator in a freak accident while on her way back from the Indies. Drinkwater would be left with a sound skeleton crew, as well as the privilege of choosing his own lieutenants.




  Before dismissing his officers for the last time, Captain Smith had Klingler bring in a bottle of claret, and they drank the King’s health and success to Captain Drinkwater. For one brief moment amidst the joviality, Will turned and gave David a quick smile that he’d have been willing to die for. Thank God they’d had that tryst in the storeroom earlier—even with the fires temporarily damped, the excitement and delight in Will’s dark eyes under his mop of gypsy-black hair made David want to tumble his lover on the floor, here and now. Which would not only be a great mistake, but the last he’d ever make. And that would be a pity, since he now had so very much to live for.
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  THE FOLLOWING week turned out to be one of those rare stretches of time when everything went as planned; even the weather was cooperative, crisp autumn sunshine instead of the usual chill drizzle. Captain Drinkwater spent the first full day aboard ship feverishly posting letters and making preparations to take command. The next day his wife and family arrived, and he went off to visit with them ashore for another three days, leaving Will and David to attend to the necessary ship’s routine.




  They were perfectly happy to have Calypso to themselves—although, with some three hundred other souls aboard, that was really only a figure of speech. But their former first lieutenant deserved some time to himself and the chance of a little privacy. Once Drinkwater officially took command, duty required him to sleep aboard his ship. They had been at sea for six months during this tour, and there was no telling when the man would next have the chance to spend a night with his wife.




  But the Calypso’s new captain returned at the appointed time looking rested and cheerful, carrying his four-year-old son on his shoulder. His redheaded wife beamed with pride as he read the document aloud that required him to present himself and take command of the Calypso, and a spontaneous cheer rose from the crew when the lengthy formality concluded.




  “All quiet, gentlemen?” Drinkwater asked.




  “Yes, sir,” Will said. “Stores are all aboard, including the powder you ordered. The shore-leave rotation is proceeding smoothly, and the shipyard master has promised a replacement for the main topgallant yard—we may have to prod them a bit, but apart from that, everything is well in hand. Your orders, Captain?”




  Drinkwater positively beamed at the address. “I’m expecting an old shipmate of mine, Keith Washburn, to arrive later this afternoon to assume duties as First Lieutenant—not that I wouldn’t have been equally pleased to see you in that position—and I am appointing Mr. Wilcoxon Acting Lieutenant. Since everything seems to be under control, my parting orders to you both are to spend the next three days ashore. Word is that the Valiant has been delayed at Plymouth for some reason, so you may as well make use of the time while you have it.”




  David grinned. “Thank you, Captain.” There was little for them left to do aboard the Calypso, in any case, and their dunnage was already stowed in their sea chests, to be delivered to the Valiant whenever she might appear.




  As they paid their respects to Drinkwater before going ashore—for all they knew, he might be ordered out on the next tide—he had one last order: “Enjoy your leave, gentlemen.” But they had hardly taken a step toward the rail before he added, “And while you’re ashore, do stop at the wharf and remind them that we require that last item.”




  “Aye-aye, sir.” Will hid a smile as he gave a farewell salute. Calypso’s new captain had an amiable disposition, and it was unlikely that he’d ever be one of the iron-rod disciplinarians every seaman dreaded, but it was clear that his wooden mistress had already seized command of his every thought. Marshall could almost regret that he and Davy had not been able to stay aboard the old girl. A bigger ship, more responsibility, more prestige… all well and good, but there was not a man in His Majesty’s Service below the rank of Admiral who would sail aboard a stodgy ship of the line if he could trade it for the freedom and versatility of a frigate. And Will suspected half the Admirals would make that choice too. But so long as he’d be aboard that third-rate behemoth with Davy at his side, he was happy enough.




  “Food first, or a room?” Davy asked as their jollyboat scraped on gravel at the Sally Port.




  “A laundress,” Will said. “If Captain Smith makes an early return, I want the salt out of my underclothes.” Of all the little comforts landsmen took for granted, the simplest was the privilege of handing off their much-worn clothing to a woman who would wash them in fresh water to rinse the salt out, and press and starch their dress shirts.




  Davy agreed to this plan, and soon, unburdened of their laundry bags, they proceeded to the shipyard wharf and loitered there until a combination of carefully distributed coins and implacable presence had the desired effect. When Captain Drinkwater’s coveted topgallant yard was on its way to Calypso, their duty was discharged and they were hungry—for food as well as for each other.




  Three days of freedom. Three days… and nights. It was not as though they could afford to relax their vigilance or discretion; sodomy was as much a capital offense in all of England as it was in the Navy, and of any town, Portsmouth could almost be considered the Navy ashore. But they could buy a little privacy, and there was nothing remarkable about two young lieutenants economizing by sharing a room in an inn less respectable than the Keppel’s Head, where the Drinkwater family was lodged.




  Luck was with them. The tavern was nearly empty—a lull between dinner and supper—and none of the few faces in the Anchor’s taproom belonged to anyone they knew. They ordered a simple meal of sausage and mash with the house ale, and Davy proceeded to consume his sausage in a manner that had Will blushing scarlet and kicking him under the table. He wouldn’t have been so unkind if he hadn’t been ready to burst his breeches at the sensations his lover’s performance evoked.




  “For God’s sake, Davy, hurry up and finish the damned thing!” he finally growled.




  “But, Will, it’s our first meal ashore!” Davy said, running his tongue over his lips with a look of unbelievable innocence. “You wouldn’t want me to ruin my digestion, would you?”




  They were sitting in a corner, out of sight of most of the other patrons, and the bored-looking codger behind the bar was paying no attention. David’s back was to the room; Marshall sat across from him. Astonished at his own boldness, Will slipped one foot out of its shoe and planted his toes squarely in David’s crotch—not enough pressure to hurt, but enough that he could feel his lover’s excitement at the game he was playing.




  “You can eat on the ship,” he said, as Davy choked on his mouthful. Will left his foot where it was for just a moment, enjoying the effect, then went back to behaving himself.




  “You’re absolutely right!” Davy said when he was able to compose himself. He finished the food and drained his cup. “It’s amazing, Will. I never realized the barnacles in Portsmouth were so fierce—I could swear one of them was just trying to get a foothold on my bowsprit.”




  “It’s the shipworm you must watch out for,” Marshall said. “They’ll bore right into your bottom if you aren’t careful.”




  “Only if my luck’s in,” Davy said under his breath.




  Marshall just shook his head. At least he had worn his cloak for protection against the sharp autumn wind; he could fold it over his arm and prevent embarrassment when he stood.




  After what seemed like forever, they were upstairs with the door bolted and the keyhole blocked. Since the idyllic week they’d spent traveling together after they’d first become lovers, this was only the second time they’d had such privacy.




  Davy came into his arms like Calypso sailing into port. The feel of his body pressed full-length against Will’s own, the warmth, the scent of him, was simply overwhelming. What a wonderful thing it was to be able to hold him close like this!




  “I don’t know what I’d have done if they’d separated us,” Davy said, sliding his hands up under Will’s jacket. “It isn’t just this….”




  “This is good, though, you must admit.” Will pulled back far enough to start unbuttoning Davy’s waistcoat. “Never expected we’d have three whole days.”




  “And nights.” Davy pulled his face down for a kiss.




  “Even better.”




  Their conversation trailed off as holding, kissing, and undressing occupied their attention. Before long, Will was sitting on the edge of the bed with Davy in his lap. For some reason Davy was greedy for kisses, and Will had no objection to obliging him. But eventually he slid back onto the pillow and Davy followed along, widening the scope of his attention down Will’s throat, down his chest….




  “Barnacles on the hull,” Davy said, and his mouth fastened onto one nipple as he pinched the other.




  “If you keep on with that,” Will warned raggedly, “the shipworm will get you.”




  “Mmm?”




  “As soon as I—oh!” Will knew that he’d intended to say something, but the barnacle had fastened onto his bowsprit and he simply couldn’t think. He tried to reach down and pull Davy up so they could be face to face, but his lover wasn’t cooperating, and he just had to lie there and revel in the delightful attentions. It was sinfully voluptuous to watch as Davy licked slowly up the underside of his cock, then met his eyes and slid his mouth down around it. Will meant to hold back, but Davy, always more adventuresome in bed, simply wasn’t having that.




  “You could—if you’re that hungry, you could’ve had a second sausage!” Will gasped.




  “Mmmm.”




  Now that—that humming—was utterly unfair, and what little control Will had left went out the window. He climaxed much too soon and much too fast, but Davy seemed to be having a great deal of fun pushing him over the edge, so he quit trying to hold back.




  When he finally stopped quivering, Davy grinned up at him and said, “Feeling better?”




  “Mmm. Come up here, you randy devil.”




  “I’d rather stay down here and see what else comes up.”




  “Insubordination, Mr. Archer?”




  “Absolutely, Mr. Marshall.” But in his usual contrary way, Davy straightened from his folded-up position. He stretched out beside Will on the double bed, burrowing his face into the side of Will’s neck and caressing his chest and shoulder as though he could not touch him enough. “My God, I love you.”




  The open admission touched Will’s heart, but it also embarrassed him most fiercely. “I cannot imagine why—and no, don’t tell me.” Flustered, he stopped Davy’s mouth by kissing him—always a pleasant task, but especially so when that mouth had just given him such pleasure. As he did, he felt his lover’s cock pressing insistently against his belly. “And what would you like me to do with this?” he asked, fondling it.




  Davy arched against his hand, his blond head rolling back against the pillow. “If you have some slush to hand… when you feel up to the task….”




  Will caught his meaning and shifted so he could reach down into his bag, which lay open beside the bed. “No slush… if the cook caught me stealing fat, you know he’d ask what I wanted it for, and I’m no good at lying.” He found the little jar of salve, so useful against windburn—and even more so for other purposes—and managed to get the stopper off one-handed.




  “It’s been too long,” Davy said. “I want to feel you inside me.” Although they might stretch their rule of shipboard celibacy for the occasional quick release, they never risked actual joining, however much they might long for it. That left physical evidence; Will had known a man to be hanged by a doctor’s testimony.




  “You may have to wait longer still. If you wanted this—” Will slid a well-oiled finger into his lover’s bottom. “—then why the devil did you persist in making me fire off, hmm?”




  Davy went all inarticulate on him—understandably, as Will was applying both mouth and fingers to achieve that end. And his lover’s excitement, the little cries and the flush that reddened his cheeks and lips, was getting Will aroused all over again. In a very short while, he would be reloaded and ready once more.




  He grinned at his own mental gymnastics, kissing his way up Davy’s flat stomach to lick and bite around the pink nipples, teasing the buds until Davy groaned and tangled his fingers in Will’s hair. It always amused him to consider the euphemisms they both used for sexual congress—running out the guns, sounding the bottom, this new joke about barnacles and shipworm. Even when they were engaging in utterly shameless behavior such as this, he never thought of his actions in their crude anatomical terms.




  It wasn’t that he didn’t know the words—anyone who lived on a ship for even a few weeks was guaranteed a complete education in sexual epithets. The difference, he decided, lay in the feelings between them. When he knelt between his lover’s thighs and raised Davy’s legs, sliding into his body as Davy pulled him close and rose up to meet him, something wonderful happened, something that took this out of the realm of mere physical union and into a touching of souls.




  But it was also something that overpowered thought, and for a little while, there was nothing but the heat between them, and the rhythm, and the sharp, musky scent that rose off Davy’s body when he was aroused. The first time had taken the edge off for Will, as his clever sweetheart had no doubt intended it should. This time, it seemed that he was climbing a long hill, pushing a little closer to the peak with every thrust, Davy pulling him along as that tight, hot channel squeezed around him. And then he was flying, falling, with just enough control to muffle his cry against Davy’s shoulder.




  He tried to roll away, but Davy held on to him. “Stay, please.”




  He rolled a little to one side so part of his weight was on the mattress while most of his body stayed draped across his lover, appreciating the warmth of that embracing body as his naked back cooled in the air of the unheated room. He had worried about squashing Davy the first time they’d done this, but Davy convinced him that he really did enjoy it. Will had always loved it—he had never known anything so surpassingly glorious. The pleasure, the closeness, the astonishing reality that someone so fine and loving and desirable would love him… his mind could not encompass it. How fortunate they were to have found one another, and how incredibly lucky they were to have been transferred together. “I don’t know what I’d have done if they’d separated us.” Davy’s words echoed ominously in his mind. Will didn’t know either.




  Unaware of his lover’s active cogitation, Davy flipped the blanket over Will’s back and snuggled down beneath him. “When you have a command,” he murmured in Will’s ear, “I must be your lieutenant. Even if we can never leave the ship at the same time. We must stay together.”




  “Oh, yes.” Warm and wholly satiated, sliding into a doze, Will was ready to abandon his gloomy thoughts. “Always.”




  “It isn’t that I’m a good subordinate,” Davy said, with the tone of voice that warned of a joke on the way. “It’s simply that I adore serving under you.”




  Will bit him.
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  FIVE DAYS later, the bed, the room, and Portsmouth itself were far behind them. Sails trimmed and filling in the Channel breeze, the Valiant sailed out of Spithead Harbor, on her way to Land’s End to rendezvous with the merchant convoy she was to escort. She moved easily in the water for such a big ship, though clumsy compared to Calypso’s lively dancing. Valiant’s bottom had been scraped when she’d returned from the Indies, though, and she answered well to the helm. She had been cleaned internally as well when she reached Plymouth, and thoroughly inspected, which accounted for her delay in reaching Portsmouth. Her crew also seemed in order, though with only a few hours’ acquaintance, Will could hardly say he knew any of them besides the handful of rated seamen they’d brought from Calypso. But all of the Valiant’s officers had been transferred away to other ships, and that, they were to learn, was not by accident or coincidence.




  And they’d also learned that their new ship’s current mission was more than mere escort duty. Will and David had reported back to Calypso when their leave ended, only to be told that Captain Smith expected them for dinner at the Spice Island Inn, near the Sally Port. That was well and good—they had dined there before, often in company with the Captain or other officers.




  But when they arrived at the inn, the Captain’s expression, usually composed and often enough good-humored, was more threatening than a tropical squall line. “Gentlemen. I’ve reserved a private room. If you’ll come with me?”




  Conversation during dinner was inconsequential and pleasant. It was not until they’d finished the pudding and begun a bottle of port that the Captain changed the tone from social to professional. The briefing he delivered explained the cause of his displeasure—and it had very little to do with being deprived of his beloved frigate.




  The Valiant was a trouble ship. Not a mutinous vessel, which any captain would dread, but a ship so beset by problems large and small that some of the men were beginning to whisper that she was cursed.




  “It’s cursed carelessness, at the very least,” Smith said. “Powder spilled in a passageway where no cartridge had any reason to be, splicing come undone, loose bolts in gun-carriages on the lower decks. But some of the incidents could not be dismissed so easily. Half a barrel of flour spilled into the small-arms locker and soaked with water until it turned to paste, then left to foul the weapons—that was clearly deliberate.”




  “But to what purpose, sir?” Archer asked. “Was Captain Venner the sort of man likely to inspire mutiny? I’ve heard nothing but good of him.”




  “I think not. The only possible fault is with his health—he has been poorly since a bout of malaria in the Indies, and his physical debility is the reason he has chosen to go ashore. His illness may have prevented strict oversight—you gentlemen know that command requires a strong constitution—but his first lieutenant was capable enough to handle that, under ordinary circumstances. No, what the Admiralty fears—and I fear they are correct—is that these occurrences were acts of genuine sabotage.”




  Will frowned. “Captain, was the ship endangered by these acts?”




  “Not to any great extent—and that is what makes them so puzzling at first glance. For the most part, the timing of the incidents presented very little danger to the ship as a whole. One member of the gun crew suffered a broken leg when the bolts fetched loose during gunnery practice, but the spilled powder was swept up by a carpenter’s mate, the flour-paste was found by the ship’s Marines when they went to get arms for target practice—these are only a few examples. There were nearly twenty incidents in all.”




  “Undetected, sir?”




  “Yes. Though when the facts were examined in toto, it seemed that many of them should have been discovered sooner, and that certain officers seemed to be less aware than they might have been.”




  “Sir—is that why the commissioned officers have all been transferred?”




  The Captain gave David’s question a nod of approval. “Exactly so. Now, her previous cruise was in the Indies. Her last major action, on her return trip, was the defense of a convoy of East Indiamen when it was set upon by a superior French force. In the course of the battle, Valiant lost two lieutenants and over a hundred crew—grape and chain across the deck.”




  Both lieutenants nodded. French ships and privateers seeking to capture a prize were less likely to use the smashing force of ball shot, which could punch a hole through a foot-thick hull but inevitably destroyed valuable cargo in the process. When hunting for profit, they preferred to load their guns with the smaller grapeshot and fragments of chain, terribly destructive to a ship’s rigging and deadly to the human beings on the deck. Casualties could number in the hundreds when a whole ship’s complement was joined in battle.




  “After the convoy returned,” Smith continued, “Valiant received a draft of men—about a quarter able seamen, the rest a mix of volunteers, pressed men, and convicts, one hundred fifty in all, to make up what they’d lost over the previous year. And it was after they came aboard that the incidents began. At first the problems could be written off as the inevitable inefficiency of a batch of untrained lubbers, but instead of diminishing over time as one would expect, the problems increased.”




  Will thought he saw where the Captain was heading. “If I understand correctly, sir—the Admiralty has tasked you to identify the saboteur?”




  “Tasked us, Mr. Marshall. The two of you, as well. Their concern is that this problem may be related to the efforts of Irish nationalists to collaborate with the French. They suspect that the sabotage aboard this ship may be a trial run to see how thoroughly a ship-of-the-line might be disabled by deliberate sabotage.”




  Will bit his tongue. It was not his place to suggest that this seemed a great leap of imagination on the part of the Admiralty.




  The Captain smiled at his obvious restraint. “They have sources of information we do not possess, Mr. Marshall. It seems there are other indicators of trouble aimed at His Majesty’s Navy. I was informed of only a few details; most of their reasoning is as mysterious to me as it is to you gentlemen. However, no matter who is doing the damage or what his motives may be, consider this: The incident with the flour-paste in the weapons locker meant hours wasted in cleaning the small arms, and in fact that provided the opportunity to educate the landsmen assigned that task. But imagine for a moment the chaos that would result if that discovery had been made as the ship was clearing the decks for battle.”




  No answer was needed. They had excellent imaginations, and the picture was not a pretty one.




  “As to why we were chosen, gentlemen—it seems the First Lord was most impressed with our ability to overcome obstacles in regard to last year’s adventure in Portsmouth, so we have only our own ingenuity to thank. Or to blame, as the case may be.”




  “That is… very gratifying, sir,” Will said.




  “Yes, so I told His Lordship,” Smith agreed. “And I am sure we are all equally pleased that our ability has brought us such a reward.”




  Will noticed Davy’s raised eyebrow and quickly said, “Indeed, sir.”




  Davy coughed, a sensible alternative to voicing the ironic remark he no doubt had in mind.




  “I plan to make best use of our own crewmen in this matter. I am appointing Barrow Valiant’s bosun, and have informed him of the considerable laxness of his predecessor in the matter of keeping the ship in fighting trim. I left it to him to handpick the ratings to be transferred—men he can trust—so we will have at least a squad of old Calypsos we can count on. We will remain in port for only so long as it takes to load additional supplies. The ship had originally been expected to remain nearby, on blockade, but that would have been too convenient for our saboteur. In order to isolate him—or possibly, them—we have been ordered to the West Indies instead.”




  “Valiant has just come in, sir, has she not?” Will asked. “I thought I spotted her among the new arrivals.”




  “Indeed. She dropped anchor just as I arrived here. We sail in three days’ time, gentlemen, so if you will meet me aboard at eight o’clock tomorrow morning, I shall read myself in and we can commence our most interesting assignment. In the meantime, since we have made all the preparations possible, I suggest we enjoy the remainder of our time ashore. Would you care to join me in a game of whist? I believe I saw an old friend downstairs who would be willing to sit in as a fourth.”




  The next hour or so passed pleasantly enough, and the two lieutenants were able to excuse themselves gracefully when a pair of senior officers, old friends of the Captain, appeared in the common room. The newcomers cheerfully accepted an invitation to take their places around the table so Will and David could rest up for an early start the next day.




  The more private game that continued in their small room at the Anchor went on until well after midnight, but it did not prevent Lieutenants Marshall and Archer from going aboard HMS Valiant at 7:00 a.m. the following morning, shaved, laundered, neat in every way, and prepared to do their duty. They reported to the outgoing First Lieutenant, Mr. Gillette, who informed them that Captain Venner was in a bad way and could not receive them.




  As they passed the door to the Captain’s quarters, the ship’s surgeon stepped out, and Gillette introduced him as Dr. Curran. “Captain Smith will be here soon?” the doctor asked.




  “The Captain told us he would arrive at eight bells, sir,” Will said.




  “I hope he is prompt,” said the doctor. A medium-sized man with a round, serious face, he glanced back at the door and said, “I betray no medical confidence when I tell you gentlemen that Captain Venner must go ashore as soon as possible.”




  “Yes, sir, we understand he is quite ill,” Davy said. “But I have never known Captain Smith to be behind-time. It’s far more likely we’ll see him a few minutes early.”




  “I hope he is. This ship’s had more than her share of ill luck, and we’re all looking for a change with Sir Paul at the helm.”




  That was encouraging, at least. Will and Davy begged the doctor’s leave to go and make certain their belongings had been brought aboard. They’d timed their own early arrival so as to have a chance to inspect their new quarters, which proved less roomy than their accommodations aboard Calypso, despite the fact that Valiant was a much larger ship. They’d known what to expect, of course—the arrangements were very much the same in any line-of-battle ship, where the internal structure was continually taken down and reconstructed to clear the decks for the gun crews.




  The Calypso’s internal arrangement had provided them with walls—thin ones, to be sure, but actual wooden partitions with functional doors. Here, the officers’ quarters were made of heavy canvas, stretched like stalls around the outer margin of the officers’ wardroom, and the doors were little more than curtains with ties to hold them shut. Of course, His Majesty did not expect that his officers would have any desire or need for privacy, and what they lost in sleeping quarters, they gained in communal living space. Not only did the wardroom have a table and chairs sufficient to accommodate the four lieutenants, warrant officers, and even a couple of guests, but there was a pleasant amount of space to move around the room, and diffuse daylight filtering through the fabric of the cabin walls.




  Davy lifted the flap to his cabin and smiled wryly. “The luxury of a seventy-four! Trim, elegant, well-lighted—when the gunport’s open—and my very own thirty-two-pounder beneath my bed. What more could anyone ask?” He ducked inside and the door fell shut behind him. “Looks as though they’ve brought our dunnage aboard. Is your chest there as well?”




  Will looked into his own cabin, a four-by-six cubicle identical to David’s. He had a bit more room, as his partition was between David’s cannon, its shadow silhouetted against the wall, and the next cannon that had a space to itself at the far end of the wardroom. His cot hung just the other side of the wall from Davy’s. Officers of the Valiant might have slightly more elegant accommodations, but as far as Will was concerned, the cot was only a wooden box, even if it was considered a step up from the hammock he’d had in Calypso. The thing looked uncomfortable; no doubt he would become accustomed to it, but if not he could always buy a new hammock from the purser and go back to the old cocoon. His sea chest was tucked neatly under his cot, a convenient step up.




  “Yes, it is. Whoever we’ve been assigned as officers’ servant is on his toes.”




  “As we must be,” Davy said, his voice perfectly clear through the canvas.




  Glancing at the wall between their compartments, Will saw that Davy had placed his hand flat against the fabric. Will matched it with his own. The warmth of that touch was reassuring. The wall of duty was up between them once more, like this literal obstruction—but they were still together.




  “Of course.”




  “Beginning at once. I expect the Captain will be arriving any moment, so we’d best get above.”




  The rest of the day went by in a whirl of new information, new impressions, new faces. It began with Captain Smith’s arrival and Captain Venner’s departure—the poor old gentleman was suffering from malarial chills and had to be lifted out in a bosun’s chair. Smith’s reading-in was followed by a mustering of divisions in which Will and David got their first organized look at the six hundred and fifty souls who would be their shipmates for the foreseeable future.




  Finding one traitor in this seafaring haystack was going to be a challenge. Besides Simon West, the Ship’s Master transferring with them from Calypso, the officers and warrant officers were Dr. Ian Curran, whom they’d met briefly; Thomas Dowling, the purser; and James Adams, the Captain of Marines. There was a gaggle of midshipmen in addition to the three Captain Smith had brought along—thirteen of the little devils, ranging in age from ten to eighteen years. Will had a general impression that the older lads seemed sensible enough, but getting acquainted with that lot was a task to be put aside for the moment.




  The other two lieutenants who rounded out the Valiant’s complement, Humberstone and Carter, were not quite what Will had expected. Nigel Humberstone was older than the former Calypso’s, in his thirties at least, but his date of commission put him at the lowest rank of Fourth Lieutenant, with Will and David as First and Second, respectively. Their new Third, Ezekiel Carter, was about the same age and jokingly explained that away by saying he’d had the bad fortune to take his first two examinations under captains who asked all the wrong questions. That sort of thing did happen, but Will had to wonder whether these unlucky officers had been assigned deliberately, to give him and Davy a clear chain of command directly to Captain Smith. If so, he was grateful. Playing spy on their own ship would be complicated enough without having to explain to a senior officer just what they were up to.




   




   




  THE VALIANT lost no time in reaching the end of the British Isles, where the merchant ships from Plymouth met up with her out near Lizard Point. They also picked up Commander Edwards and his neat little eighteen-gun sloop-of-war, the Terrier, giving Sir Paul an outlier with the speed and maneuverability impossible in a line-of-battle ship.




  After meeting with Edwards and the civilian captains, Sir Paul went up into the mizzen fighting top with Lieutenant Humberstone. After a short time, Humberstone came clambering down the ratlines alone, red in the face and puffing.




  “Mr. Marshall,” he called breathlessly, “Captain’s compliments, and he would like you and Mr. Archer to join him above to observe the disposition of the merchant fleet.”




  “Thank you, sir.” Will looked at Davy, who shrugged and followed him up.




  “I suppose his last commanding officer kept his feet firmly on the quarterdeck,” Davy suggested wryly. “It certainly appears that Mr. Humberstone did.”




  “He’s in for a change, then.” There were plenty of captains who did leave the acrobatics behind them when they reached post status, and others who had simply grown old in the service and could not safely ascend the heights. But for many seamen—Will included—the excitement of going aloft was one of the great joys of naval life. It was a different world up here—a dangerous one, in bad weather, but on a fine, slightly overcast day like today, the world lay before you on a glittering blue blanket. Captain Smith was another of those daredevils; like Pellew and Aubrey, he went up even in the worst weather. With such an example, none of his men ever hesitated to follow.




  Will and Davy swung up into the fighting top where Smith stood surveying the dozen or so ships trailing out to leeward.




  “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” the Captain said. “You see our convoy?” When they acknowledged the sight, he continued. “Good. Now, the reason I invited you to converse up here was for the sake of privacy. You need to be aware of a new factor in our investigation.” He glared out at the inoffensive merchant ships and lowered his voice even more. “We have an intelligence officer aboard, gentlemen. Sent to assist us in our investigations. I will relay any information you give me to him and convey any directions.” He did not look at all pleased.




  “Can you tell us who this agent is, Captain?” David asked.




  “He prefers to remain incognito,” Smith said darkly. He did not need to explain that he was extremely displeased about an interloper being allowed to give him “directions” about how to conduct his investigation on his ship.




  Will wondered what fool in the intelligence service had neglected to inform the Captain about this beforehand. Or maybe the omission had been deliberate. A captain had the right to decline an assignment, and while that could end an officer’s career, Will knew his own captain well enough that he thought Smith might take that risk if he thought he’d be subordinate to someone beneath his own rank, especially on his own command.




  Will aimed for the Captain’s own level of indirect language. “Sir, if you would, please suggest to this officer that if he would reveal himself to us, we could eliminate at least one individual from suspicion.”




  “I shall do that, Mr. Marshall. In the meantime, have either of you observed anything that might be of use?”




  David nodded. “It might be nothing, sir, or it might be most pertinent to what Mr. Marshall just said. Our intelligence gentleman may be interested to know that our new shipmate, Mr. Humberstone, has given us cause for concern. He seems to spend a great deal of time encouraging gossip among the warrant officers, and we have been wondering about his discretion. Unless, of course….” His face was all innocence, apart from one raised eyebrow.




  The Captain chuckled. “Gentlemen, please be aware that at his own insistence, I have not named this invisible agent. However, I can tell you that of all the men aboard, Mr. Humberstone is one that you least need concern yourselves with.”




  David tapped his nose significantly. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”




  “Anything else, gentlemen?”




  Will shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but nothing more at this time. We have instituted the inspections you ordered, and so far our saboteur—if he is still on this ship—has done nothing we’ve discovered.”




  “It would be a shame if one of the former officers were responsible,” Smith said. “But I would be perfectly happy to complete this cruise without incident. And I was also given information—a rumor, nothing more, no doubt the fruit of ungentlemanly gossip—that one of the officers who was transferred had formed an improper attachment to a fellow shipmate, a situation that might put him in a position to be blackmailed. Whether or not he did the dirty work himself, many of the incidents of sabotage took place in areas for which that officer was responsible.”




  “So a complete change of command would leave the saboteur at a greater risk of exposure if he made any attempt on his own,” David said.




  “Yes. And Mr.—our agent—has taken it upon himself to suggest that I instruct the pair of you to behave in a similarly inappropriate manner.”




  Will blinked. One could not say to one’s highly esteemed commanding officer, “Are you out of your bloody mind?” Since that expression was denied him, he could only stand there agape.




  David’s quicker wit rallied first. “Captain, do you know whether this gentleman is aware of what transpired during our—our adventure last summer?”




  “I have no idea,” Smith said shortly. “All I know is that I do not expect the gentleman to remain on my ship once we have reached the West Indies.”




  “That’s—” Will was still nearly speechless. “Captain, that is an—an impossible order! Expecting us to behave in a way that risks disgrace and death is beyond the call of duty, particularly after what Mr. Archer had to deal with.” He glanced at Davy, hoping he’d not hurt him with the allusion, but David actually looked amused. “What if we did prance about like a pair of mollies and draw out the saboteur? If we had already compromised our own reputations, what weight would our accusations carry? Indeed, he might even turn on us and bring charges of his own!”




  “To do that would be an effective distraction,” David said. “And the saboteur is no fool, to have escaped detection for so long.”




  “I concur,” Smith said. “I told our clever gent I would not order my officers to do any such thing. However, if his surmise is correct, he might also be correct about the chance of your being contacted with a view to blackmail, and since you have nothing to fear by exposure, you could confront and identify him. For the good of the Service, we must identify and arrest this man.”




  “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.




  “I admit the strategy might work, sir,” Will said. “Nonetheless—God forbid, but what if you and Mr.—Mister Clever Gent were to be incapacitated or even killed? This is a far different thing from risking death in battle. If this crew will gossip about one set of officers, they will gossip about another, and I am most reluctant to risk my reputation, and Mr. Archer’s, on nothing more than a stranger’s wild surmise.” Was it his guilty conscience making him protest too much? Perhaps. But this ill-conceived charade cut too close to the bone, and the risk was very real.




  “I agree with everything you say, Mr. Marshall. But I also agree that our agent’s idea is valid. Therefore, if you are willing to alter your behavior slightly, only enough so that an evil mind might draw its own conclusions, I will give you written orders above my own signature, confirming that you were instructed to behave in a manner which suggests you might be violating Article 29, as well as the reason the order was given.”




  The Captain scowled at a mass of clouds that had appeared on the horizon, and Will became aware that the wind’s force had grown stronger, and colder, too. “What exactly do you wish us to do, sir?”




  “I certainly do not expect either of you to do anything blatant, anything that could possibly be taken amiss if you did it on the quarterdeck in broad daylight. If you were to lose the respect of the crew, that damage would be as serious as anything the mole might do. You are known to be particular friends, so our old Calypsos will see nothing uncommon in your friendship, and they should have an influence with the foremast hands. Be subtle. Find excuses to spend time alone together, invent errands to the carpenter’s walk, what have you….” He shrugged uncomfortably. “I trust you realize I find this entire notion highly offensive, and I will not order you to do it.”




  “Thank you, sir,” David said. “Since this is not an order, I am willing to volunteer. Mr. Marshall?”




  Reluctantly, Will nodded. “I see no good coming of it, but I have no better suggestions.”




  “As an added insurance,” David said, “we might ask that these orders be given us in writing, above the signature of the Naval Intelligence agent, since he is the source of the notion.”




  Captain Smith laughed. “Even better. I’ll get that order for you, gentlemen, or I’ll put an end to the idea.”
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