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1 In the Wake of a Pirate





1


Ivory Petersen sent his gaze, for the hundredth time, round the circle of the blue Caribbean horizon. It was a wide circle, for his perch in the crow’s-nest at the schooner’s foremasthead was sixty feet above the deck and gave him a horizon of nearly ten miles; and, since Gipsy was under plain sail and not wearing topsails, the only interruption of his circular sweep of vision was the bare pole of the maintopmast right aft of him. The light breeze over the quarter scarcely heeled the mast, and the sun of mid-January, now sinking towards the sea, was no more than pleasantly warm. He began again his dutiful round of the empty horizon, wriggling his bare toes luxuriously on the iron grating.


Petersen’s toes were black like all the rest of him, and his only garment was a pair of ragged canvas drawers. He was not a Carib but a full-blooded Negro whose parents had been slaves on a tobacco plantation, and he had been a seaman in the Royal Navy of King George III for three years – three years ago he had been a slave himself. The cicatrices left by the overseer’s whip still ridged his back, and dreadful memories of pain and humiliation haunted him at times, so that the black shadow of a place, Areca on the Cuban coast, detracted from the joy he felt in his present freedom.


His parents had died long before he made that desperate break from the plantation at Areca. The drunken sentry, the rainstorm on a dark night, the chance canoe drawn up on the beach, had all favoured him. In paddling out to sea, he had had no plan beyond leaving Areca and its terrors behind him; that he had been picked up by a British frigate 150 miles north of Jamaica had been fortune’s mercy, for he had been afloat for two days, and the canoe was waterlogged. Shortage of hands due to the ravages of yellow fever was endemic in the ships of the West Indies squadron, and HMS Princess Charlotte was no exception. Had the rescued Negro escaped from a Jamaican plantation, it would have been Captain Gardiner’s duty to return him to his owner; as it was, he was very ready to sign-on a muscular young man who could pull his weight on a rope. Petersen – who was given no choice – became a member of a crew which already numbered two Caribs, a Filipino and a renegade Dutchman among its members. His native name being unpronounceable, he was entered in the frigate’s muster-book as Ivory Petersen, the cognomen originating in the mind of an imaginative second officer; and with that and his new life he was happy.


It was true that the born-again Ivory Petersen had not altogether escaped the whip. The cat in its red bag was here, for the punishment of crimes against the ship’s discipline. But Gardiner, though his first officer was a hard man, was not a flogging captain, and six strokes at the capstan for failing to obey an order (which he hadn’t understood) was his only taste of the lash. Being very strong and of a quick intelligence, he was rated able seaman within a year and had soon supplemented the Spanish he had spoken on Cuba with enough lower-deck English to make him bilingual. Then he had been transferred to HMS  Hercule, 74, flagship of the squadron, an old ship stationed more or less permanently in Kingston harbour and serving chiefly as a base-ship for the squadron’s more active vessels in the sporadic Caribbean war against Bonaparte. Petersen had been overjoyed to be chosen, two years ago, as a member of the crew of the schooner Gipsy, tender to the flagship and famous for her success in taking prizes. And in those two years his Negro impulse of loyalty and devotion had centred itself firmly on Gipsy and her imperturbable captain, Lieutenant Michael Fitton.


While these visions of his fortunate past had flitted through his mind, he had not removed his eyes from the horizon’s circle. Now he stole a quick downward glance over his shoulder to the afterdeck, where (he noted) Mr Fitton had taken over the wheel from the helmsman. Ivory Petersen smiled to himself, a smile of sympathetic understanding; it was by no means the first time his captain had taken the wheel, and he knew without being told that Mr Fitton loved to feel his little vessel’s response to his handling, to be at the helm in control of her course and destiny.


A second later he resumed his lookout duty. By a long campaign of dogged insinuation he had won himself the post of captain’s steward, a wholly anomalous post in a 10-gun schooner, but it didn’t exempt him from his spell in the crow’s-nest, which he took as seriously as any man in the ship. The day was nearing its close, but there was still time for the sighting and taking of an enemy merchantman. As Petersen’s circling gaze came slowly round to leeward, it passed above Gipsy’s two prizes, a Dutch brig and a small Spanish xebec, who were sailing abeam within gunshot as ordered; both had been taken without a shot fired. There was the blood of Bantu warriors in Petersen’s veins, and he would have preferred a more equal encounter, an action.


His survey passed above the spreading pallor of the schooner’s wake and the angled yards of main and foresail, above the thrusting tip of the jibboom; stopped and returned. There was a thin dark smudge on the horizon’s rim. Not a ship; it was smoke. He leant over the iron rail to shout.


‘Deck! Deck, there! Smoke, sah – two points o’ the starb’d bow!’


The upturned faces of the men on the foredeck were like scattered brown berries. He saw the captain hand over the wheel and walk unhurriedly to the foremast shrouds, and he hoisted himself out of the crow’s-nest to cling ape-like to the mast.


Mr Fitton came up the ratlines with an accustomed ease and speed. He had discarded his cocked hat but was otherwise in lieutenant’s rig of blue coat and white breeches; the crew of a small warship at sea could permissibly wear what they fancied, but their commander (in Mr Fitton’s view) should always appear properly dressed. He was of middle height but broad-shouldered, and the square brown face below his crop of dark hair showed the line of an old scar running from eye to chin. He slid himself into the crow’s-nest – which was no more than a framework of thin iron rods – and glanced at the horizon ahead as he took his Dollond glass from his pocket.


‘Where away?’


‘Yonder, sah.’


The glass, following the lookout’s pointing finger, took a moment or two to pick up the tiny wisp of vapour, angled by the breeze, that rose above the blue bar of the sea. The lens held it steadily for a full minute, but there was nothing to be seen except that tenuous wisp. Mr Fitton closed the glass and put it in his pocket.


‘You’ve good eyes,’ he said shortly. ‘Watch and report.’


‘Aye aye, sah.’


He swung himself nimbly down on to the ratlines, and Petersen regained his crow’s-nest. Two men were waiting expectantly at the foot of the shrouds, by the weather-rail. Since Gipsy’s captain was the only commissioned officer on board, Bristow the boatswain and Ramage the gunner were in effect his lieutenants, and as such he treated them.


‘It can only be a vessel on fire,’ he told them as his foot touched the deck. ‘If so she’s hull-down as yet.’ He crossed to the lee rail and raised his voice. ‘Prizes ahoy! Stand by to alter course!’


For a quiet-spoken man Mr Fitton had a phenomenally loud shout. He didn’t doubt that his order would be heard, though the brig and the xebec were nearly four cable-lengths away. Whether it would be understood was another matter; he had very little Spanish and no Dutch, though he was fluent in French. But at least their attention would be called to Gipsy’s movements, and they would keep their stations within gunshot as they had been told to do. He turned to the boatswain.


‘Sheets, Mr Bristow, if you please.’ And to the helmsman, ‘Black! Starboard two points.’


‘Two points starboard on, sir.’


‘What’s your course?’


‘Nor’-nor’-west by north, sir,’


‘Make it so.’


The schooner’s swing to starboard had brought the southerly breeze further aft, and he waited until the sheets had been slackened-off and belayed before ordering skysail and fore and gaff topsails to be hoisted. As the eighteen seamen of the deck-watch raced aloft, he was thinking that the increased speed might well mean the loss of his prizes, for Gipsy under full sail was far faster than either of them; but whatever the meaning of that smoke beyond the horizon it would be as well to get to the spot with the least possible delay. Behind his thoughts – and he smiled inwardly to find it there – was a name: Van Horn.


‘Could be that cuss Van Horn.’ It was the gunner who echoed his thought. ‘Sir,’ he added belatedly.


Abner Ramage, skeletal and lantern-jawed, hailed from New Orleans and had once been a master-gunner in the United States Navy’s Constellation. A chance of firing Gipsy’s long 4-pounders, of which she mounted ten, never failed to excite him, no matter how faint it was.


‘I’ve plenty powder filled,’ he went on, ‘but mebbe if I was to out tompions and cast loose the breech lashings—’


‘No, Mr Ramage. There’s time enough and to spare. Ask Mr Bristow to come aft, if you please.’


‘Aye aye, sir,’


Ramage knuckled his forehead and turned to go for’ard. Mr Fitton took a turn to the after rail and back; in a small flush-decked vessel there was nothing resembling a quarterdeck but the fourteen feet aft of Gipsy’s mainmast served as one and were the captain’s preserve. The boatswain came rolling aft to salute punctiliously as he halted. Bristow’s wispy grey hair fringed his bald head like a tonsure, but there was nothing monkish about his rubicund face and protuberant blue eyes.


‘I’ll have supper-time advanced, Mr Bristow – two bells of the first dog-watch. Pietro to bring coffee to my cabin. When I go below you’ll have the deck.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’ Bristow wrinkled his nose. ‘By’r leave, sir, there’s some o’ them sweet biscuits as Pietro made yesterday—’


‘Good. Two with the coffee. And see the lookout’s relieved at eight bells.’


Mr Fitton resumed his pacing. His eye, when he turned for’ard, scanned the soaring canvas of main and fore sails and noted the ripple of the breeze in the lofty gaff-topsail. This five-knot wind was likely to lessen towards sunset, and already the sinking sun was yellowing the sky to westward. It would be a couple of hours before they reached the position of that smoke, and the odds were that whatever event had caused it would be over and done with. All the same, it was common sense to have his crew fed and happy, ready in good time for any action there might be.


Pietro, ship’s cook, came aft carrying a laden tray and disappeared down the after hatchway. He was a swarthy half-breed who had once served in a Venezuelan pirate brig, and judging from his villainous countenance he might have been serving-up a pot of poison instead of the excellent coffee he always produced.


‘Coffee, sir,’ said Pietro, emerging on deck. ‘Two bizcochos. In cabin.’


‘Thank you.’


As he went down the companion-ladder, Mr Fitton chuckled inwardly at a passing thought. If Ivory Petersen had observed that transaction from his crow’s-nest, he would be consumed with jealousy; the big Negro resented anyone but himself attending on the captain. It was the same sort of domestic rivalry, he supposed, that existed in big households; and he and his ship’s company of forty-two men were not unlike a big household when one came to think of it, though there were – God be thanked! – no females in it.


He ducked into his cabin. Gipsy had originally been built of teak for a wealthy Jamaican planter, and her three stern cabins were spacious and well-appointed for so small a vessel. Light from a scuttle in the deckhead showed the room that had been his refectory, study, and bedroom for two years: the small table and two chairs, sea-chest, chart rack, shelf of books, folding cot, and his sword and boat-cloak hanging on the bulkhead. To Mr Fitton this was home. He sat down and poured a mug of coffee from the pot on the table, sipping it contentedly. The two bizcochos were made from maize flour, but they were speckled with currants and flavoured with some spice that was Pietro’s secret.


Mr Fitton nibbled a bizcocho with unwonted relish, as if it was a special treat, as indeed it was. Today was his thirty-ninth birthday.
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For twenty-five of his thirty-nine years, Michael Fitton had served in the Royal Navy. That he had risen no higher in rank than lieutenant was due in part to his incurable tendency to act on his own initiative and without orders; even when successful, such actions were not popular with his commanding officers. But his lack of promotion had also been partly due to a long-standing enmity between himself and Rear-Admiral Dacres, who until very recently had been Commander-in-Chief on the West Indies station. Admiral Dacres had now been superseded by Rear-Admiral Byam, who had come out to Jamaica a week ago in the frigate Melpomone with some members of his family. Mr Fitton had not yet seen the new C.-in.-C., for Melpomone had been coming in to Kingston harbour as Gipsy left it on her present cruise, but the knowledge that Dacres was no longer at Kingston added to the contentment with which he drank Pietro’s nectarial coffee.


For contented he was, despite his lowly rank and his humble command. The ambition to rise – command of a frigate, perhaps, and then of a 74 – had long ago been abandoned and replaced by a Stoic philosophy of acceptance. The news of Trafalgar, which had reached Jamaica a month ago, had indeed brought brief regret that here in the Caribbean he was so far removed from the main arena of the struggle; but the counsel of his favourite Epictetus – ‘learn to will that things should happen as they do’ – had enabled him to regain his equanimity. As for promotion, the business Gipsy was engaged in held little prospect of advancement for her commander. Her mission was to disrupt the trade between the enemy-held islands – French, Spanish and Dutch – by hunting and making prize of their merchant-ships, which were for the most part small and ill-armed. In this she had been very successful, having so far brought in twenty-eight prizes. Having no officers or men to put on board as prize crews, Mr Fitton’s method was to board his prize, render harmless any armament she carried, and order her to sail within cannon-shot until they reached Kingston. Since the schooner was one of the fastest sailers in the Caribbean her prizes never risked an attempt at escape; her long 4-pounders, one of which was always kept loaded and manned, had a range of more than a mile.


This predatory warfare was not altogether to Mr Fitton’s satisfaction. But there was always the prospect of a more equal encounter with an enemy privateer, or even with one of the more dangerous vessels that had taken advantage of the war situation to embark on a career of piracy. Not long ago, indeed, Gipsy had been responsible for the destruction of the Señora, the 14-gun schooner of the notorious Spanish pirate Arriba. Such exploits, however, were not approved by the captain and officers of the flagship, who stood to benefit from prize money but not from battle damage to their ship’s tender. Captain Dunn of the Hercule had in fact given orders that if Lieutenant Fitton encountered the 12-gun schooner Breda he was to evade action with her. Now Breda was the vessel of a pirate captain calling himself Van Horn.


Little was known about Van Horn, and that little was mostly rumour. Until recently his depredations had been among the merchant shipping of the Leeward Islands, but three weeks ago the frigate Pique had sighted his black-painted schooner 200 miles east of the Swan Islands, which seemed to show that Van Horn had moved his cruising-ground to the north Caribbean. Pique had given chase but had been easily out-sailed, so Breda was probably as fast a vessel as Gipsy. Captain Dunn’s order could not prevent Mr Fitton from hoping to fall in with Breda and try conclusions with her; circumstances could arise in which it was neither possible nor desirable to evade action, and then he might have a chance of matching Ramage’s 4-pounders against Van Horn’s shorter-ranged 12-pounders. This pleasurable but not very probable fancy was in his mind, and he was drinking the last of his coffee, when he heard the high-pitched cry of the lookout, and a moment later there was a thump on the cabin door and Joplin, able seaman, put in his shaggy head.


‘Mr Bristow’s respecks, sir, an’ masthead hails as there ain’t no smoke no more.’


‘Very well.’


He considered briefly and then took the chart from the rack and spread it on the table, holding its curling ends down with the mug and the coffee-pot. Gipsy’s position at the noon sight was marked – 258 miles sou’-sou’-east of Jamaica – and his present deviation from his course for Kingston was slight; there was no reason why he shouldn’t hold on and investigate the cause of the smoke. He replaced the chart, went on deck and dismissed the boatswain to get his supper.


A belt of haze had spread along the western horizon, and as the sun sank towards it the haze glowed with orange light. As he had foreseen, the breeze had become light and fitful, and Gipsy was moving across the scarcely ruffled water at rather less than five knots, while her two prizes, though well astern on the port quarter, were still within the required gunshot. Mr Fitton eyed the haze without favour; it suggested a deterioration in the weather, and though the hurricane season was well past the Caribbean could sometimes play strange tricks. He began his customary pacing of his little quarterdeck.


Slowly Gipsy crept on towards the empty northern horizon, the brig and the xebec keeping their stations. Conroy replaced Black at the wheel, and Maguire climbed to the crow’s-nest to relieve Petersen. The sun’s disc sank into the haze-belt irradiating it with lurid crimson light but leaving the sky at the zenith clear pale gold. Maguire’s hail came before the sun had altogether vanished.


‘Deck! Wreckage, sor, dead ahead and closin’ fast!’


The dazzle of sunset light had prevented him from seeing it earlier, and by the time Mr Fitton had made his way for’ard the dark mass of flotsam was in plain view from the deck. The hands who had gathered in the bows fell back to make space for him as he approached and Ramage and Bristow stood aside from the rail. When the schooner was a cable-length short of the wreckage, he called to Conroy to bring her to the wind, and she lost way and swung to lie with her starboard quarter towards it. As he focused his glass for a careful scan of the area, he could hear the muttered comments of the men behind him.


‘What was she, then? … Brig, I reckon, an’ a small un … Easy meat for a bloody pirate … Why’d ’e burn ’er? … Pirates don’t take prizes, mate … Nor prisoners neither – pore buggers!’


There was not enough sea running to have dispersed the blackened fragments as yet and they covered quite a small area. In the middle of the floating jumble of half-burnt planks, casks, and broken spars the waterlogged hull of a small vessel lay awash, only her rail and the charred stumps of two masts showing above water. Mr Fitton thought it likely that she had been a small trading brig, probably with a crew of seven or eight men; but whether she had been Dutch or French, Spanish or British, there was nothing to show. He could see no bodies, living or dead, in the littered water. The upper rim of the dull-red sun dipped finally out of sight behind the haze, and at once, as it seemed, night began to spread up the eastern sky and a star winked into being. He made a last sweep with his glass and snapped it shut.


‘Sir!’


He turned to find the gunner at his elbow. Ramage’s deep-sunk eyes were glittering eagerly.


‘Van Horn’s work, sure as eggs,’ he said rapidly, ‘and like as not he’s no more than twenty mile away right now. If we was to take a chance on a westerly course—’


‘Mr Ramage, whether it was Van Horn or not we have no chance at all of coming up with him – as I’m sure you’ll agree. We’ve no idea what course he’s sailing, his vessel’s as fast as Gipsy, and night’s coming on.’


‘But—’


‘And you may remember that we have orders to evade action with Breda. You take first watch, I believe?’


‘Yes – sir,’ Ramage grunted.


‘Give an eye to the binnacle every half-hour, if you please.’


‘Aye aye, sir,’


Mr Fitton turned to shout orders and Bristow’s bull-bellow echoed him. Gipsy’s three upper sails were taken in, her lower sails swelled to the wind as she was brought on course once more, and she headed through the deepening twilight for Kingston 200 miles away with her two prizes in obedient attendance.


In the matter of taking-in sail at nightfall, Gipsy’s commander diverged from Royal Navy custom. In His Majesty’s rated warships, this practice was regarded as a sign of weakness fit only for Indiamen and such inferior craft, whose crews might not be trusted aloft in the darkness. Mr Fitton held to proper ship’s routine in almost everything else; dinner – the one big meal – served immediately after the noon sight had been taken, rum issue made with due formality after it, deck scrubbed and swabbed-down at first light, divisions and Divine Service (usually a brief Bible reading) every Sunday in conformity with King’s Regulations. But he saw no reason to risk having to send the hands aloft at night when he was in no hurry; and he was certainly in no hurry to get to Kingston. For the island of Jamaica he had developed a qualified liking during his six years on the station; the slavery on its sugar plantations disgusted him but the jungle-fringed paths in the foothills west of Spanish Town were miracles of beauty, and he had more than once explored them with Pietro, who knew them well. But Kingston, the naval base, represented for him the temporary surrender of his independence. As he walked, he reflected with some amusement that he had come to consider these unavoidable returns to Kingston as bothersome interruptions in an otherwise ideal life.


Now that he had flung aside ambition he was contented, for he had as much independence as any naval officer could hope for. It was true that a consortium of Hercule’s officers (all beneficiaries of prize money) decided what region of the Caribbean Gipsy should make for on her next cruise, but once she had cleared the harbour he was his own master, and hers, for as long as his provisions lasted, with no one to question his decisions. He was not a sociable man. More than once he had managed to decline Captain Dunn’s suggestion that he would find a midshipman useful as second-in-command. It was a defect in him, and he knew it, that he preferred his own company to anyone else’s. But he valued the companionship of his warrant officers and crew; and though equality between a captain and his subordinates was impossible there was in Gipsy something approaching fraternity.


The stars were all out now but films of vapour dimmed their brilliance, suggesting a cloudier day tomorrow. With the two warrant officers keeping deck watches, they and their captain could get in a good night’s sleep, and since Mr Fitton was to take the morning watch (which meant coming on deck at 4 a.m.) he proposed for himself an early turn-in. Ivory Petersen, who appeared suddenly at the turn of his for’ard pacing, was as usual aware of his intentions.


‘Cocoa ready, sah,’ he said in his deep voice.


It was too dark to see details but Mr Fitton knew that the Negro’s linen smock and trousers were spotless; somehow he always managed to wear clean clothing when fulfilling his self-imposed duties as captain’s steward.


‘Thank you, Petersen.’ As he spoke, the gunner came aft. ‘Take over, Mr Ramage, if you please. Plain sail, course nor’-nor’-west, call me if the weather changes.’


‘Plain sail, course nor’-nor’-west, call you if weather changes,’ Ramage repeated as routine required.


Mr Fitton looked astern to where two yellow lights followed at a distance; the prizes had hoisted masthead lamps as their captor had ordered.


‘And keep an eye on the prizes.’


‘Aye aye, sir. And a good night to ye.’


Mr Fitton went below. Petersen had lit the oil-lamp in his cabin and rigged the folding cot, which was slung from the deckhead, and there was a mug of cocoa on the table. He sat down and sipped the cocoa. It was black and sweet but of course without milk and he would have preferred coffee, but Ivory Petersen’s conviction that cocoa was a better drink before turning in had been gently but irresistibly imposed on him. He finished his drink, took off shoes and coat, unbuckled his breeches and slid himself on to his cot with the ease of long usage. Ordinarily the rhythmic swing of the cot and the sibilant rush of the waves along the side would have sent him to sleep in a matter of seconds, but tonight he lay wakeful for some little while, thinking about Van Horn.


It was likely enough that the burning of the brig had been Van Horn’s work, as Ramage had suggested. There were other pirates in the Caribbean, but their activities were chiefly in the south, among the Leeward and Windward Islands, and Van Horn had been reported in these northern waters. There was little doubt as to the nature of the attack. A pirate captain had little use for prizes, since he couldn’t dispose of them, and still less use for prisoners; he would take and board his victim, strip her of cargo and everything else of value, kill her crew or set them adrift in a boat, and set fire to the ship. It wasn’t easy to bring a pirate ship to action because her object was to prey on weaker craft and run from any vessel of force. The most certain way of destroying her would be to locate her base and catch her there. For a base she must have, for stores and water and shore leave for her crew.


It was warm in the cabin and Mr Fitton turned restlessly on his cot. The pirate Arriba’s base on Blanquilla had been destroyed by HMS Pique; Van Horn was reputed to have used that base, and if he was now plying his predatory trade in the north he would need a new one. Where would it be? The so-called Spanish colonies on the mainland, perpetually in a state of revolt, might give refuge to a pirate but they were a long way from the island trade-routes. Hispaniola, or Haiti as they were calling it now, offered more convenient refuge. Or perhaps the southern coasts of Spanish-owned Cuba—


At this point in his thoughts sleep overtook Mr Fitton at last, to be banished almost at once (as it seemed) by a bang on the cabin door and a hoarse shout.


‘Eight bells o’ the middle watch comin’ up, sir!’


‘Very well, Cooper.’


He was instantly awake, and in two minutes was climbing the companion-ladder to the deck. A moist hand seemed to brush his cheek and dark though it was he was aware that the schooner was shrouded in mist. Bristow met him and they exchanged good mornings before the boatswain handed over in due form.


‘This’ll clear quick after sunrise, sir,’ Bristow said. ‘There’s not enough wind to shift it. I’d say she’s not makin’ more than three knots.’


‘We’ll have a cast of the log at six bells, Mr Bristow.’


‘Aye aye, sir,’


Bristow departed for’ard, and Mr Fitton went to the helm for a glance at the binnacle and a word with the man at the wheel, Patterson. Astern on the lee quarter a faint yellow radiance showed that one at least of the prizes was still with him; if the other was there her light was lost in the fog. Except for the creak and rustle of sails and rigging, and the subdued murmur of voices from the watch on the foredeck, the deck was curiously silent, perhaps from some muffling effect of the mist. The air was clammy, even cool for the Tropics, and when he began his quarterdeck walk he was glad of the exercise.


For all the innumerable morning watches he had kept, Mr Fitton could still feel pleasurable anticipation, even a mild excitement, at the imminent coming of day; he could wonder irrationally at his own certainty that the world would yet again roll him round out of darkness into light. But the miracle of dawn was to be beyond his vision this time. With infinite slowness the mists through which Gipsy was pushing lightened from greyness to a creamy white suffused with saffron. He could see now that they lay across the sea surface like shifting headlands, opening now and then narrow waterways between them, and the blue of the water in these sea-lanes seemed to show that there was open sky not far above. The mist might be only masthead height. He would send a lookout aloft.


He had turned at the taffrail and taken three paces when he stopped dead. Out of the mist right ahead, and from no great distance, had come the unmistakable report of a cannon.
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Mr Fitton was no believer in hurry but now he ran for’ard as fast as his legs would carry him. Before he had come amidships, two more cannon-shots sounded, and his ear told him the guns were less than two cable-lengths away. As he raced past the startled men of the watch, he was shouting at the full force of his lungs.


‘All hands! All hands on deck!’


He reached the bows and sprang up to stand on the bowsprit-end, supporting himself by the taut halyard of the inner jib. Behind him the urgent squeal of Bristow’s pipe rose above the multitudinous thud of feet as the hands poured up on deck. Ahead of him the mist-wreaths coiled and shifted on the sea-surface, tantalizing at first with hints of a darker nucleus within the white vapours and then – but only for a moment – affording a glimpse of shadowy shapes, two ships close together.


‘Sir!’ panted the gunner, below him. ‘Shall I—’


‘Stand by, Mr Ramage – Mr Bristow! Hoist our colours, if you please.’


The mists were opening again, and suddenly the rising breeze of morning blew a clear space in the midst of them, like a vignette. The smaller of the two vessels was a brig with her main topmast shot away and the other was a schooner. The schooner was just sheering alongside the brig with her bows towards Gipsy, and her long hull was painted black.


‘Starboard broadside, Mr Ramage. Load with ball.’


That was Breda, and it was easy to guess what had happened. The chance encounter in the mist had taken both vessels by surprise but the pirate had managed to get some of his guns into action and fire a crippling shot; now he was about to board the brig.


Even with the freshening wind Gipsy was moving at little more than walking-pace, but the distance was now only a cable-length and closing every second.


‘Stabb’d guns loaded and run out, sir,’


‘Very well, Mr Ramage. Wait my word.’


Gipsy could only man one broadside and still leave hands enough to work the ship. He glanced quickly behind him to where the gun-crews stood ready and eager at the five 4-pounders. His plan was to bring Gipsy close abeam of the pirate, loose his broadside at her starboard flank, and board across her stern. When he looked ahead again a thin curtain of mist had drawn across his view; but it cleared quickly and he could see the boarders leaping for the brig’s rail and hear the frenzied shouting and the loud crackle of pistol-shots. The crew of the brig were making a stand.


Three hundred yards to go. Surely his approach had been observed by now! As the thought crossed his mind, a whistle shrilled three times on board the pirate ship and her bow began to swing away from the brig’s side, while her boarding-party hurled themselves across the gap.


‘Hands to the sheets! Hard a-port!’


Mr Fitton’s urgent shout came as soon as he saw what was happening and Gipsy began her turn a moment later than the black schooner. Now the two vessels were sailing on opposing arcs, and their courses would bring their guns to bear at close range. He gauged the distances intently. Whose guns would bear first? It was going to be a very near thing. He turned suddenly.


‘Mr Ramage! Number five!’


But Ramage had anticipated him. Number five, the gun nearest to the bows on the starboard side, could be brought to bear before the others and the gunner already had its long barrel pointing as far forward as it could be slewed on its carriage.


‘Try for her helm.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


Across a hundred yards of water, Breda’s black side came slowly parallel with her adversary’s course. Ramage, who had laid the gun himself, applied the slow-match to the touch-hole. Number five flashed and roared and lurched back in recoil with a twang of breechings. Mr Fitton, gazing above the jet of smoke, had just time to see white splinters fly from the pirate’s quarter below the rail before her hull vanished in the smoke and flame of her 12-pounders.


It was a well-aimed broadside and chance favoured Breda’s gunners. A ball sang past his head, making him stagger, but others found their marks. The weather shrouds of Gipsy’s foremast were shot through and the remaining cordage parted as the mast itself, struck and splintered at half height, leant slowly over to leeward and crashed across the rail, dragging foresail and jibs with it into the sea.


Mr Fitton raced aft to the helm, leaping the wreckage of the shrouds. Ramage was yelling at his gun-crews to stand to their guns; Bristow was roaring for axe-men. If she could be brought round another two points, he could still use his broadside.


‘Port helm, Black – hard over, man!’


‘She won’t answer, sir,’ Black panted.


The fallen spar with its mass of canvas dragging overside was acting like the backed oar of a boat, forcing her head round to starboard, rendering the helm useless. But Bristow and his men were already cutting the wreckage clear, and then the mainsail alone would bring him round with his guns bearing before the pirate could close and board. A glance at Breda showed him that there would be no chance of firing that broadside.


The black schooner had held to her westerly course and was fast receding, heading towards a bank of mist that glowed with the light of coming sunrise. She was still near enough for him to see movement on her deck, and as he looked he saw the figure of a man at her taffrail; a man who lifted his cocked hat and waved it before disappearing from sight. Captain Van Horn was making mock salute to his disabled foe. Two minutes later Breda entered the swathes of golden vapour, lingered for a moment like a dark shadow on a curtain, and then vanished.


‘For the land’s sake!’ Ramage had come aft, his lean face a fiery red and his eyes glaring. ‘Why’d she run? We’d ha’ smashed her, sure, but she had a chance!’


‘It’s not a pirate’s business to chance a fight, Mr Ramage. If he’s to ply his trade, which is to prey on smaller craft, he must keep his ship intact. Were any of your men hurt when the mast came down?’


‘Nary a one, sir. Buzzin’ angry as hornets, they are, with but one shot fired and their guns—’


‘Never mind, Mr Ramage – it was a good shot. Please to draw all charges and secure the guns.’ Mr Fitton turned as the boatswain came up at a rolling trot. ‘Well, Mr Bristow?’


‘Deck’s clear, sir, spars and canvas afloat alongside.’


‘That’s very well. Do you think you can give us a jury rig?’


Bristow scratched his head. ‘Well, sir, I can fish the spars and stay ’em, rig new port shrouds, and she’ll wear a treble-reefed fores’l as’d take a light breeze. ‘Twould take a while, though.’


‘How long?’


‘Mebbe three hours, sir. That’s if I can have all hands and they buckles to it.’


‘You can have all the hands except two. Down mainsail and start the work at once, if you please, and send Conroy and Petersen aft. I’m going aboard the brig.’


As Bristow departed, Mr Fitton looked across the water to the brig a quarter of a mile away to eastward. Though rising mists still obscured the west the opposite horizon was now clear, a black bar against a dazzling radiance that spread momently farther overhead. The brig, hove-to with her canvas flapping, was in course of lowering her broken topmast, which was hanging from the stays.


Conroy and Petersen came aft at a run and he told them to lower the cockboat. Gipsy carried two boats, a cutter secured amidships between the masts and a cockboat, which had two rowing-thwarts, slung outboard below the after rail. The two tall seamen, who were the strongest men in the ship (he had chosen them for that reason) made light work of lowering the boat and in two minutes they were pulling him at racing speed towards the brig. When the boat had made a dozen fathoms out from the schooner’s side, Mr Fitton, glancing to starboard, saw the two small vessels that lay hove-to in the fringes of the mist that still lay on the surface on that side. He had forgotten all about his prizes. In the last few hours they had had a chance of escaping but had clearly decided not to risk being chased and fired on. He was glad to see them; their acquisition might help him when he came to report his forbidden encounter with Breda.


Four minutes later the cockboat sheered alongside the brig and, bidding Conroy to stay with the boat and Petersen to follow him, he climbed on board. The brig’s master was at the rail to meet him with outstretched hand.


‘You’ve my thanks, captain,’ he said gruffly; he was a short and sturdy man with a bristle of black beard. ‘Nick o’ time, that was. Bartrum, brig Amelie,’ he added. ‘St Lucia to Kingston with general cargo.’


‘Fitton, His Majesty’s tender Gipsy.’


‘I’ve heard of you, sir,’ Bartrum said, ‘and I’ve seen your schooner in Castries harbour. A pretty craft and I’m sorry she’s taken a bashing.’


The sun slid above the horizon as he spoke, and at once the deck was flooded with brilliant light. Mr Fitton glanced about him. Seven or eight men were at work for’ard dealing with the fallen topmast, another with his arm in a red-stained sling sat with his back against the mainmast-foot. A few yards away a dark-skinned man, stripped to the waist, lay sprawled and motionless on the deck; blood from a gaping wound in his side had formed a pool under his body.


‘I see you didn’t come off unscathed, captain,’ he said.


Bartrum shrugged. ‘None so bad. Young Tom there caught a slash on his arm but he’ll do. As for the topmast, I can rig a jury as’ll get me to Kingston.’


‘But you’ve a man dead.’


‘Him? He’s one of Van Horn’s devils. Harry gave him a pike-thrust as he jumped the rail – the only one of ’em to gain my deck. It was Van Horn, d’ye reckon?’


‘I’ve no doubt of it.’


‘And the bugger’s clear away, God blast him!’ The brig’s captain pointed across the rail. ‘There he goes yonder.’


As Mr Fitton turned to look, Ivory Petersen, who had been standing behind him, moved out of his way and went to bend over the dead man. The mists had cleared from the westward sea now, and far out on the blue the pirate ship was a receding speck of white.


‘Sah!’ Petersen had come up to them. ‘This dead man, sah, I know him.’


‘You do?’ Mr Fitton raised his brows. ‘Then who is he?’


‘Sah, he son of slave-driver at Areca where I was slave.’ The Negro rolled his eyes. ‘He torture young boys, sah, this man.’


‘He’d do for Van Horn’s crew, then,’ Bartrum said lightly. ‘It’s like enough. Anyways, captain, he’ll do no more torturing.’


‘Areca’s on Cuba, I believe?’


‘Aye. I put in there once for beef and vegetables. Before the Spanish war, that was. You’ll come below for a tot o’ rum, captain?’


Mr Fitton thanked him but declined; he wanted to get back to his ship. They conferred for a few minutes more, deciding that as Gipsy’s repairs would take a good deal longer than the brig’s Amelie should sail for Kingston as soon as she was ready. Then they exchanged farewells and Mr Fitton prepared to follow Petersen down to his boat. He turned as he was about to cross the rail.


‘You’ve put in at Areca, captain,’ he said. ‘What sort of port is it?’


‘It’s no port at all,’ Bartrum said. ‘Village, I’d call it. Small harbourage, sheltered, with a tricky shoal off the entrance. Tobacco plantations, cattle on the hill-slopes inland. Thinking of calling there?’


‘It’s unlikely but thank you for the information, captain,’


Mr Fitton lowered himself into the sternsheets of the cockboat and was pulled back to his ship.


Just before eight bells of the morning watch, a distant valedictory shout from Captain Bartrum heralded the brig’s departure on her course for Kingston. Two hours later Gipsy followed her. Her stumpy jury-mast with its cunningly adapted canvas could give her no more than five knots before the brisk southerly that had risen with the rising sun, but this rate of sailing was well suited for her two attendant prizes. Mr Fitton sent the hands to breakfast by watches as soon as she was under way and began to pace his little quarterdeck. If the fair wind held, he would be reporting to Captain Dunn at Kingston tomorrow afternoon and the prospect gave him no pleasure. But this, and Van Horn’s success with his Parthian broadside, he could accept with his usual stoicism; especially on a glorious morning, with Pietro’s coffee and a plate of burgoo inside him.


He had taken time off from his supervision of Bristow’s repair-work to have breakfast in his cabin, and had used the opportunity to consult the chart of the northern Caribbean. Areca was marked on it, seventy miles west of Santiago on Cuba’s south coast and about 150 miles from Jamaica by sea; the Cuban coast formed a narrow westward-jutting peninsula here beyond which was the Gulf of Guacanayabo. The chart, and what he had learned on board Amelie, were in his mind as he walked the deck.


He had told himself earlier that Van Horn must have a base, a port of refuge and supply, and that it was almost sure to be somewhere in the north Caribbean. That he had encountered the pirate only 200 miles south of Kingston seemed to confirm the supposition. Ivory Petersen’s identification of the dead seaman as a man from Areca supported it, too; but of course he might have been picked up anywhere – Van Horn might never have touched at Areca. All the same, here was an isolated harbourage, probably a place where there was little respect for the law, where a ship could provision and lie in reasonable seclusion. A very likely base, thought Mr Fitton, for the pirate Van Horn.


He knew very well that he would never be given permission to investigate Areca, even though his suspicion should be proved a certainty, but he was resolved to seek out Breda in the near future. He was not a revengeful man but he had a score to settle with Van Horn.
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