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A Flash of Golden Fire

The Arrow and the Flame, Book One

AE Lister

 


To everyone who has wanted to get away and live by their own rules.

 


 

This being the record and early life of Mr Simon Bartholomew White, as recorded by same, in his seventy-third year, on the Isle of Singapura, China, circa 1833. This story will be scandalous and disputable; however, it is true, according to my best recollection. My mind remains sharp in old age, despite—or perhaps, because of—a life of ‘sinful’ occupation and adventure.

My beloved Captain Martin—may he rest in much-deserved peace—would be proud and would corroborate every word of it.

 

“Where there is a sea there are pirates.”

Greek Proverb


Chapter One

Salvation

Port Royal, 1781

 

The sea smelt of salt and death.

The bustling port city on the southern shores of Jamaica ran with booty and blood. The Brethren of the Coast or, more familiarly, men of dubious employ, otherwise known as pirates, came to the city to trade the goods they had amassed at sea in questionable circumstances. Of course, there was honour among thieves and all of that, but there were also short tempers and ravenous appetites for more than food and good ale.

Food and ale…

I licked my cracked lips and huddled deeper into the threadbare jacket I’d pulled off a washing line an hour earlier. It was the only clean thing on me, in fact. My other garments were stained and filthy, like my frigid skin.

So far, this coastal town hadn’t fulfilled its imaginary promise of a fresh and welcome start. I’d left the town of my birth to embark on a new life, thinking that my luck might be better in Port Royal.

Born in Spanish Town to missionary parents, I had been orphaned at twelve, following a calamity that had left them dead, and I was lucky enough to have been taken in by a friend of my mother’s, who saw to it to educate and care for me as best he could. My life was decent, though dull, until the age of twenty-one when he died of yellow fever, and I was forced to look to my own means for survival. I should have found my own way before that advanced age, but Carago had enjoyed looking out for me, since his wife had died in birthing his only son, who had lived for three days before following her.

Perhaps my childlike attitude and spoilt sense of entitlement were due to Carago’s fatherly indulgences, although innocence had flown from me long before his passing.

So far, in Port Royal, I’d been attacked at knifepoint by a fearsome fellow the night after I’d arrived and also robbed of all my belongings but for a meagre allotment of coin that I’d hidden in my boot. He’d left me with a sore shoulder, a black eye, and a newfound respect for, and fear of, strange men.

In Spanish Town, my encounters with strange men had been more cordial, although nothing I would ever have described to Carago, who, to my bad luck, had held a similar attitude to those of my father and wider society. An unruly mop of red hair and a face full of freckles had ensured me a boyish countenance that I’d likely retain into middle age—God willing I got there to enjoy the benefit. Men liked the look of me, to be frank, and I hadn’t lacked for companionship, although only in brief, physical bursts that had still proved rewarding.

I’d heard of the Brethren of the Coast—supposedly a breed of men who’d taken to a life of piracy with a different kind of philosophy, holding themselves to a higher standard than the average swashbuckling vagabond. If these visionaries did, in fact, exist, and if I could find one of them and beg for a place aboard his ship, perhaps I could prove my worth and gain passage off this pisspot of an island. A life at sea was a much better prospect than one on land at this point, and I was ready for an adventure.

I ducked into a tavern called The Penny Whistle to get out of the rain that now came in torrents, but not before I became soaked to the skin and chilled further. Quite a sorry thing to be so adrift at twenty-two, bedraggled and wet and without prospects.

The tavern was warm, at least, and nobody turned me out. A fire roared and crackled in a large hearth, in front of which a motley group of strangely attired men were seated at tables, their attention captured by an imposing figure who stood with his elbow on the mantle as he regaled them with animated voice and gestures.

I slunk to a stool by the bar and sat, my stomach cramping as the scent of cooking food filled my nostrils. I soon found myself as transfixed as the others.

The man was everything a pirate captain ought to be.

He was of indefinable race—likely a mixture of at least two. He was exceptionally handsome in a way far beyond his physical appearance, which was unique and appealing. And he was an excellent orator, regaling his audience with honeyed words and dramatic cadence.

He wore the jacket of a British officer, although the item had seen years of wear, and the badges had been removed, or torn from the cloth. The garment looked fine on him and gave him a ruffled distinction. His shirt and breeches were navy issue as well. He looked more put together than his crew, who sported the mismatched garb of unaligned men of the sea. He had the accent of a British officer and the elocution of a magistrate.

The serving wench made her presence known, approaching the captain, laughing in the way women do when they want a man to think of them fondly. But as far as I could tell, her charms weren’t working upon him.

The crew was another matter.

“Oy, my darling, come here and perch on me knee awhile,” a heavyset fellow suggested, leering at the young woman and waggling his eyebrows.

“Now, now, Mister Denbrooke. What would your wife think?” the captain said with an indulgent smile.

“My wife, Captain Martin,” Mr Denbrooke said, “is probably spreading her ample thighs for the butcher and the baker at the moment. So she wouldn’t care a damn.”

Captain Martin. I’d been right in my supposition.

“Oh, go on,” the girl said and flounced to the bar where she frowned and pretended to be unaffected by the captain’s disinterest.

Everyone laughed and the captain grinned wider.

“Never was able to keep her satisfied,” Mr Denbrooke continued. “I’ve only got one cock, and she likes to have three at once.”

The men laughed and Captain Martin nodded.

“Hmm. Well, I can’t fault your wife for that,” he said.

The men laughed harder and some even hooted, and my foggy brain couldn’t keep up.

I concentrated on dealing with the hunger pangs that assailed me and rehearsed ways I could approach this formidable man who took up space with such entitled ease.

“Hello, my name is Simon White. I’d like a position on your ship.” Or, perhaps I should say, “Simon White here. You gotta place for me on board?” or “I’m strong and quick—when I’m fed, at least—Are you taking on crew?”

None of these were likely to get me what I needed, so I sat there, suffering, whilst they shoveled beef stew into their gobs and tore up whole loaves of bread to devour amongst themselves. My mouth became dry as I watched. What I wouldn’t do for an ale or even a paltry glass of water.

There were things I’d thought about doing. Things that men paid dearly for in the back alleys and the whorehouses. But I couldn’t bear the thought of trading an activity I enjoyed so much for food and drink or coin. I hadn’t gotten to a point so desperate to fall into that. If I could only get onto Captain Martin’s ship, I wouldn’t have to contemplate a life of whoredom.

“I know you’re watching me,” Captain Martin said.

It took a moment to realize his words were directed my way.

“Why don’t you grow a set of bollocks and come over, if you’re so interested?”

I gaped at him through the pain of my empty stomach, surprised to be addressed at all.

“Hmm. Perhaps you are deaf…or dumb…or both.”

His words were cruel but his attitude benign, as if he didn’t really give a damn whether I responded.

Such a long spell since I’d said a word to anyone, I had to clear my throat before speaking. “I can hear you,” I finally got out.

His eyes widened and a smile stretched his lips, like treacle spreading on a plate. “Well, well, well. The filthy cur speaks.”

He was right about the filthy part.

“Stop hiding in the shadows. Show yourself, man,” the captain said, beckoning with a finger.

I found myself obedient to his natural authority and worried about the reaction of his men if I didn’t heed their captain’s request. I pushed off the stool. My knees buckled, but I took a breath and fought the collapse, my heart beating a tattoo and my mouth dry.

I’d wanted the attention of the captain, but now that I had gained it, I wasn’t at all sure what to do with his interest.

“Aw, leave him alone, Dinesh. He’s as dirty as a stray kitten and likely as nasty.”

I straightened and tried to smooth my filthy mop, as if to belie the statement, but my hands were just as grimy as my hair. Probably more so. Perhaps I should have stripped naked in the rain and taken a scrub brush to my skin. Captain Martin’s men, who had gathered their garments from a variety of distant lands, were nonetheless cleaner than I’d expected a pirate crew to be. They regarded me with skepticism as I approached, and I couldn’t blame them. I cleared my throat and summoned courage.

“My name is Simon Bartholomew White,” I said, doing my best to level a steady gaze at the captain. “I’m looking for a place, if you please. I want to come aboard your ship.”

He laughed. “What makes you think I have a ship?”

I blinked at him. Glanced at his men. I didn’t know what to say. I scowled with frustration and tugged the leather purse from my boot. I held the pouch towards him with shaking fingers.

The captain regarded the offering with distaste, as if I were holding a dead rat.

“What do you have there, Simon Bartholomew White?” he said with some amusement.

His eyes—the colour of stormy seas—held untold depths.

“Enough coin to convince you to take a chance on me, Captain.”

The purse held all I had, and I’d come close to spending it. But the benefits of one night’s food and lodging were a waste when I needed a position in order to ensure my long-term survival. Then again, perhaps a bath and a full belly would have bettered my chances.

Some of the men laughed, and others cursed my boldness. The captain regarded me for a long moment.

“As it so happens, I do have a ship. Called the Arrow.”

His men turned and chatted amongst themselves, losing interest in our conversation.

I tried not to sway on my feet. I was so tired and weak. I stared at the coin purse in my outstretched hand as it began to go in and out of focus. Was I about to faint?

The captain continued, “But why do you want a place on a ship you only heard about a moment ago? And only supposed before that?” he asked.

He looked me up and down with more skepticism than his crew had given me.

Perhaps this was a useless endeavour. How could I convince him that I’d be an asset?

He raised his eyebrows. “In search of a wild life, are you? Dreaming of glory and women?”

No.

“No,” I said as emphatically as I could. “I just need a place, sir.”

My legs trembled and my heart quailed. I was a grown man, truly, but I’d never felt more like a child than I did at that moment.

“Any place,” I whispered.

Some indiscernible emotion crossed his face. Disdain? Sympathy? Interest?

He took two steps toward me and plucked the purse from my hand. He stroked it with his thumb and fondled the contents through the soft leather, narrowing his eyes in contemplation.

When he met my gaze, a spark passed between us.

Then he averted his gaze and tucked the purse into the pocket of his fine jacket.

“Off with you, Mr White. I’m not in need of men,” he said.

He pulled out a chair and sat, straddling the seat as he prepared to address the others.

A desperate rage took hold of me. He’d taken my coin—all I had left to my name—and for a moment, it had looked like I might be in luck. The spark that had ignited at his look became a lightning rod of rage, giving me a burst of strength and a tendency to recklessness.

I gazed wildly about me, spotting a half-full tankard of brown ale that might or might not have been his. I grabbed the cup and threw it at him, uttering a string of curses and insults, demanding he return my coins, or I’d set his ship ablaze by morning.

None were more surprised at this turn of events than I, except perhaps for the captain himself. The tankard bounced off his middle, and ale splashed onto his fine clothes and up to his chin, the crash of the cup to the floor heralding the return of my sanity.

What have I done?

Captain Martin stared at me with apparent calm as the frothy liquid spread over his clothes. He reached under his jacket, pulled out a flintlock pistol, and aimed the barrel at my head.

“I suppose you’re going to beg for mercy,” he said in steely tones that suggested pleading might be my only option.

But I was all-in now, and there was no going back.

I kept my voice low. “Give me back my coin or bring me aboard.”

I didn’t have anything to lose now that he had my money. If he didn’t do either of those things, then he might as well shoot me and be done with me.

I stared at Captain Martin, and he stared back. He was probably as surprised as I that I wasn’t backing down. But strength had come from somewhere, and a sense of destiny held me straight and sturdy in front of him and all his crew. If I was meant to die now, then so be it. I’d not shed any tears for this place.

Captain Martin narrowed his eyes as the crew looked on with baited breath and, no doubt, a yearning for blood. I closed my eyes, ready for the end.

My own quick breaths hung in my ears as I waited.

“I’ll not waste a bullet on you. Come aboard, then. If you don’t prove your worth to me in a week, you’ll walk the plank.”

I let out my breath and opened my eyes. We stared at each other, neither willing to back down, but at least he hadn’t shot me.

He tucked the gun away and folded his arms on the table.

“Pull up a seat, Mr White.”

I blinked, my heart rate slowing, but hesitated because I didn’t understand what was happening.

“Sit. Down.” Captain Martin said, as one of the crew members grabbed a chair and scraped its feet over the floor so that the thing rammed into my leg.

I sat.

“I said you can come aboard,” the captain repeated.

I nodded, licking my cracked lips. I realized at that moment that I’d almost hoped for the bullet.

The captain lifted his hand and whistled a sharp note.

“Bring Mr White some ale, and more for me. And a bowl of stew for him too.” He ordered in a gruff timbre. “He’s crew now, and I’ll not have him starve.”

A fortunate thing I was sitting, because the thought of food and ale made me lightheaded. And now I felt bad about dousing him.

“I’m sorry…” I muttered, gesturing to his soiled clothing, and he laughed.

“Cooled me off.” He waved a hand in the air. “I’m sorry I almost shot you.” He glanced at his crew and turned back to me. “Have to keep up appearances, you see.”

I nodded.

The crew went back to their discussion as if Captain Martin hadn’t almost blown a man to bits in front of them. Perhaps indicative of the life I’d be leading that the possibility of bloodshed didn’t cause a stir.

Captain Martin held my gaze. He pulled the coin purse from his pocket, hefting the little sack and stroking the leather.

My breaths quickened and my cheeks flushed.

“Simon Bartholomew White, you have a fair set of bollocks on you,” he said, grinning.

He fondled the pouch, toying with the coins inside, as I felt a swelling in my groin. Then he tossed the bag toward me. Instinctively, I caught it and held the leather purse in my open palm with a feeling of disbelief.

“You can keep that.”

“Thank you,” I whispered, my fingers trembling. My brain was hazy with hunger, and I thought I might faint. I tucked the small bag of coins into my pocket as the barkeep, in his soiled apron, sauntered over.

“Here.”

He slammed a bowl of stew and a spoon down in front of me and then a tankard of rich brown ale. He handed the captain a soft cloth.

“Yours is coming in a minute, Din,” he said to the pirate captain, who nodded, wiping at the front of his shirt.

“And another round for the crew, if you don’t mind, Will. We’re pulling anchor tomorrow morning, but we have the night yet.”

The men around us lifted their tankards and shouted “Hoorah!” and “Cheers to Captain Martin!”

Captain Martin smiled at me then with a kindness that took me by surprise. “Drink up and eat your stew, Simon.”

I stared at him, still stunned to be alive and at the mercy of this man who stirred my blood and had offered me hope. Then I wrapped my hand around the spoon and started to shovel the steaming stew into my mouth. The scalding food burned my lips and palate, but I was so fucking hungry the pain didn’t matter. I gulped the stew down, making embarrassing sounds and hissing at the heat.

When next I looked at Captain Martin, he regarded me with a strange sort of pity in his expression. I didn’t have the energy to protest, but I glared at him over my spoon, angry that he had to see me like this.

As if he realized my thoughts, he shifted his attention back to the crew and began to regale them with more bawdy and exciting tales. Mesmerized once again by their charismatic and well-spoken leader, they ignored me as I ate and drank.

Carago had told me that pirates were an uneducated bunch of immoral vagabonds, and most of the crew fit that description. But Captain Martin had a turn of phrase and a way of speaking that made me imagine him in a schoolroom as a child and then, as a young man, learning to read and write and figure, just like the most respected magistrate in the town. How did a man like that end up leading a swarthy crew of misfits that I was soon to join? I was eager to find out, and certain he’d had some kind of a career in the British Navy. He’d abandoned his post for some reason, or perhaps for many.

As the nourishment filled my belly and the ale revived my spirits, a different kind of ache assailed me. I needed to know more about Captain Martin.

*

The Arrow was anchored offshore. She was majestic and glorious, and contrasted many of the other vessels in the harbour. I’d expected her to be smaller. As I stood on the shore that morning, after a night sleeping under a bridge with a full belly and a destination, I couldn’t help being impressed at the size of her.

Her hull and rails were painted a bright, rich red with a stripe of yellow between the gun decks. Her masts were black and sturdy. Even in mid-repair, she was beautiful.

As I gazed, transfixed, at the ship that was to be my home for the foreseeable future, a man bumped into me from behind, and I scrambled for balance.

“Pardon me.”

The man was carrying a pile of rolled sailcloth and gazed at me with recognition. “Oy, you’re Simon White, ain’t you? The captain said to look out for you.”

“Aye.”

I was wary of the captain’s men, unsure if they wanted me aboard or would rather see me starve in Port Royal. But this fellow, with curly brown hair and a substantial beard, smiled warmly.

“Name’s Martinéz. She’s grand, isn’t she? The Arrow.”

“Aye.”

He lowered his voice. “Stolen from the British Navy.”

“Ah.” That made sense.

“Come on. I’ll take you to Donatello, who’ll have somethin’ for you to do.”

“Donatello?”

“Quartermaster. He runs things.”

“Oh. I thought that Captain Martin—”

Martinéz laughed. “Oh, he’s in charge, but Donatello does most of the hands-on work.”

“I see,” I said. “Does the captain have a connection to the British Navy?”

Martinéz gazed at me with respect. “Aye. He used to be an officer, but he got tired of the job. Wanted more of a free way of living, I suppose you could say.” He waggled his eyebrows.

“So he turned pirate.”

Martinez shook his head. “Oh, no, don’t call him that. He won’t like it, even if that’s what he is.” Martinez held up his hand. “Now, I don’t mind the term, myself. But he calls himself a privateer, e’en though he ain’t got a writ from any government. He’s a proud man, Captain Martin.”

We stared at each other for a moment whilst I tried to process what he’d said.

“Never mind. I’ll let him explain his thinking. Though you won’t see much of him, I expect. Donatello will probably have you working below decks until he finds out what you’re made of.”

Perhaps I was lucky that the Arrow was so large, as her substantial size meant they could always use an extra hand. I was determined to prove useful.

The crew had recently availed themselves of a trio of goats and five chickens, of which I was promptly put in charge by Donatello because, when asked, I admitted to some experience with animal husbandry. Unfortunately, that had largely involved cows and horses, but I’d figured I could extrapolate my knowledge to goats and chickens without too much of an issue.

I might have overestimated my skills and underestimated the challenge of keeping three goats entertained and in line in small quarters.

*

I’d hoped to be able to learn more about Captain Martin once I was aboard his ship. In fact, I didn’t get near him for weeks.

The Arrow pulled anchor and sailed out of Port Royal the day I boarded, and low winds meant we didn’t make huge gains for that first week. Even during the second and third week, the ship meandered among the islands in the southern Atlantic Ocean, minding her own business and steering clear of any encounters. She flew a Dutch flag as a decoy, so nobody dared approach us, and we minded our own business. I was relieved, although the rest of the crew grew bored with the situation. There was much work still to be done on board. The major repairs had been completed while at anchor, but there were countless minor tasks and maintenance work to be continued. The exciting and adventurous stories I’d heard of a pirate’s life had not materialized.

“Excuse me. Pardon me,” I stammered, pushing my way through the deckhands as they tried to swab the foredeck.

“Bloody hell, boy, get that feckin’ goat outta here!” A burly, tattooed man yelled.

“Not again!” someone muttered. “Can’t ye keep her tied up or somethin’?”

“Sorry, sorry. Excuse me. Lillith, get back here! Leave them be,” I shouted, dodging bodies and trying not to slip on the soapy boards.

“Jesus, the bloke’s gone and named the beasts,” someone else said.

“He’s touched in the head, I reckon,” a fellow laughed.

I turned my head to give the man a piece of my mind and lost my footing, falling onto my arse and sliding until I was flat on my back. A massive shadow blocked the sun.

“Simon Bartholomew White, what the fuck are you doing?”

Captain Martin stared at me from above.

He wasn’t wearing his jacket, and his faded cotton shirt gaped open, revealing a tawny chest feathered with dark hair. His long black locks were tied with a ribbon, but loose strands draped rakishly around his comely face. He looked like a disgruntled angel come to carry me to hell.

By now I was in fine condition, a regular diet of bread, cheese, and meat giving me a more manly shape. I’d regained my energy and ability to function. And also my contrary attitude.

“I’m trying to catch that fucking goat,” I said, sitting up and checking to see if I’d hurt myself. Before I’d finished a mental inventory of the pains assailing me, Captain Martin grabbed a fistful of my shirt and pulled me up with the ease of a man used to physical labour.

“I thought you said you knew how to manage animals.”

“Well, I do,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “But, apparently, not goats. Turns out they’re bleedin’ arseholes with shit for brains.”

Captain Martin’s lips quivered with either fury or amusement, and I couldn’t for the life of me tell which.

At that moment, Lilith gave a tremulous bleat from somewhere ahead. We turned toward the bow, to see the blasted white and brown creature tangled in ropes and chewing on the edge of a sail.

Captain Martin levelled a stern eye to me, and a part of me rose to greet that look. I wouldn’t dare to say which part. Now that I was feeling better, my other appetites had returned in full force, which was dangerous on a ship full of men. However, I only had a yearning for one of them.

“Go get her. Put her somewhere secure. Then come to my cabin, Mr White.”

Oh, fuck it. Was he going to make me walk the plank?

“This ain’t my fault. I’ve tried my best to—”

“I’m not discussing this here,” he said and walked away.

“Yes, Captain,” I said, my face red from the running, the tumble I’d taken, and the rampant lustful thoughts that assailed me.

Why did I have to be like this? Another man would be quaking with fear at being caught failing at his duties. But all I could think about was that I’d finally have a private audience with the captain. Hopefully, I could convince him of my worth so he wouldn’t toss me overboard.

I took the thin coil of rope out of my belt loop and attached the clasp to Lilith’s halter.

“Come on, you lousy trollop. You’re getting me in bad with the captain and everyone else.”

I tugged on the rope, but the goat planted her feet and bleated, calling everyone’s attention to my predicament.

“He can’t even get a goat to move. How’s he gonna survive when there’s more at stake?”

“What was the captain thinking? Allowing that man on board. He’s barely bigger than a lass. And less useful, if you get my meaning.”

“Oh, aye. Although Captain Martin might not agree. And I can tell you what he was probably thinking.”

Laughter.

I glared at the offending animal and channeled my rage and annoyance into my voice.

“Come the fuck on, you cunt!”

I gave the lead rope a huge tug, and the beast finally budged, dodging past me, bleating and pulling me along as she headed for the door to the stairs.

“For fuck’s sake,” I hollered, tripping over my feet and almost falling as I held onto the rope for dear life and ran back with her to the holding pen.

The two other goats, Monty and Gordon—neither of them near as much trouble—were happily munching on some branches. I took Lilith into the pen and tied her to a beam. She bleated happily and joined her friends in stripping leaves and chewing on the bark.

“Good. Stay the fuck here now. I’m trying to make a good impression.”

She bleated what was probably an impertinent response.

“Right,” I said, clapping my hands together.

Anticipation and excitement filled me at the thought of speaking to Captain Martin in his quarters. I wished I’d some cleaner clothes to wear.

I hadn’t had a good wash since I’d first come on board, when I’d been provided a tub of cold water and some clothing: a pair of simply made trousers, a length of rope for a belt, and a linen shirt, along with a pair of leather shoes that fit all right, but which I never wore.

I’d got a wool jacket, too, for colder temperatures, and I couldn’t fault the captain’s generosity. I’d worn the clothes for three weeks, and since I worked with animals, they were probably a bit ripe. But there was nothing for it, and I had to show up to the captain’s cabin in the only togs I had.


Chapter Two

The Captain

His cabin was at the stern of the ship, and guarded by a fellow known as Boone, an intimidating giant of a man whose job was to protect Captain Martin at all costs. Since he could shrivel my bollocks with a steely eyed look, he was well placed.

“What you want?” he grunted. He was sitting on an upturned barrel by the door of the captain’s quarters, picking under his nails with the sharp edge of a massive knife.

“I was told to come to Captain Martin’s quarters,” I said in a voice that made me sound much less sure of myself than I’d planned.

He gave me a skeptical glance.

“Ya were, were ya?” he said. “Now what would the captain want with you?”

That was the fucking question, but how should I know?

I shrugged. “No idea. But I’m here, ain’t I?”

Although Carago had taught me to read and write, and I knew how to conjugate and had a good grasp of proper English grammar, using a more common vernacular allowed me to blend in. All the better to surprise people with my level of learning and sophistication later on.

He gave me a salacious grin, his gaze running over me from top to tail, making me feel like a piece of meat. Normally, I’d respond in kind if I found a fellow attractive, but I wasn’t sure Boone wasn’t measuring me for a cook pot rather than implying a different kind of interest.

“That you are, my boy. That you are. Now give me the blade and any other weapon you’ve got on you.”

“What makes you think I have a blade?” I asked, trying to act insulted.

He held out his hand. “Give it. Or I’ll not let you in.”

Probably a good practice not to let a crew member into the captain’s quarters with a weapon. I hitched up the corner of my tattered shirt just enough to pull the sheathed dagger out of the waistband of my trousers, giving the handle an affectionate stroke before I passed the weapon to Boone.

“You got anythin’ else on ya?”

I shrugged. “Only a cock the size of a summer squash. Would you consider that a concealed weapon?”

Boone blinked, then let out a belly laugh that shook the floorboards.

The door to the captain’s rooms swung open, and we both started. Boone’s expression turned serious.

“What’s going on out here?” Captain Martin barked.

“Just shootin’ the breeze, Cap’n,” the swarthy man muttered. “Here. Fella had this on ’im.” He showed the captain my knife in its leather sheath.

Captain Martin didn’t appear surprised. He held out his hand for the weapon, and Boone gave the knife over.

“Right.” He glared at me. “You. Get in here.”

I straightened up and glared back. “My name is Simon Bartholomew White, thank you very much.”

The captain’s bodyguard made a strangled sound, and Captain Martin narrowed his eyes.

“I know what your name is. Get in here this instant.”

His tone brooked no argument, and I recalled that my life was entirely dependent upon his favour, so I stifled my indignation and followed him, offering a secret prayer to whomever might be listening to keep me safe and give me what I needed.

He held up the knife as he shut the door. “For protection?”

“Yes, sir. You can never be too careful.”

“You can have your knife when you leave my quarters. You won’t need a blade here.” He sniffed the air and wrinkled his fine nose. “Jesus, you stink.”

Not an auspicious beginning.

“Well, I ain’t got a change of clothes, you see,” I said, crossing my arms.

He examined me with a shrewd eye, taking in my ragged and lowly appearance, I was sure, and probably wondering why he’d saddled himself with me when he could have left me to rot in the Penny Whistle.

So I did what I always did when I wasn’t sure of myself and acted like a twat.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Ain’t you ever seen a pauper before?”

His eyes went wide and I thought I’d caught him off guard with my cheek. I doubled down, taking in my surroundings.

“Hmm. Not bad, I suppose. I thought you’d have fancier digs than this though.”

There was, in fact, a fairly impressive four-poster bed in the center of the room which made my mind swirl with all sorts of possibilities.

I walked to an ornately carved dresser and swiped a fingertip over the carved top, then squinted at the admittedly minute layer of dust the wood had gathered. “And a better housekeeper.”

For a moment he looked like he was about to shout obscenities and throw me over the rail. A shock of terror hit me, and I wondered if my big fat gob had got me into trouble again.

Then his expression relaxed, and he laughed. I couldn’t tell if he was amused at me or amused at what he was going to do to me, at first.

He shook his head in mild annoyance and brushed past me to plunk himself down in a luxurious wood and leather armchair by the bank of windows that looked over the sea.

“Now that you mention it,” he said, “I could use someone to keep this cabin clean. Maybe you’d be better at that than you are at tending goats.”

Ah shit.

I shrugged. “Well…”

I hadn’t banked on being pegged as a scullery maid, but the situation was my own fault for complaining about the state of his cabin. Which actually wasn’t bad, really. In fact, the rooms were substantial, and I wasn’t sure how there could be so much space in the ship when the crew were all crammed in hammocks in the lower berths. Everything here was polished mahogany or lacquered pine, and there were fancy linens and cushions spread about. The captain enjoyed his comfort.

The windows let in plenty of sunlight and gave him a view of the open sea at the stern.

“Nice view,” I commented.

“Thank you. Now take off those filthy clothes, Mr White.”

My mouth went dry, and a zing of electricity zapped me from my sternum to my bollocks.

“Beg pardon?”

He crossed one booted foot over the other.

“I’m not convinced you don’t have another blade hidden on your person.”

“I can assure you, Captain, that I—”

“Strip. Now.” He gave me an offhand smile. “Don’t worry. You’ll find that nudity on a vessel of this sort is a common thing. There isn’t a lot of privacy.”

I had figured that out already. However, stripping below decks for a quick wash was rather different than being told to take off your clothes in a man’s private quarters. Then again, I only hesitated because I was having trouble controlling my physical response to Captain Martin’s presence, and I didn’t want to give anything away. But in this situation, obedience was required.

“Right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “You asked for it.”

I grabbed the hem of my shirt and tugged the cloth over my head, shaking out my dirty hair as I revealed my upper half.

He tried, but couldn’t hide his astonishment. A burn scar like mine was a startling sight.

Perhaps the horrible disfigurement would distract him from other revelations. The ruined skin was a part of me and of what I’d been through. The fact I’d survived and not died of horrible infection was a bloody miracle.

The captain leaned forward and squinted as I untied the rope belt holding my trousers up, then shoved them down and off. I stood there naked in front of him, my cock behaving itself for the moment.

He didn’t say anything, which was worse than if he had remarked on the obvious blemish. He stood and approached, then hovered his fingers over the rough skin on my hip.

“You can touch it,” I said, my voice barely there. My gaze flashed up to meet his. “It doesn’t hurt. Not anymore.”

Although I was slight and of average height, Captain Martin didn’t tower over me. I had to look up a bit; that was all. He gazed at me and I felt my cock swell and twitch. I closed my eyes, knowing that the truth of my feelings would be revealed before the end of this interview.

His fingertips traced the outline of my scar. The damaged skin was sensitive in places, but the phantom pain had mostly vanished. I tried to stay still as my body responded to his proximity, my nostrils picking up the scent of his clean sweat, and my prick stiffening even more.

Would he be offended by the thought that I was swollen for him? I had the sense that Captain Martin was a man who lived his life the way he pleased, and that he held no affection for, or interest in, women. But I could have been mistaken.

“Burn?”

“Yes, Captain,” I said, breath hitching as he continued to trace the edge, where it rose past my right nipple and swooped under my arm.

“Turn,” he said.

I obeyed, and he continued to where the scar descended down over my right buttock. I gasped. I’d not been touched that way in a long time.

“How did this happen?”

Perhaps he hadn’t yet noticed my indecency.

“Fire,” I said.

“When?”

“Ten years ago. I was twelve.”

“How old are you now?”

“Twenty-two.”

“You don’t look that age.”

I leveled a steady gaze at him. “Don’t I?”

“Are you lying to me, Mr White?”

“No, Captain. I ain’t got proof, but that’s my age.”

And then, his gaze shifted to my lower half. I held my breath as he stared at my standing prick.

“That’s interesting.”

I took a deep breath. “Is it?”

“Then again,” he murmured, licking his bottom lip and continuing, “Some men your age will swell at anything.”

“Aye, Captain. Some men will.”

He brought his gaze back to mine, and there passed between us the confirmation of an unspoken secret. He smiled for a brief moment.

“Hmm,” he hummed. His gaze returned to my scar. “It doesn’t hurt?”

“No.”

He frowned. “I should whip you for letting that goat chew my sails.”

I gulped. “Yes, Captain.”

I wasn’t exactly agreeing with him, and I definitely didn’t want that. I didn’t think he was serious.

“But…you look rather a delicate fellow,” he said, gaze sweeping over me as if he was only now allowing himself the pleasure of seeing me in my nakedness.

“Thank you for your mercy. I promise to do better.”

He waved a hand in the air as if the whole goat thing was inconsequential after all.

“May I put my clothes back on, Captain?” I asked, feeling rather vulnerable and still not completely sure he was ‘on my side’, so to speak.

“No, I’m afraid not, Mr Simon Bartholomew White. You must continue to stand for inspection.”

My eyes went wide. “Inspection!”

His lips twitched as if he were trying not to smile. “Oh yes. I inspect all the men who come aboard this ship, in one form or another.”

“All the men?”

“Well, perhaps only the ones who interest me,” he admitted. “In the way that you do.”

My heart rate pounded in my ears, and my cock was at a full stand. He met my gaze again and more than a spark leapt between us.

“May I ask, Captain, in what way do I interest you?” I said, with breathless anticipation of his answer.

He let himself smile then. “Well, definitely not in your animal handling capacity.”

“No,” I agreed. “Not that.” I swallowed thickly. “Then…how?”

Captain Martin and I gazed at each other with much silent messaging.

“Oh,” I said. “That.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You understand me?”

“Aye, I think I do. But perhaps you should say what you mean out loud, in case I am mistaken.” My voice wavered, and I truly hoped I hadn’t misunderstood him. But best to be clear.

“All right, Simon Bartholomew White. I agree that we should speak plainly, in a situation such as this.”

He stepped closer to me. So close that his hip nudged the tip of my stand, and I gasped. I tried to step back, but he took my wrist and kept me in place, his gaze drilling into mine.

“You interest me…” he murmured, “as a man who might appreciate certain intimacies that I enjoy sharing on occasion…with other men…who share those affinities…if you understand me now.”

All of a sudden I found it hard to breathe. “Aye, Captain.”

“And do you share those affinities, Mr White? Have you shared them…in the past…with other men?”

“As a matter of fact, Captain,” I said, trying to steady my voice, “I do. And I have.”

“I see,” he said, with a detachment that belied the way he was looking at me now—with excitement and satisfaction and, well, need. I was quite familiar with that look, as a matter of fact. “Then stand for inspection, Mr White.”

“I…am standing?” I didn’t quite know what he wanted.

“Well, I’m asking you to stay still, as best you can. For I am going to inspect you completely.”

“Oh, I see.”

“In fact, come over by the window, if you please. The light’s much better there.”

He stepped back and guided me to the bank of windows, the pressure of his hold on my wrist gentle, but firm. The day was bright and the sun high. Beams of light flooded the floorboards and made them warm beneath my feet.

He released me but told me to stay where I was. I was completely under his spell and waited patiently as he brought over a full washbowl from his bedside table, and a cloth.

“This water is clean, in fact, as I haven’t had time for a wash yet this morning,” he said as if I cared a damn. Whatever water was in that bowl was cleaner than anything I’d touched over the last few weeks.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Well, you’re filthy, Mr White. And since I need to inspect you anyway, I might as well give you a quick once-over with a wet cloth while I’m at it.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“At some point, you’ll need a proper bath with soap and hot water. But this will do for now.”

“I didn’t realize the crew were allowed baths,” I admitted as the captain wetted the cloth, wrung it out, and held the damp rag in front of me.

“Well, they aren’t. A wash in a tin tub is a luxury afforded to some. And any man who desires to share my affections had better be clean; that’s all I’ll say. Now close your eyes, Simon.”

He gave the instructions with such gentleness I obeyed without question. He drew the cloth over my face, down my neck, and behind my ears, humming a low melody in his throat.

“Can’t do anything about that mop of hair right now, I’m afraid. But at least I can clean the rest of you.”

“Aye,” I whispered, feeling looked after in a way I hadn’t in a very long time. I did recall Carago treating some injuries of mine with such care when I was young and I used to roughhouse with the local children, many of whom had treated me badly. That is, until I’d found my voice and my courage and put up a good fight. Then they’d stayed away from me.

His touch was so gentle that it took me quite by surprise. His manner had been abrupt and at times cruel during the time I’d been aboard, albeit I’d only observed him on rare occasions and always from a distance. But I’d heard the screams of a man who had been punished for hoarding weapons and trying to plan a coup, and the crew had told me of his experience afterwards. They’d all voted for the fellow to be disciplined and tossed over the side because he’d brought distrust and danger on board. The captain, to my knowledge, hadn’t done the act himself. Still, he had commanded that it be done and watched that the punishment was carried through.

For such a man to be so careful with me now, cleaning the grime from my body with a wet cloth while he took the opportunity to examine me in such an intimate way—was a revelation, really. I’d half expected him to bend me over the edge of his fancy bed, once he’d discovered we shared a certain predilection, then fuck me with little preamble. Apparently, he had a bit more class than that.

Perhaps he had plans to do more but wanted me clean and lulled into complacency first. Well, his plan had succeeded, but he needn’t have bothered. I wasn’t a maiden who needed to be seduced, and I decided he should know that about me.

“You know, you don’t need to go to all this trouble,” I muttered, watching him clean the dirt from the skin of my arm.

“Oh, I assure you, I do,” he stated, gaze intent on his work.

“Well, I know I’m in quite the state. But what I mean is, you could have had someone dump a bucket of seawater over me instead, then summoned me here for a proper fucking.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t have minded.”

He huffed a laugh. “Really, Mr White? I’m not such a beast as all that.”

“Aren’t you?” I asked, and the tone of my voice must have given me away.

“Unless… Is that the kind of treatment you enjoy?” he asked, his question hanging in the air for a long moment.

“I…I don’t need to be seduced, is what I mean. I like a good fuck, and I ain’t got to be clean to enjoy a man’s prick.”

His face flushed now, and he stopped still, the cloth halfway down my thigh, his hand a length from my standing cock.

“Well, now,” he said after a long moment. “That’s good to know.”

He continued, wetting the cloth every now and then, cleaning me everywhere but saving the indecent bits for the last.

“Turn around.”

“I can do that myself, if you like,” I offered.

“Oh no, I must insist,” he said with the utmost seriousness.

I turned.

“Spread your legs and bend over at the waist. Put your hands on your knees.”

I did so.

The sound of his breathing was loud in the quiet room. His hand landed softly on my arse, and he spread me open, using the wet cloth to clean me. “You’re fresher than I expected, but one can never be too careful,” he murmured as I tried not to moan at the pleasure his actions were giving me.

“Well…I always take some clean hay to the head with me. I’m not an animal.”
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