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Life is neither good nor evil,
but only a place for good and evil.


Marcus Aurelius





Prologue
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Charles Town, South Carolina, September 1717


The young black boy did not cook for his master although he was the only servant in the house. The desire for privacy outweighed his need for slaves to attend him, so the boy’s trusted daily task was to fetch his master’s meals from a different inn or coach-house each day – his master had stressed that point – and from what he had gleant of his master’s work in the past year this habit was not just an eccentric quirk.


It was always simple suppers: smoked fish and potatoes, a steak or loin of pork, but his master would prepare his own breakfasts, a honey or nettle porridge, depending on his mood; and he would graze on hard-boiled eggs throughout the day to sustain him. The boy would watch his master examine the eggs with a jeweller’s loupe, searching for pinpricks before coddling them in the water, but never queried his odd compulsions. Despite his solitary position of power within the household he was still his master’s possession. Silence was his prime attribute.


The lamps had started to be lit along the walls of the street and a curfew against unescorted slaves was one of the colony’s strictest edicts. The boy began to hurry with his silver charger of Scotch Bonnet peppered steak. He crossed the street, his eyes on the dish warming his arms through his scarlet coat, the concentration on his balance too intense to see the black velvet fist as it almost plucked him off his feet.


He gasped. The strong hand held him tightly and the boy stared wide-eyed into the face of the man who had seized him. He was fifteen but not tall for his age and had to look upwards into the pale face and its elegant beard shaved to a knife-edge.


The piped purple doublet, black cloak and long blue-black hair gave the man an almost medieval appearance, like a figure from a stained-glass window. Despite the violent arrest his voice was sable soft, his eyes darting, alert for witnesses.


‘Take me to Ignatius.’ There was something foreign in the voice. ‘I will not harm you, boy,’ he promised, but the golden basket hilt at his side suggested other possibilities.


‘My master has no visitors,’ the boy said bravely, daring the malice in the tall man’s eyes.


The gloved fist shook him roughly. ‘He will see me!’ He pushed the boy forward along the street, the right hand crossing his body to rest on the pommel of the sword. The boy obeyed.


The man in the suit of black sat at his desk of Office in the rented home in Charles Town. It was a fine building, as fine as that of Lt Col Rhett, champion of Charles Town, but indrawn, without the friendliness and swagger that the presence of the soldier and famed Indian fighter seemed to bestow on his own residence.


The town knew nothing about the stranger in black who had settled among them. He had rented the house from Governor Johnson himself over a year ago but still did not stroll the summer streets or attend any of the churches, French or English, that the town had already grown famous for.


Lamps flickered in the windows of the stranger’s house all through the night and the children of Charles Town had already begun to whisper that the house was haunted.


His oak desk was buried under a heap of papers and ledgers, the dark-suited man further darkened by their shadow. His lithe frame was hunched over paper and pen and he scribbled like a frustrated widow embroidering her past. The room too was dark, its corners hidden from the single candle that burned low on his desk. He did not notice that the time to eat had arrived, and his silver Dassier watch, open, ticked unheeded. It was only the knock upon the study’s door that made him drop his pen and slide open the drawer that held the pistol.


The knock was not the prescribed three-tone rap but rather a single tap against the door. His boy was not alone. The man in black calmly pulled the hammer to half-cock and let the pistol lie in the open drawer. He glanced at his watch. Seven o’clock and his supper due. That could wait for now.


‘Enter,’ he called, his right hand beneath the desk.


The door swung open and the servant was pushed inward, scrabbling with his tray. The man in the purple doublet bowed his way into the room which was briefly lit by the light from the passage. The radiance behind the intruder framed him dramatically. It made him the perfect target.


‘I have come, Ignatius,’ said the man and swept his cloak behind him. ‘Please forgive my coarse introduction. I wished my announcement into your town to be as discreet as possible. I hope I have not offended.’


Ignatius closed the drawer. ‘Not at all. I value discretion above all the other virtues.’


His visitor bowed again and indicated the terrified servant. ‘Please, do not allow me to interrupt your meal.’


Ignatius dismissed the boy who bowed meekly, grateful to close the door behind him and careful not to upset his tray. The room sank into darkness once more.


‘It is of no matter. It is more important that you are here at last, Governor Mendes.’


The visitor approached, curiosity on his face, and took the proffered seat. Ignatius had never seen Mendes to know his face and the expression of curiosity was not lost on him.


‘I know everyone I need to know, Governor. But I pay special attention to those whose letters intrigue me most.’


‘Intrigue?’ The word amused Valentim Mendes. ‘A fine choice of phrase indeed.’ He slapped some dust the long voyage from Sao Nicolau had ground into the expensive cloth of his doublet. His island home in the Portuguese Verdes was the seat of his governorship and the birthplace of his revenge. One night, several months past, had been enough to change his life. Enough to have him enlist a man on the other side of the world yet known throughout the courts of Europe – even if only by whispers behind princely hands.


A drink was offered and declined. Ignatius’s world being too large for small talk, he picked up the letter penned by Valentim’s own hand.


‘Your correspondence informs me that you know where the letters of the priest lie? The arcanum I believed lost with the pirate ship they went down on. Letters I paid a young captain a considerable sum to bring to me from China. You should be congratulated that you could establish that which I could not. This is valuable information, and not just to me.’


Valentim’s black eyes narrowed with a nobleman’s hauteur. ‘I am not interested in their price, Ignatius. Let baser men deal with the devil, if you wish the porcelain that is your concern. Since my … disgrace … I pursue higher ideals.’


‘Disgrace? My understanding is that you lost a frigate to pirates. In April was it not? The same time I lost my letters with Bellamy’s ship. An expensive loss for both of us as far as we have let pirates into our world, but hardly your own disgrace, Governor?’


Valentim leant forward, carefully enunciating his words for the ignorant. ‘You Englishmen do not understand the meaning of disgrace.’


Ignatius nodded. ‘Or perhaps we simply have too little experience of it, Governor.’ He steepled his fingers beneath his chin. ‘And what is my side of our bargain? What do you require of me that is beyond your worldly reach?’


Valentim looked to the ceiling, gathering himself for words he had long desired to speak. ‘I do not have the measure of your trade or your fine thread of connections, Ignatius. Your abilities, so favoured, outshine my reach or power. especially in this “New World”. And I am sure in the underbelly of this New World also.’ Ignatius inclined his head at the near-compliment. ‘It is therefore to you I come. My information and my purse are at your disposal. If you can find me the man whom I seek.’ Valentim stabbed a gloved finger towards Ignatius. ‘And it is he who must be sent to retrieve your precious letters. He who must be brought before me to pay. He whom I must kill. That is my price, Ignatius.’


Ignatius studied Valentim’s face. The overarching intri cacies of hate had ever been the manifesto of the noble. He had learnt that early. He had profited by little else. ‘And who is this man you wish me to find, Governor? What is this “underbelly” you wish me to scratch?’


Valentim sprang to his feet and stepped around his chair. Ignatius heard Valentim’s left gloved hand strike an odd chiming sound against the back of the chair as he did so. His eyes followed it as Valentim began to pace the room. Something unwholesome lurked in its size and limpness.


‘Do not mark me as a petty man, Ignatius! I seek personal redress against one who has robbed me of more than coin!’


‘I apologise, Governor. My manners sometimes elude me when I am so long removed from company. Inform me of this villain you wish me to locate and bring to you. Who is it that you seek?’


Valentim spun back to the desk, his refined English reverting in his passion to that of the struggling foreigner. ‘He is a pirate! A filthy, stinking, pirate dog! His name is Devlin. As the pirate Patrick Devlin he is known. You have heard of him, no?’


Ignatius straightened his white silk cravat. Cleared his throat against Valentim’s vehemence.


‘I will do, I’m sure.’ He picked up a stylus. Pulled some vellum towards him. Valentim continued, seething, willing his hate into Ignatius’s pen.


‘He stole my ship! Killed my friend! My men! You write this!’ His left hand struck the oak desk with each outburst, and Ignatius’s eyes watched its unnatural movement at every emphasis.


Valentim tore the glove from his hand. ‘And with this he has affronted me even more so!’


The glove fell to the floor. Valentim held out the cold porcelain mould of a hand that protruded from his sleeve, its elegance mutilated by the rough leather straps and nails that clamped it to his arm. He rolled up his cuff to show the white scars like spilled wax that crawled up his forearm.


‘This he has done to me! For this you write his name, Ignatius! For this you bring him to me! And for this you may have your letters!’


Ignatius scratched on the paper beneath his hand. Valentim watched the ink spell the name. ‘It is written, Governor, it is done,’ said Ignatius, his voice reassuringly cold. ‘It will take time. One man takes up such little space in the world.’ He placed the pen back on the desk.


Valentim studied his china hand with its fingers permanently set half open as if about to grasp at an object of desire. ‘And when you find him, my friend, then I will tell you of where the letters lie. But not until that day.’


Ignatius smiled wearily. ‘You Iberians. Every page of you a threat always. How very dull.’ He pushed himself back in his chair and stretched. ‘I am a man unaccustomed to paying attention to those who threaten me. Most unaccustomed.’


His left hand gestured to the darkest side of the room. ‘Allow me to introduce to you my adjutant, Governor.’


Valentim turned his head. He saw the wall itself move. A shape formed in the gloom, too tall and wide to be human. It stepped into the circle of light and the study shrank as Valentim looked up into the wide-set dead eyes above the creature’s massive broken nose that made of its breathing a low growl. Its muscles pulsed and rippled beneath a thin shirt like a straining horse, as if the beast would explode if Valentim looked at it for too long.


‘This is Mister Hib Gow, Governor.’ Ignatius spoke quietly beneath the breathing. ‘Formally an executioner. Now my assurer.’


Valentim’s hand felt for his sword’s golden pommel while his eyes remained fixed on the giant. His voice sounded almost numb. ‘Assurer?’


‘He will assure me that the man you seek will be found. And he also assures me that I do not have to listen to idle threats from those who wish to be my partners.’


Valentim resumed his graceful demeanour, his hand clear of his weapon. ‘I understand. I intended no insult, Ignatius. Only a bargain. For which, remember, I promise to fund whatever price you demand. That funding, naturally, would no longer occur should anything …’ he shrugged away the rest of his words.


‘Naturally,’ Ignatius concurred and pointed Hib Gow back to his corner. ‘As long as we understand each other, Governor,’ he picked up his pen again, ‘we shall begin.’





Chapter One
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It was said that the secret was in the clay. It had to be. Either that or it was something arcane, magical, like the mystery of silk centuries before. Yet that mystery had turned out to be something mundane, something natural. Stolen silk-worm eggs smuggled out by two priests in their hollow canes had brought it to the world.


The Chinese ware would turn out to be the same. It had to be. And if one man could make it, as with the silk, as with the miracle of gunpowder even before that, so another man could steal it.


La Société de Jésus had embedded itself comfortably within Chinese society under the Qing. Emperor Kangxi in his wisdom had welcomed the trade vessels of the West with open arms. In a few short years Chinese goods had become the elite fashion throughout Europe and, almost in exchange, the Jesuits insinuated themselves as premiere ambassadors for the Western world.


A decade hence and they had become trusted astronomers and mathematicians within the Qing court, allowed to translate even sacred Confucian texts and to present in Europe that comparatively naïve faith as a credible religion, despite the Jesuits’ initial abhorrence of the Chinese worship of ancestors and evidently idolatrous ways.


One of these Jesuits, adorned in Chinese robes, a custom his fellow priests had adapted to over the years, bowed his way into the heartland of Kangxi porcelain, Jingdezhen, and thus became the first European to witness in action the last great Chinese mystery: the production and art of the true hard-paste porcelain, the exquisite tableware that had since become the ‘White Gold’ of Europe.


And he noted it all.


The nations of Europe – rich Europe, peaceful Europe – had in the blink of history’s eye become infatuated with the luxuries offered by the New World.


Chocolate, once the heavenly delight only of Royal Spain, now poured, albeit still expensively, alongside coffee and tea in the new trade of gentlemen’s clubs springing up all over London.


Whether a Tory or a Whig, depending on how far one walked up St James there would be a chocolate shop where, it was noted, ‘the disaffected met, and spread scandalous reports concerning the conduct of His Majesty and his Ministers,’ or conspired to wheedle some advantage from the king’s extended absence from the country.


And, once all of Europe had developed its taste for the hot beverages of the New World, the demand for cool elegant ‘chinaware’ spread from the drawing rooms of royalty along the cobbled streets of Europe’s cities to the coffee and chocolate houses.


In 1710, through science, effort and luck, the Margravate of Meissen in Germany began to produce its own miracle hard-paste porcelain. Although inferior to the Chinese, the clamour for it rang around the world like the porcelain bells of its Frauenkirche, the chime of Saxony’s cups and serving pots mocking the French and English attempts to mimic the cool chinaware that had captivated the world.


Hot beverages had become the mark of civilisation. Chocolate prolonged life and raised virility; coffee stimulated the brain and heart and was exotic beyond diamonds as if it had come from another universe. These new commodities were traded far and above the old-hat of hops and cloth, and so fortunes were made and companies born that would outlast empires.


But these glorious luxuries all suffered from the same drawback. To savour and appreciate them fully they must be hot – too hot to be served in silver or pewter or gold. The table-services of kings were now simply an embarrassment to their guests and no matter how determined English and French potters became, the chinaware could be but poorly imitated.


One English potter affirmed that the clay that held the secret to the coolness of porcelain could be obtained in the Americas for he had discovered native wares that possessed the same properties. The South Seas Company declined his offer to invest in further explorations.


In 1712, Father d’Entrecolles wrote his first letter to Father Orry in Paris describing the full process, the firing and mixing of both soft-paste and hard-paste Chinese porcelain. The letter failed to make it out of China, but rumours abounded that the secret had been broached. The first letter soon became more valuable than the product whose manufacture it described. Father d’Entrecolles disappeared back into his missionary order and did not write again to his ministry for eight years. Any country or individual that could rediscover the first letter of Father d’Entrecolles would hold the secret of the first great industrialised product of the eighteenth century.


 


Captain William Guinneys successfully purchased the first letter of Father d’Entrecolles from Wu Qua of the Foreign Trade Hongs for sale to a man, known only as Ignatius, in the American colonies. The transaction completed, Guinneys began an ocean voyage as wide as his bumptious smirk.


Whilst Guinneys’ creditors in London mopped their brows in relief, the general hunt for the letter forced Ignatius to spirit it away to a secret location for safekeeping. He entrusted pirates with this task, believing they must surely have no interest in the ways of men beyond the lining of their purses


He charged a pirate captain, one Black Sam Bellamy named for his flowing mane of black hair, to carry the letters north, sealed in a greying, bronze Chinese cannon wisely chosen by Guinneys as fitting concealment.


But the device was not enough to hide the letters from the vengeful Chinese gods.


A storm off the Cape Cod coast – a maelstrom from nowhere – drowned Bellamy and sank his ship, the Whydah Galley. It was April 1717 and the letters were lost again, the Gods satisfied. For a time.


William Guinneys, his task completed, his pockets sufficiently full to banish worry about his peacetime deduct or the black-coated and black-hearted men in Leadenhall Street ruling the waves with their vellum and ink, continued his waltz back and forth from the Chinese and Indian factories and awaited war to speed him from the doldrums of the Company ledgers.


Two years later, his first and last experience of action was ended with cutlass and powder. Not by Spaniards or Frenchmen, as his heart would have wished, but by a jumped-up boot-wipe turned pirate captain. The pirate Devlin was his executioner.


Guinneys told no-one of the letter. There was no need; the letter spoke for itself.


But first it had to become known again.





Chapter Two
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Madagascar, June 1718


One year since the letters disappeared.
One year since Patrick Devlin became a pirate.


It was the onset of a storm that had brought Albany Holmes and George Lee ashore on Madagascar to escape the dark skies and the rising whitecaps, and to dry their Parisian shoes in the winding streets of the port of St Augustine. Their captain had decided that a day or two in safe soundings would diminish any risk of a squall’s edge becoming a wallowing grave in wider waters. And as long as one kept to the towns the island’s notorious reputation for pirates should remain only that.


They had been told that the land was ten times the size of their great United Kingdom and that although it boasted kingdoms and princes you could hardly count, there was barely enough tin to feed the coffee-coloured children that swarmed around the docks and shores.


The two had travelled beyond the normal perimeters of the Grand Tour that occupied many unmarried gentlemen of a certain status, and were now stretching their horizons to sample the almond eyes and jet-black hair that encapsulated all the promise of the Orient Sea.


They had ignored the pleas and warnings of their captain to not stray from the Dutch and French taverns and brothels that littered the bay of St Augustine. Instead they climbed the shingle roads that meandered into the hills until they became but dust tracks and the civilised sounds of cart and hoof were replaced by the bad-tempered clucking of the brooding hens around their feet and the dull bleating of the goat by the roadside.


They walked through the homesteads and inhaled the smell of spit-roasting boar on wood fires outside the shacks. Cautious white eyes followed the path of the two colourful peacocks strutting through their midst.


Albany and George found the hot smoky township and the drawn, dark people unsettling and felt the silent stares that lay cold upon their backs. They had perhaps trod too far inland.


It came as a relief to hear the sound of English voices singing from within the stone-built tavern that dominated the hillside. Their pace increased as the heady aroma of tobacco and ale-soaked sawdust pulled them over the threshold.


They swung into the heat of the room, the sudden silence wafting over them as strongly as the pipe smoke, while heads swivelled sullenly to take them in.


The patrons judged them gravely, then turned back to their games and blackjack mugs, the murmur and songs slowly brewing up again: just a couple of silks. Not worth the first look let alone a second.


‘Perhaps we should return to the port, Albany,’ George whispered. ‘I’m not so convinced this is a wise venture.’


Albany Holmes had never backed out of a room in his life. ‘Come, George. This is the real tour is it not? I’ll wager some of these damned souls know the finest quim this island has to offer, and do you not want to scribe something in that tome of yours?’ He cocked an eyebrow at a bearded sot heaving into his own mug. ‘George, I thirst.’


They strode to the bar across the sawdust floor, Albany’s ebony cane tapping his way like a blind man’s, and elbowed a space.


‘Keep!’ Albany piped to the leather-aproned bear behind the nailed decking that made up the bar. ‘A noggin of rum and a carafe for my friend and I.’ He slapped down a Dutch dollar and pushed it to the bear’s side. ‘I will hold for pewter mugs rather than this leather you favour for your fellows, if it is not too bold, sir.’


The bear rolled himself in front of them, his half-lidded eyes never straying from the silver. He slapped down the pewter goblets with the green bottle of wine and wearily began to pour from a barrel atop the bar a spurt of brown treacle into wooden cups. He slammed them down and scraped the dollar away in the same movement.


‘I am indebted, sir.’ Albany winced a smile and swept the wine into the goblets, pushing one into George’s nervous hand. He turned to face the room, taking in all the dirty unshaven faces and broad backs at the tables engrossed in their games and drink. No women, Albany sighed. No matter. A day or two yet. ‘Come, George, let us find a seat.’


‘I fear we may be wanting on that matter, Albany,’ George noted, sipping his wine with distaste. ‘The place is full with bodies.’


‘Nonsense,’ Albany almost shouted, his raised voice sucking a glance from a scarred face along the bar. ‘There is a fellow sleeping over there,’ he lifted his cane to point to a cushioned bench beside the door where a small-paned yellow window gave pitiful light into the den. ‘He will not mind to move up a notch to let two Englishmen sit.’


George followed the cane to the bench and table.


Sure enough some vagrant had secured himself a rather resplendent portion of the tavern. He lay in shirt and waistcoat only, a black three-cornered hat pulled over his sleeping brow, brown leather boots resting, crossed, upon the rough tabletop.


‘He looks awful peaceful, Albany,’ George attested. ‘Perhaps we should let him be.’


Albany had already begun to move, carrying the carafe, leaving George to fumble with the mugs and goblets.


Albany slammed down the green bottle, spilling a spittle’s worth, hoping to startle the man from his drunken slumber, but the hat remained drawn down, the boots planted.


He took the goblets and mugs from George and crashed them down likewise at several points on the tabletop to reaffirm his intentions, but thought it wise not to disturb the crock bottle that stood close to the occupant’s legs.


Albany took in the man. He was tall, grimy with work or time but dressed in strong Dutch linen with a black Damask waistcoat worth a year’s wages to a common man. His boots however were older than Albany. They were perhaps Spanish or French judging by the fine cut and quality of stitch that still left English bootmakers slapping their heads, but the leather was limp and cracked. Stolen most probably, Albany surmised.


He lifted his black cane and rapped upon the man’s ankles. ‘Sir!’ he voiced. ‘Kindly afford some space for two gentlemen who wish to sit for a while, if you would be so inclined!’


Silence. The hat never stirred. Albany pursed his lips, exchanged a glance with George and began again.


‘You there,’ he prodded with the cane’s silver tip. ‘You will make way for two gentlemen who wish to be seated. I do not feel it a tremendous inconvenience to accommodate two others at this sitting! Move now!’


George swallowed his cup of rum, his eyes roving around the room, the free hand behind his back as far away from his pistol and sword as he could demonstrate it to be.


The black hat stirred slightly. ‘I am tired, sir.’ A soft Irish accent drifted out from beneath the brim. ‘Leave me be.’


Albany looked again at the length of the man. He could see no pistol. No hilt. His eyes travelled to the door where a hook held a black twill coat and crossbelt with hanging sword.


‘I would be of a mind to advise you, sir,’ Albany’s hand drew out, with the faintest scrape, the etched portion of the London and Birmingham pride of his sword-cane, ‘that it would be unwise for an unarmed man to question the actions of one such as I.’


Albany tasted the salt sweat from his upper lip. This is why he had travelled. This was London and all of Paris in a cup. His sword-cane, partially committed, the fervent sting of battle in the turgid air. A drunken, unarmed vagabond defying him.


How easy to cut him slightly, to just nick him and watch the fellow skulk away with all eyes on him, warily shrinking from Albany’s steely glare.


The vagrant dragged his feet from the table, only to fill the bench more fully with his languid form, his eyes never rising from under the shadow of his hat. The voice was unaltered from the drowsy tones of his first utterance.


‘I am of a mind to believe that of late I do not need to be armed so often.’ He pulled his hat tighter down as a hundred clicks and rattles of flintlocks and scabbards filled the air behind the two gentlemen. ‘I finds I sleep better that way.’ ‘Albany, old boy?’ George nervously tapped the silk shoulder of his tall companion, who had already turned his face to the sound. He stared, rigid, hand upon cane, at a room full of black pistols answering his gaze. The faces of the men behind the weapons appeared minuscule compared to the gaping black barrels aimed at every inch of his body.


Albany tightened his grip on his half-drawn swordstick, then discreetly and silently pushed home the glinting steel. ‘Of no offence, gentlemen.’ He painfully executed a bow. ‘We will stand. Not wishing to deprive a working man of his rest.’


‘You should say goodbye to the sun, gents,’ sighed the sleepy fellow who now tipped up his hat and swung his feet to the floor. ‘You have not done well here.’


He sat up straight. Albany and George looked into his tanned face and mess of black hair straggling out beneath his cocked tricorne.


Albany was surprised at the cold cynical stare, more gentlemanly and solemn than he had supposed. The soft voice continued.


‘What brings such colourful stripes to the realms of the Malagasay? Only pirates and fools stop along these shores. Or lost souls. And only ghosts come into the hills. I myself have strayed too far. Captain Avery’s inbred fools haunt these paths.’ He swallowed from his crock bottle and counted with one eye the guns of his brethren still hovering in the gloom.


He slammed down the bottle and waved a gentle hand for all to lower their pistols. A moment later, the two stranded coxcombs saw only backs as the patrons returned to their murmurs and bottle mouths.


Albany found his voice again.


‘We are mired here, sir. To ride out a storm soon to be.’ Then gallantly he broached, ‘And who might I be addressing, if I may address you, sir?’


‘I am the one who has kept you alive, sir. That is all.’


‘In that case, prudently observed,’ Albany continued. ‘I am Albany Holmes, and this is George Lee. Gentlemen abroad and devoid of experience.’ He affected a grin. ‘If you may gather my meaning, sir.’ Albany hoped still to fish from the fellow some whereabouts of iniquity despite the ill opening of their conversation.


The pirate enjoyed the exchange. A sloping rakish grin lightened his face, but only for a moment.


‘Then in spirit I return the address,’ he touched his hat. ‘I am Patrick Devlin. Captain Devlin. Of the frigate Shadow.’ His gaze passed between the two, enjoying the recognition of his name and the nature of their fate dawning on their pinched faces.


Albany, as pale as his shirt, whispered the name into the air like escaping steam, ‘The pirate Devlin?’ His hands winged to the sides of his coat, away from his weapons. ‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ A rough cackling broke out amongst the patrons. Devlin bowed slightly.


‘You may well be.’ The lightened look had gone.


Albany stiffened and reached for his bottle. ‘May I?’ he asked.


Devlin opened his palm towards the bottle and sat back. George caught his eye and swiftly lowered his gaze to his shoe buckles, feeling the weight of his pistol and sword dragging his eyes lower.


Albany poured, the sound of the gulping carafe settling his nerve. He swigged a goblet full and wiped the red line, mixed with beads of perspiration, from his lips.


The wine encouraged him. Here he was: having sailed over oceans of colour, and witnessed the crossing of tides that before his eyes marked out boundaries of nations along the hull of the ship they patronised. Albany had breathed in the scent of olive and ebony limbs draped around his neck. He had lapped at their feminine sweat and marvelled at the whiteness of their teeth and the depth of their almond scented tresses. But now he felt a beat within him he had never known.


‘I am honoured, sir,’ he spoke at last. ‘Your fame has become great back in England. I would never have thought that I would come so far as to be standing before you yourself.’ The subtle hint for a stool was ignored.


Devlin cocked his chin, ‘How so my fame, Albany?’ He riffled through his waistcoat for his pipe, the sudden movement of his hands causing George to shuffle uncomfortably.


‘Why, Captain,’ Albany bowed. ‘You are well known as a Jacobite terror this past year! Month after month your pamphlets are posted upon every guildhall in the land!’ He swigged his wine again. ‘The tale of the island and the gold is sold wherever a noggin can be purchased! You are an infamous soul, sir, to be sure and found!’


‘Aye,’ Devlin said quietly. ‘The island and the gold.’


Had his mould been cast already, shaped and poured to fit forever? Better than the servant he was before, to be sure, but to have these fops – who would happily sit in the stands at Tyburn and watch him swing – tip glasses to him seemed too strange.


If Devlin had never fled London for St Malo, learning Breton French from coarse fishermen and therefore understanding the words of a dying sailor of the Marine Royale telling of the gold and bequeathing him the map, he would be smoking lice out of Captain John Coxon’s waistcoats even now.


Such a time ago, yet not much time at all. For some, one year passes much as any other. For others a single year can roll by and yet a new dice is thrown and a new life begun.


Patrick Devlin. Butcher’s boy. Servant. Captain. Pirate.


‘And it is a pleasing moment to meet you, sir,’ George proffered. ‘And we have no need of any reward to announce your presence by and by, sir.’


Devlin’s face shone. ‘I have a reward do I? A wanted man?’


A voice came howling from the crowd, ‘Reckon you be right popular, Cap’n!’


Devlin struck a light from striker and flint; let an age pass as he drew his pipe into life. A lowered head showed only the crown of his hat to the uneasy gentlemen before him. Eventually his face upturned, hidden in blue smoke, and he blew a wraith of it into the waistcoats of the two men.


‘Tell me more about this ship you came in on, Albany,’ he squinted and grinned through the haze, his eyes smarting from his own smoke. ‘What be its name?’





Chapter Three


[image: image]


Dandon’s eyes blinked open painfully. He closed them again as sunlight stabbed into his skull then resigned himself to his awakened state and rolled himself upwards, his boots ringing against empty bottles as they gingerly settled to the floor.


His hands cradled his head. He rubbed his temples and raised his eyes to the shafts of dusty light fingering their way through the slatted walls of the den.


He breathed deeply, feeling a rustling in his lungs from poor tobacco, a wretchedness about him that had been well paid for.


How many days did he have left now? How many more times would his withering body drag him awake to regret the sinking of another tavern? He looked absently at the back of his hand. Barely thirty and counting brown spots like domino pips.


Sure enough he had been a drunk of some measure upon Providence Island, vaguely performing medical favours to the whores and pirates in exchange for a straw bed and his own leather mug rarely empty, but now? With these men? Another class of drinking ensued.


This past year with the pirate Devlin, a man he considered his friend, had been dangerous and rewarding. Dandon now had golden coin where before only bits of silver occasionally dusted his pockets. They had stolen a gold treasure, although from their own viewpoint they had certainly earned it, and the apothecary’s assistant from colonial Bath Town had never looked back.


At times, after a couple of bottles and in the glow of a guttering early morning candle, he would spout that he would return to his original schemes now that he had coin aplenty. He would set up a saltern in the Bahama islands, a string of them, and manufacture his own salt pills and healing potions and join the multitude of quacks growing fat on the desperate gout-laden rich who refused to believe it was their own greed that perpetuated their ill-health.


He would slap the table and bid them all farewell on the morrow. And then he would awake, as now, and not remember a word he had said.


Now he hazily recalled joining the Shadow’s giant quartermaster Peter Sam and Hugh Harris, another pirate rogue who had become a friend, in a tour last night of some of the more rancorous and mysterious holes of the town. The windowless pits where the opiates wisped and where the women – and the men that looked like women – snaked and writhed and ran your coin through their fingers like water.


Peter Sam had disappeared off to the darkest alleys leaving Hugh and Dandon to avail themselves of the long pipes and clay-like powders that made you feel born anew, light of conscience, beloved and eternally free. Until the next day.


Dandon looked up and saw that part of the wall of the den was Hugh himself, sitting angled against it and staring straight at him, an evil grin spread across his jowls.


Last night, or the night before, or the week before, Dandon’s cot had been a duck down delight of comfort. He looked at the straw and burlap mattress with a terrible disdain and brushed his shirt free of invisible vermin. He coughed, swallowed something foul.


Hugh responded to the cough with a crack of his throat. ‘How’s the morning to you, Dandon there?’ He raised a brandy bottle to pass along but Dandon waved back a sorrowful hand.


‘Nay, old boy,’ he heaved. ‘I need an egg and some bread if I can find some.’ He looked about the smoky room. ‘Where are we, Hugh? Apart from hell.’


Hugh laughed coldly. ‘No matter, Dandon. We be safe as long as we have tin. What a day or two, eh mate?’ He stretched himself and clasped the bottle to his lips.


‘To my own mind, Mister Harris, I recall very little. I will take your familiarity with the events for truth therefore.’


He rubbed the mess of his narrow beard and reeled at the smell of his own hand. ‘Where is Peter Sam? What became of him? I seem to recall his back drifting away to some other abode a time ago.’


‘Aye,’ Hugh hacked. ‘He be wandering back along his own path soon enough. We’d best make our way back to the Cap’n.’ He slapped his head to waken his senses. ‘This time be done.’


Dandon stood and straightened his clothes, his eyes wandering to his yellow silk coat, golden waistcoat, weary plumed yellow hat and white necktie all slung down in a dank corner. He had, however, chosen to sleep in his buckled shoes, much to his regret.


‘We best find him though, Hugh. The big man’s weaknesses can be his undoing I have noticed.’


‘That be true.’ Hugh struggled up and lifted a note from the broken table that stood in the centre of the room. ‘He left us a scribbling I reckon. I sees it last night but paid it no mind. Your eyes be better for reading, Dandon, mate.’ He gave the paper across to Dandon and picked up his cross-belt and sword.


Dandon stretched the paper in his hands, sniffed and pulled his head back to focus on the rather official-looking handwriting before his aching eyes.


The first pass made little sense, so Dandon read it again more slowly. He found himself sitting again on the fragile cot. By the third reading his heart had begun to race, and his head was clearer.


He stood up, folded the paper with care and reached for his coat. ‘We must grab ourselves coffee and get to Devlin with great haste and flight, friend Hugh. Some strange act is afoot.’


‘What says it? Is it not from Peter?’ Hugh’s voice leapt like a boy’s.


‘It is about Peter, at least,’ Dandon flapped his silk justacorps about his scrawny body. ‘But it is not from our quartermaster.’


Feeling Dandon’s anxiety fill the room, Hugh checked his pistols.


‘Rather it is from some deluded soul who has taken it upon himself to free us from his company under pain of good Peter’s death.’


‘Eh?’ Dandon’s utterances were puzzling to Hugh at the best of times.


Dandon yanked the door and let in the dazzling late morning sunshine and crash of the sea.


‘He has been “kidnapped” from us Hugh, a terrible term from my less eloquent cousins in the colonies. I may have a better phrase for it after a dose of hot brown when my head is better. Make haste man! I hunger but may not eat until this note be in our captain’s hand!’


Hugh missed the last several words as Dandon was already striding ahead through the crowds that hung around the port. He observed Dandon’s wake, calling for the yellow back to slow down, while he ducked back into the hut for his bottle.


Dandon had spied one of the Chinese shanties selling hot brews and bowls of rice along the winding paths. He veered away to stand before the bent old man in the red skullcap who bowed and cracked his face at the emergence of Dandon’s purse. Although he was obviously busy, he took the time to ladle steaming black coffee into a small porcelain bowl for which Dandon passed a broken quarter of a reale into the soft small hand.


Dandon sidestepped to let another customer take his place and inhaled deeply the powerful vapours which cleared his passages almost instantly. He sipped carefully at the scalding liquid and suddenly craved his tobacco pouch.


Hugh stumbled up to his side, every corner of him bristling with weaponry, the brandy bottle peeping out of his coat like another gun. He waited while Dandon drank his coffee, his eyes darting back and forth, reading every passing face for conspiracy.


Dandon passed back the cup with a bow. The stick-like hand took it with a swipe and laid it next to a fresh pile rattling beside other towers of bowls, cups and ladles. The old man gave the bowls no thought. He had known them all his life, as his father had known them. Cold to the touch, translucent in the sun. They never chipped or ran with cracks even after a thousand uses. A portion of them had faint green paintwork that told their own stories, but most were plain, bone white.


The Chinaman grabbed another bowl and poured boiling green tea for a Dutch whaler who had lost his way. The whaler gave no thought to the cold cup in his shovel-like fist either, and Dandon and Hugh moved on.


They made their haphazard way up to the top of the town and to the inn on the hill, pausing for a breath to look back and down over the smoking wood-fires billowing from the ragged chimney pots like an avenue of tornadoes curling to the sea; then to the cobweb riggings of the ships huddling in the harbour, seemingly stringed together as one mass of rope and masts.


Beyond this in the sky above, a dark smudge was growing and swelling, whilst on the horizon a foreboding curtain of grey swept ever closer.


‘Dandon!’ A cry from the tavern steps swung them around. It was Sam Fletcher, the wretch from London, a gallows dancer of a deserter and Shadow pirate. ‘Where have you been, mate? Come see the sport Devlin has a-going!’


Dandon pulled at Hugh, the note tight in his hands.


George and Albany’s eyes lit up at the apparent sight of a fine fellow crossing the threshold, then dropped again at the tripping of the scarecrow that followed him.


Dandon cultivated the illusion of being a gentleman, but his once fine golden justacorps was now damp and worn, his yellow silk waistcoat frayed at the shoulders, its buttons loose and dangling. He had found himself of late new shoes, stockings and breeches, but had not found any store equal to replacing his favoured coat or limp, dandelion-hued, broad-brimmed hat.


Dandon only differed from his brethren in that he carried no weapon, unless absolutely necessary. Otherwise he joined them in every curse and vice of their clandestine existence. Besides, he had often found that going unarmed could open doors that would otherwise remained locked and barred.


Dandon took in the party seated at the long table dragged to the centre of the tavern. George and Albany faced him, their coats removed to the backs of their chairs, a line of cups in the centre of the table, six in all.


Their heads swayed with drunken concentration, the pirates crowded round them, crowing and jeering at each success and failure.


The game was simple: two teams, and each player had his own coin, as close to equal value in weight as could be estimated from the myriad of currencies that jangled through Madagascar. With dexterity and skill the players would bounce a coin upon the table to ring into a cup. On the cheer following a successful attempt they would drink from the cup, to the very dregs, and keep their coin to play again.


If the coin landed elsewhere or glanced off the cup, it was forfeit to the opposing side who added it to their account to play again. Devlin and Sam Morwell were unlucky this day to play against against the skilled eyes and better blood of the two gentlemen, who were winning hard-earned gold and silver from the two ruffians, and steadily adding to their pile.


With each victory the gentlemen proved their better birth and with every gulp and slap of their backs their confidence grew. They were beating this vile group at their own game, showing their worth and even drawing respectful cheers from the dark hearts that surrounded them.


Perhaps they would deign to toss a coin or two to some of the more pitiful eyes that stared at them, red-rimmed and deferential to their betters. Poor misguided wretches. Perhaps, for one of the more sorrowful ones, Albany could find a role aboard their ship. He himself might have need of a valet if a good clean man could be found.


The pirate Devlin was particularly bad at the game, he slapped the table with a curse as he gave up another reale to Albany, then excused himself and even tipped his hat when the man in the yellow coat bent to whisper in his ear.


George won again, amid a song to his luck, and he let the rum trickle over his face and down his neck and called with a bang of his empty cup for more and for the pirate opposite him to try again, damn him, for George would not be beaten, despite the swaying of the room.


Dandon spoke low, lest others cocked an ear to his message, ‘I have been gone, Patrick, but now am found again. Yet I bring strange, possibly grave news that I do not understand but am sorry to impart, I fear.’


Devlin, too, sometimes grew impatient with Dandon’s flowery phrases. ‘Speak Dandon,’ he snapped. ‘You’re pale with Turkish pipe no doubt.’


‘I am a capricious capote, Captain, true,’ he ushered Devlin to the door. ‘But I know not who lies within this tavern that can be trusted.’


‘Speak, I said. I’m working on these silks here and it’s costing me a sum to get them under. I intend to add their ship to ours. Peacefully if possible.’


‘Peter is gone. I have this paper here for you,’ he said, and passed the vellum to Devlin. ’Tis not my fault, Captain. You know full well Peter’s want to travel dark.’


Devlin pulled the paper taut. He read swiftly, growing paler with each word. The print was gracious, clearly dry by weeks for it had become a paler blue.


The paper was unsigned. Just a name, printed proud and tall, was embossed at the foot of the page.


‘Ignatius.’


Then the address: Charles Town. South of the Carolinas. A trade colony of great fortune and civility, the fifth largest in America. A harbour town often plagued by pirates. Devlin’s eyes fixed on the final portion of script:


‘I will know the hour this letter reaches your hand. Attend alone and without force. Announce at the House. There will be no harm brought if no member of your crew enters the streets of the town.’


‘When did you last see Peter Sam?’


‘A day ago, Captain. Maybe two. You understand I was not counting his absence for fear of such a happening. Who after all could hope to drag away such a fellow as Peter?’


This was true, perhaps the most disturbing aspect. Peter Sam was a brute of a man. He laughed off bullets, broke cutlasses for toothpicks and took gunpowder with his eggs.


Devlin himself had seen him sling two men over the gunwale, like bags of straw, one in each hand. That had been aboard the Noble, Devlin’s old frigate where he had lived as servant to Captain John Coxon. Over a year ago now and a world away. A lifetime away.


What manner of man or men could spirit away the mammoth in brown leather who had become Devlin’s mainstay amongst the crew? The quartermaster that the men held their breath by and lowered their eyes at his passing. The old stander that had sailed with Seth Toombs, Black Bill and Will Magnes. The man who had sailed to The Island, the French island of the gold, and rescued them all. Came back for them all. Came back for his captain and defeated Coxon’s frigate.


‘It would take a fair plan, to be sure, to bring him down. A trap, I’ll lay to that.’ Devlin read through the epistle again. ‘And this script is not fresh.’ He folded the paper with care, placed it inside his shirt. He swore a silent promise, to give it back to the man who wrote it.


‘And what do we do, dear Captain?’


‘They have two days you reckon at most? Two days ahead of us?’


‘Aye. Maybe only one, but that’s two hundred miles with a good wind and a fast ship. And Shadow ain’t so fast.’


Devlin turned to the game at the table where the two gentlemen now sat drunk and laughing like lords. ‘Do you have some laudanum about you, Dandon?’


‘I could not sleep otherwise, Patrick.’


‘Then I will have a fast ship,’ Devlin turned back and winked at the grinning Hugh Harris.


‘There is one more thing, Captain,’ Dandon leant on the threshold and beckoned Devlin to follow him outside.


They stepped out into the bright noon where Devlin could see in the offing the black clouds forming and sky meeting horizon in an endless blanket of grey.


‘We could not make it past the Cape of Africa amid that, Captain,’ Dandon sighed. ‘Even I know that much.’


Devlin looked to the whitecaps swelling on the sea, the bucking of the ships in the harbour far below, their masts swaying like reeds. He placed a foot upon the low wall that skirted the hostelry’s vegetable garden and thought on.


Luck was obviously with the fellow in Charles Town who commanded Devlin from afar. A gentleman’s luck. The luck that comes from having a large enough purse to tip the world to your bidding. Devlin had known no good gentleman, and the irony of that form of address was not lost on him.


The first he had encountered had been back home in Kilkenny, a fuming English magistrate sentencing him to death for poaching. The gentleman had not objected to buying the poached bird, only to the damage some embedded shot had wrought upon the teeth in his wife’s rotting jaw.


Like the child that is bitten by a dog and is wary of even the smallest yap for the rest of his life, Devlin would keep the ruling class a long berth away from him. Now was different of course. Now his class was measured with steel and lead. The white faces of the two young coxcombs inside the tavern reminded him that he had jumped from his allotted peg-hole. Jumped ship, as it were, from the constraints of his former master, Captain John Coxon, and every other sniffing ponce that had handed him their shoes to clean or empty cup to fill.


He wore their clothes, though sullied and old, drank their wine, though stolen and without salute to their king, and spent their coin that they had stolen themselves from the backs of others.


Aye, like a child bitten by a dog and then wary of even the smallest yap all his life. The only resolution for the child in a world of such dogs: resolve to become a wolf.


‘I’m back to the ship. I need Bill’s conference.’


Black Bill Vernon, the old Scot, sailing master from the Lucy, Seth Toombs’s old ship that had started Devlin’s path. The only man they had who could plot and divine the latitudes as well as Devlin, more from experience than learning.


‘I want you to sort for those men. It’s been a while since we had a consort and we could do with the hands.’


Dandon looked back to the open door. ‘A consort yes, another ship to be sure, but you want those fops for hands?’


‘I want the men they rode in with.’ Devlin stood, his face in shade from the brim of his hat. ‘The ship is a brig called Talefan. Thirty hands. Captain Moss commands. Bristol man.’ He came to stand at Dandon’s shoulder. ‘I’ve got those fools drunk for a reason. Use your talents to ensure they do not wake. If we give chase it’ll be best in a ship that none will know. Get the ship without blood.’


‘And how am I supposed to achieve such peaceful reversal of ownership?’


Devlin walked back inside to grab his coat and weapons before winding his way back to the harbour and the Shadow. He turned. His expression appeared almost insulted.


‘If I have to tell you, Dandon, I have sorely overestimated our acquaintance.’ He took one more glance over Dandon’s shoulder to the blackening sky. ‘Send someone to me by six to tell me it’s done.’


Devlin emerged a moment later, shrugging on his black, calf-length double-twill coat. His favoured left-locked pistol with its eleven-inch barrel was shoved into his belt and his sword pushed up the tail of his coat as he swept past Dandon with a tip of his hat.


Dandon watched him meander away. He stroked his narrow beard and tapped his thumbnail against his gold front teeth.


The sounds of another triumphant play by George and Albany drew him back to the comfort of the tavern. His hand darted from his chin to feel in his outer pocket where his fingers fell upon the cold vial of laudanum. He smiled softly and walked slowly back into the dim hole.





Chapter Four
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Charles Town, South Carolina. Undated.


The letter.


For the intimate concern of the pyrate hitherto familiar as Patrick Devlin.


Allow it to be known that on receipt of this communication it have passed that the member of crew known as Peter Sam, afforded the position of quartermaster amongst, has been removed from company at my request to be brought to the body of my Office.


Your presence is demanded to attend at the address marked at the finality of correspondence. Your attendance will secure the freedom of your fellow.


Your failure in attendance will result in the forfeit of his life after the necessary act of securing the names of formal officers to be passed to the appropriate Offices of Governments most active in the acquisition of your ignoble crew.


In my possession Warrants of Execution signed by three Councils are to be issued to the Navy Board should you also be in failure of attendance.


I will know the hour this letter reaches your hand. Attend alone and without force. Announce at the House. There will be no harm brought if no member of your crew enters the streets of the town.


Magnolia House. New Church. Charles Town. Southern
Carolina Colony of Charles II.


IGNATIUS


Hands were needed. There were plenty of hunched rat-like fiends hanging around the heaving shores of Madagascar to pick and choose from. Men with dark and soiled histories that had found themselves hiding or lost among the silent palms and secret alleyways.


But these could be dangerous men, men that needed watching. Devlin preferred, and a year of the preference had paid well, to find good men who could be swayed, be shown the benefit of having pockets weighted down with coin instead of troubles. And his success had brought fame and admiration.


Why, was it not barely a year ago that the pirate Devlin had stolen a King’s fortune that enabled some of his crew to retire like lords themselves amongst the islands?


Was there not a couple of Portuguese hands, pressed from the Verde islands where the pirate Devlin had stolen his great frigate, Shadow, now living it up on Providence with Jennings, Hornigold and the rest?


And those Dutch fellows. Broad, tall trees of men who had signed up after the pirate Devlin attacked their Dutch slaver. One of those now lived in Spain, married to a lady of the Court no less, did he not?


True or not, the tales brought whispers to his back and respectful nods to his face wherever Devlin strode out.


He always seemed in a hurry, eyes down, brushing through the crowds like a guilty man walking away from the hanging of an innocent one, or simply like one who knew that crowds always walked in the wrong direction.


Rumours abounded: He had buried the money like Kidd. He had spent it on whores and a hundred ships. He was funding the restoration of the Stuarts. He was building an army against the Spanish enemy now France was at war again. He was king of the country he had discovered in the unknown lands of the South Seas. All of these speculations and more circulated along the trade routes of the world and hung in the air behind him. Always behind him, following in his footprints.


Devlin was closing on thirty, old for a pirate to be sure but young for a man of his wealth. The pirate Devlin. Patrick Devlin. Sold by his father, servant to his master, chosen by his men.


Like a hand of cards he had gambled with the easy fortune of youth and won. Now he was a pirate captain of a hundred souls and the richest man in a Gomorrah of his own making. He had weaved his own tapestry by stealing a cache of gold from under the noses of the English and French navies and the omniscience of the Trading Companies that filled their governments’ coffers.


Devlin had bucked them all, ducked the shots against him, and him an Irishman at that. He left them coughing and spluttering over their ledgers whilst he and his men splashed brandy over their curses. And now he had seen his name in print. He had been marked. To be hunted. To be hanged.


For infamy has a price.


He pulled a whole gold Louis from his waistcoat to silence the man who rowed him to the Shadow’s anchor, far out in the bay where she could turn and run if need be. The old fellow had been reluctant to ferry him across the rising waves but the profile of the dead King of France had settled his stomach.


The squall was just getting into its stride, the wherryman’s oars barely skimming along, and he cursed his greed that set him about in such weather. The sea was as grey as the sky; the rain sprayed up from the water as well as down from above.


Devlin did not appear to notice. He sat forward and looked over the old man’s cloaked shoulder to the ship beyond, anchored fore and aft yet still dancing against the swell as if pleased at the sight of him returning.


Shadow was a small light-frigate, ably suited to the narrow channels of the Mediterranean but too weak for a ship of the line and thus classed a fifth rater in the Fighting Instructions of 1653.


She was French by birth and had been commissioned by Valentim Mendes, the governor of the small Verdes island of Sao Nicolau, in 1715. She had begun her pirate life two years later when Devlin plucked her from the pocket of said Valentim, and the Sombra became the Shadow.


Nine nine-pounders stood on the weatherdeck, and another three beneath the quarterdeck and part of the Great Cabin. Two more were on the quarterdeck and one at the fo’c’sle and still two more to chase in the bow, a distinction of Mediterranean ships where the low winds hindered turning to broadside. Her final complement was a brace of niners at the stern waiting to poke out of the Great Cabin, and two breech-loading half-pound swivels along the quarterdeck rail – but the pirates had added yokes to mount more.


Shadow was a fine ship, chipped here and there but her black and red paint still bright. New strakes had been nailed over old where she had been holed once or twice, and some furniture was missing along her rails and gunwales where misguided fools had attempted to defend themselves with shot and grape. To be fair the Atlantic treated her narrow beam unkindly but she was still here, and the pirates, whose normal way had been to trade up or even down when a ship became worn or in need of repair, had kept her and careened and caulked her with care. They painted that which wanted painting and took from others whatever fresh sail or rigging she had need of.


Perhaps if she had not been so young when they had found her, or perhaps if she had known other crews and seas years before, she would not have sat so well for so long. Aye, perhaps.


A short time later Devlin climbed up the Shadow’s ladder as waves ran up her freeboard, soaking his boots while the wind tugged at his billowing coat and tried to pull him from the ropes as he hauled himself through the entry port.


His boots clamped on the deck as it yawed against the rising wind. Black Bill had already set the storm shrouds and sheets. Good. She was secure, anchored at every quarter to roll merrily against the waves.


Men tugged at their forelocks as Devlin made the short walk to his Great Cabin. He passed through his coach into the room, the sea through the stern windows already appearing to climb against them. Spray streamed off the panes, crept in through the brass catches and pooled along the sill like tiny islands.


Black Bill sat at the table, rounded and complacent after a lunch of Solomon Gundy and port, with the peppery smell of his dish thick in the air. A Virginian cornpipe dangled from his mouth and smouldered in his long deep beard, hazing the cabin with blue tobacco smoke.


‘Cap’n,’ he belched. Dog-Leg, ship’s cook, shuffled forward and slapped a cup of peaberry coffee into Devlin’s fist.


Devlin patted the shoulder of the one-handed man who had once been Seth Toombs’s cook. He put the cup down and drew out the Mercator map of the world from its becket, rolled off the ribbon, and spread it on the table. Bill pulled his pewter plate away from the map to rest against the fiddle rope around the table’s edge, designed to stop plates and glasses sliding off during rough seas.


‘What goes on, lad?’ Bill asked, ruffled by the black look of a man he generally knew to be as calm as waving wheat. Devlin weighted down the corners of the map as he relayed that which he knew.


Peter Sam had been removed from their account. Some deviant Whig who had signed himself to be called ‘Ignatius’ had bid them to Charles Town to assure Peter’s safety or risk his death and the death warrants of them all.


‘How would one make off with Peter?’ was all Bill asked. Devlin said nothing as he opened a baize-lined drawer under the tabletop and picked out his dividers, compass card and hinged rule. Aye, it seemed unlikely – unholy, even. Peter Sam, all six foot two of him, feared for his terrible look along all the Shadow’s decks despite his predilection for delicate young men that would otherwise have marked him for scorn.


The great Peter Sam, who had even tried to kill Devlin when the chance came after his part in the death of Seth Toombs, their former captain.


Peter Sam, who thought to leave Devlin on The Island before the gold had become theirs. Aye, it would have to be a prodigious foe that could lift Sam out of the world.


Both men hunched over the chart as they plotted between them. Peter had been vanished away maybe for two days and Devlin marked with two crosses the limits to where a ship could be now, be it one day, be it two.


The wind whined through the windows and the doors of the coach rattled against the coming storm as they staked out a route to Charles Town, that most successful Carolinas colony, whose rice plantations fed much of England’s poor and whose deerskins warmed many an English Lady’s hands.


Shadow might make the journey in forty-seven days if she drew the greatest and noblest following wind.


The Talefan, a brig with bluffer lines, the ship Devlin had set Dandon to take, could maybe cut no more than ten days from that tally.


Bill drew calmly on his pipe, seeing the frustration rising in Devlin as they both came to the same conclusion.


‘Steady, Cap’n,’ he advised. ‘Can’t be helped. We’ll get there when we get there. Can’t make the world turn any faster. We could still catch ’em.’


Devlin threw down his divider, turning away to the stern windows and the storm being born outside. Seeing his own faint reflection in the glass mocking him, he banged a fist against the pane.


‘I have given this letter not enough thought, Bill. I have treated the man who wrote it like some kind of magician.’ His voice was bitter, his breath steaming in gasps against the glass.


Bill exhaled a plume of blue smoke. ‘Cap’n?’


Devlin spun round. ‘Look at it! Look at the letter, Bill!’


Bill ran his eyes clumsily over the script. ‘I’m at a loss to know your mind, Devlin.’


Devlin strode across the cabin, his forehead furrowed in thought.


‘It says he will know the day, the hour I receive the note, as if he has plotted my path with me. Knows my every hour, by damn!’ he cursed. Devlin waited for a response from his sailing master, but Bill was still running his troubled gaze down the page.


Devlin’s rant went on. ‘A bluffen brag! He could not know that! He does not know that! If he truly knew where we were he would know we could not get to him in thirty days! I reckon that note has been sent to every town from Maracaibo to Trepassey. Yet I read it and believed it true. I read the fancy hand, the noble address and was swayed to believe that some soul has watched us all! I have grown flabby this past year, Bill. This storm I believed a mal content on the side of this villain, but it has stayed my hand and given me thought.’


He stamped, rattling the lamps in their chains. ‘He knows me well enough to be sure. He has plied me with blood to come to him. Not gold or jewels. Blood.’


His voice dropped to a mutter as he paced the room. ‘Takes a man from me. A trusted man. Aye, he knows me well enough. That will draw me out to be sure.’


He grabbed a bottle from his desk, an amber liquid within. ‘We have been followed. Watched. For Peter is gone, but gone where?’ He drank, tipping the bottle high, releasing it seconds later with a gasp.


‘Hah!’ he snapped at Bill. ‘Did not you and I and Dandon all voice the same thought?’


Bill shook his head and shrugged.


‘Who could take Peter Sam? Did you not say such a thing?’
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