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Not so much for you, Jesica,
as through you,
with you,
because of you.
For must go to:
Jack, who made Kitto fiercely determined;
Keyes, who made Duck both righteous and riotous;
and Hayes, who is all monkey.
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        A tale of heroes, villains,
courage, cowardice,
torture,

                    rescue,
love, loss,
loyalty, chicanery,
blood, gore,
sordid

                    alleyways, rat-infested holds,
swordplay, marksmanship,
spice,

                    sin,
greed, ambition,
and just plain good and evil.
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	Christopher (Kitto)


	son of Frederick and Mercy, clubfooted, age twelve years







	Elias (Duck)


	son of Frederick and Sarah, half brother to Kitto, age six years







	William Quick


	captain of the Blessed William, Frederick’s brother, Kitto’s uncle







	Frederick


	Kitto and Duck’s father, maker of barrels (cooper)







	Sarah (Mum)


	Duck’s mother, Kitto’s stepmother







	Mercy


	Kitto’s mother by birth, deceased







	Henry Morgan


	admiral of the Brethren of the Coast, buccaneer, lieutenant governor of Jamaica







	Captain John Morris


	privateer, longtime associate of Morgan







	Spider


	Morris’s first mate







	Van


	member of the Blessed William’s crew, age thirteen years







	Julius


	Van’s pet monkey







	Isaac, Jenks, Peterson, Carroll, Swickers


	crew members of the Blessed William who accompanied William Quick in Panama







	Akin


	formerly enslaved boy, age eleven years 
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Simon Sneed flared thin lips, revealing a disgraceful mishmash of teeth.


“I was nice to you last time, wasn’t I, cripple?” he said. “This time I’ll not be so generous.” Around Simon hovered a small tribe of dim-witted, large boys.


“You don’t own the docks, Simon,” came the answer. His name was Kitto Wheale—or so he thought—and unlike Simon, Kitto did not attract a circle of admirers. Kitto had been born with a clubfoot, a sure sign of God’s disapproval.


“Not yet I don’t own them,” Simon said. There were six boys in all arrayed against Kitto. Simon and three others stood in front and blocked one end of the deserted alley; two boys behind Kitto blocked the other.


Six to one—poor odds. Next to Kitto stood his little brother, Elias, known to all as Duck. Duck glared the most menacing look a six-year-old could muster.


“Leave us be, Simon Sneed!” Duck said. “We wasn’t bothering you.”


Simon leaned to the boy beside him. “Nick that little ankle biter.” Two stout fellows stepped forward and took Duck by the arms.


“Let go of me! Let go or I’ll show you what!”


“Shut it, Duck,” Kitto told him. “You’re just giving him what he wants.” Kitto swept a hand across his dark curls. “Let him go, Simon. You’ve got me closed in, haven’t you?”


“I’ll do as I like.” Simon looked down at the wet thing balanced in his gloved hand: a turd, freshly deposited in the alley only a few minutes before by a horse sweating beneath a load of coal.


“We get lots of visitors here in Falmouth this time of year. From all parts.” With his empty hand Simon pointed at Kitto’s clubfoot. “You come around here with that thing, and people get the wrong idea. You’re a smudge on our good name, you are, and it’s my job to see you cleaned out.”


Duck stomped on the toe of one of the boys holding him. “Stop squeezing me!” The larger boy let out a howl. He and his mate hurled Duck to the ground, and the wounded one pinned him to the cobblestones with a knee to the back.


“If I was any bigger!”


Simon snickered. “He is a feisty one, that brother of yours,” Simon said. “He doesn’t get that from you, though, does he? But I guess he’s got a different mum, eh?” It was true. The woman Kitto called “Mother” was so only by marriage, making Duck his half brother.


“Yes, he’s got a feisty mum, doesn’t he, that brother of yours? That Sarah Wheale is a feisty one, ain’t she, boys?” Simon’s eyebrows jounced.


Kitto knew just then he would not try to run. There were some insults that should not be borne.


“Your lesson will be a little different this time, cripple.” Simon gestured with the gloved hand. “You smear this horse apple all over your face so all Falmouth knows exactly what you are. Do that, and we let you go.”


Kitto stared back. “Better to keep it yourself, Simon. Holding that makes you look less ugly.”


Simon’s sneer vanished. “Take it.”


“I ain’t touching that.”


“One way or the other you are.”


Kitto shrugged. “I rub it about and you let us go? Both of us? And no beating?” He eyed the glistening stool warily.


“I am a man of my word, ain’t I, lads?” Simon turned to his cronies.


Kitto leaped forward, chopped one hand at the crook of Simon’s elbow, and with the other he swept up, hitting the back of Simon’s gloved hand. Simon’s arm bent. He struck himself in the face, mashing manure across his nose and cheek.


There was an instant of shocked delay, and then mayhem erupted. Simon shrieked. The boy kneeling atop Duck stood, and in a trice the six boys threw Kitto to the cobblestones. They beat him and kicked him and stomped him.


“I’ll kill you! You crazy cripple! I’ll kill you!”


“Kitto! Kitto! Get up, Kitto!”


Kitto curled tight and buried his head in his arms. He squeezed his eyes shut.


The boys kicked and punched, spurred on by Simon’s fury.


“Get him! Get him and don’t let up!”


An adjacent door to the alleyway opened, alerted by Duck’s pounding. A huge man stepped through it. His name was Pickett, and he was a blacksmith. He held a long bar of iron that glowed red at one end. Pickett took a few steps forward. The boys scattered like cockroaches before a lantern, Simon at their lead. Halfway down the alley, he turned.


“You’ll get yours, Kitto Wheale! Just you wait and see!” he shouted, then ran on.


A woman emerged from the smithy behind Pickett. She stared first at the retreating boys, then at Kitto. The look of concern on her face melted into disdain.


“You know that lad was Simon Sneed, don’t you? You know who his father is?” she demanded of her husband.


The blacksmith looked at Kitto with sad eyes. Kitto turned away, unable to bear his pity.


“Do you think we can afford to anger Preston Sneed? The most powerful man in this town?” She glared at Kitto. “For the likes of you!”


The man guided the woman by the elbow. The door closed behind them, leaving Kitto and Duck alone.


Kitto uncurled his body. He could feel the bruises forming on his back, on his head. He’d protected his face, at least. Maybe Father would not know he had been fighting.


“I got the blacksmith, Kitto! I did what I could to help!” Duck said cheerfully.


“Is it a help, Duck, when a six-year-old rescues his brother?” Kitto shoved at Duck, and the little boy fell away bewildered. His blue eyes filled.


“But what was I supposed to do, Kitto? What could I have done?” Tears rolled down his rosy cheeks.


Kitto knew Duck could never understand.


“Just leave me alone, Duck. Get on home and leave me be!” Kitto pushed through the pain to his feet, and as best he could he set off at a run. Down the alleyway toward the main lane he went, his head bobbing as he limped.


Kitto cut past a crowd of sailors and made his way to the seawall. He threw himself to the ground at the wall, disgusted and miserable. He hated Simon Sneed, who was cruel, and he hated Pickett and his wife, who saw only his bent foot. He hated his father, who would not listen, and his brother, whose body was whole. But mostly Kitto just hated himself and the twisted leg he hid beneath him.


He sat there a long time, staring and hating. After a while, the sea began to work its magic. He watched the ships swing on their anchors, and a few others round the head at Pendennis Castle. And while he sat, Kitto imagined he had found a spot where the world might leave him be for just a short while.


He was wrong.
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Captain John Morris smiled. It was not a smile of joy.


“Here. Have a look yourself. Must be him.” Morris handed the spyglass to the other man in the rowboat. The second man peered through it across the harbor waters toward the spot where Kitto sat on the wall. The man holding the spyglass bore a black tattoo that entirely covered his left eye: an astonishingly realistic spider with articulated legs reaching out across his forehead, cheekbone, and the bridge of his nose. The tattoo was so striking that it had become the name by which he was known.


“The lad, Captain?” Spider said. “What of him?”


“Look at his foot, Spider. Look close.”


“Aye, sir. I see now. All bent, ain’t it so?”


John Morris dabbed at his nose—or rather, what remained of it—with a kerchief. The last inch of his smelling organ was missing; two dark and ragged black holes remained, leaking fluid. Besides the hacked off nose, he had two purple scars that curved up from each corner of his mouth, forming a sickly smile.


“Don’t you remember, Spider? The clubfooted boy?” Morris asked, in mock surprise at Spider’s stupidity. Spider grunted but said nothing.


“That boy there. He explains why William Quick has come to England!”


“Just for a boy with a clubfoot?” Spider asked, looking again. His grimace revealed bloodred teeth, dyed from the leaves of the betel plant he chewed—a habit he’d picked up in the South Pacific.


“Not for the boy, you idiot, for his father! The cooper!” Morris snatched back the spyglass. “William Quick has come here to get new barrels made. New barrels. You do remember what that means, don’t you?” Morris glared across the boat.


“It means the treasure’s still there,” Spider said, flashing his bloody teeth. Morris nodded slowly.


“It means that all proceeds according to plan,” Morris whispered.


A long red tongue uncurled from Spider’s mouth and swept across his thin lips, leaving a glistening trail.


“So what do I need to do to the boy?” he asked hungrily.


Morris stiffened in his seat, and he snatched back the telescope. He peered through it intently.


“What is it, Captain?” Spider said. Morris lowered his voice to a hiss.


“It’s Quick! Right next to the boy, Spider!”


Sitting on the wall, Kitto kicked up his right foot and held it out in the sunlight. He had taken off his boots now, and his pale skin gleamed. The right leg started out promising and grew true through the knee, but at the shin it began its unnatural curl. At the ankle it became grotesque, wilting like an old lettuce.


“Disgusting! Hateful!” Kitto muttered. He knew the foot was what kept him in Falmouth, chained to the trade of making barrels like his father. A lame boy could turn into a beggar without a trade to practice, and Kitto’s father made certain he would have the skills he needed. Kitto had proven to be an excellent apprentice, but he found the life of a cooper dreadfully dull.


Lost in dark thoughts, Kitto did not notice—as the two in the rowboat had—that a man had sidled up beside him.


The man wore a fine burgundy jacket, black trousers, and newly polished boots. A mustache adorned his upper lip, finely tapered at each end to a deliberate point.


His name was William Quick, and he was obviously a captain.


William drew on his pipe and blew a plume of smoke into the wind so that it was carried before Kitto. Kitto coughed and turned a mildly irritated look. It vanished instantly.


“I am sorry, sir! I did not know.” Kitto jumped to his feet. He watched the captain’s gaze travel his body, coming to stop on Kitto’s deformed limb. The man grinned.


“Is there some help you need, sir?” Kitto said with a bite. “Directions to the nearest public house?” A captain is a powerful man. A boy should watch the way he speaks to one.


“Does my face look familiar to you, lad?”


Kitto puzzled. “Your face, sir? No, it does not. Should it, sir?”


The captain puffed more on the pipe and faced the sea.


“You’re a bit old for idling the day away looking at ships, eh?” There was the faint smile again.


“So my father says, sir, I just …” Kitto turned away, flushing. “I like it here.”


The captain blew another plume of smoke.


“‘The sea chooses the lubber and his heart will have no other.’ Ever heard that saying?” Kitto shook his head.


The captain pointed the end of his pipe down at Kitto. “The sea chooses the sailor, not the other way around, boy. Maybe it has chosen you.”


Kitto blushed and looked down at the water. “My father says I shall outgrow it in time.”


The man snorted in response. “Twelve years you have?” Kitto nodded. “I was just your age when I deserted such a man and put to sea for the first time almost directly where we stand.”


“You, sir? And became a captain?”


The man shrugged. “I could say I earned it, but I know luck has played a leading role. Hard work, yes— lots of that—but plenty of luck.”


Kitto dared a sidelong peek at the captain, and something caught his eye. There was a black mark, a tattoo, on the captain’s hand. It did not look to be an image at all, simply a black square just more than an inch on a side on the back of the hand.


The captain moved the hand behind his back.


“Much time has passed since I was last here. Yet here I am in Falmouth again, tangled up in sordid business.”


“And what sort of business is that, sir?” Kitto said.


The smirk sprouted again. “Well, lad—or young man, I ought to say—my affairs . . . they are my own.”


“I did not mean to pry, Captain.”


“Of course not. And were I inclined to share my plans with anyone in all of Cornwall, I would likely be safest in choosing you.” Kitto beamed at the flattery. “But experience has taught me to keep a still tongue.” The captain paused. “There is a way you might help me, though.”


“It would be my honor, sir!” Kitto replied.


“Tell me your name.”


“My name?” Kitto puzzled. “It’s Christopher Wheale.”


The captain grimaced. “Wheale! Wheale! That’s the very surname of the stepfather tradesman I ran away from when I was your age. But that does help me, indeed.”


“It does? I don’t see how . . . ,” Kitto began, but the captain turned and was walking away. After several steps, he spun around.


“There is one more thing, Kitto,” he called back.


“Sir?”


“Don’t tell your father about me. I do so like to be surprising.” The captain’s smirk curled and his eyebrows arched. He whirled again and strode off down the wharf.


In the distance, Kitto heard the peal of the church bell. Still reeling from the strange encounter, he jammed on his boots and set out at an awkward jog home. As he passed the Custom House Quay, the thought struck him like a blow.


That captain called me “Kitto”! I never told him my nickname!


Kitto took one last look toward the sea, and so doing his gaze rested for a moment on an odd sight: a rowboat, two men filling it, one holding a telescope aimed toward shore. For a moment Kitto had the peculiar feeling that they were looking at the captain, who was striding along the wharf in the opposite direction. The wharf was busy, though. It could have been anyone they were looking at. Then the telescope turned on him. Kitto felt the skin prickle on the back of his neck.


Don’t be ridiculous! Kitto told himself, and picked up his pace.


Morris snatched back the instrument. “He didn’t see you, did he?” Spider shook his head, his hand staying suspended in the air a moment. It, too, bore a tattoo: small, about an inch square, of a skeleton hand. Morris trained the scope on the retreating figure.


“Well, now we know, don’t we?” Morris said, lowering the telescope. “The Pirate Quick has come home.”
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Father looked up to see Kitto stumble into the shop.


“Look what the cat dragged in,” he said, “and late as well. Hand me that copper stripping,” he said, pointing. Kitto fetched it and watched while Father wrapped the metal ribbon around the top third of a large oak barrel.


The two did not speak as Father tacked up the strip of copper about the newly warped boards, or staves. Kitto eyed Father’s thick eyebrows for a clue to his mood.


Father swung his right leg on top of the barrel and let it rap soundly against the lid. It was not a leg, really, but a thick stump of dark wood.


“You see that, don’t you?”


“Yes, sir.”


“This stump tells you more about sea life than what you see at the wharf!” Father swung his leg back down. He knew where Kitto had been.


Kitto had been told that Father had lost his leg at sea, some sort of accident that led to a festering wound.


“Yes, sir.”


Silence won out inside the shop, broken only by Father’s grunts as he tightened the strip of copper with a hand crank.


Kitto mustered his courage.


“Francis told me that Mr. Pickett is letting his boy Edward—you remember Edward, he is the one who helped me deliver that load of wet barrels to the Orion— he’s letting Edward head out on the Drake’s Pride in two weeks. As a midshipman.”


Father snorted. “Yes, I know. You told me they were looking for a ship.” His head shot up. “Were you hoping I would do the same for you? Be such a fool with my own children?”


Kitto shrugged. “There’s no shame in it.”


“Your home is here, boy. It ain’t such a bad life, is it?” Father asked.


Kitto did not answer.


“You are the son of a cooper and a cooper, too, will you be.” Father spun the hand crank violently.


Kitto watched him work.


This is not the life for me. This is not the life for me. Those are not my barrels, this is not my home, this is not the life for me.


“Father,” Kitto said softly, “what if I do not want to be a cooper? What if . . . what if ‘the sea chooses the lubber’? . . .” he said, using the captain’s words.


Father startled as if he had been stung. He slammed the hand crank against the barrel, knocking it over.


“Where in God’s name did you hear that? ‘Sea chooses the lubber’!” Father mocked. “I don’t give a good bloody awful whit if it does—” Father could feel the heat rising in his face, his cheeks burning.


He knew his anger was not fair. The boy remembered nothing. Nothing of what had happened.


Father spun on his heel to pace, but the movement threw his balance. He reached for a post to steady himself.


“Kitto . . .”


There were things he wanted to say, tender things, yet the words caught in his throat. He was no good at it, this being a father.


Father began again. “Kitto, I don’t tell you things. Things a father should. I leave it all to Sarah, but I know that is wrong.” Father’s voice trailed to a whisper. “You’re so very important to me, son,” he managed. Kitto held his breath.


“I know being a tradesman is not the life you would choose, but it will take care of you. You will need that. This world is no place for dreams, Kitto.


“It might not be right for me to hold you here, but I know no other way. If your mother were here . . . she would say just the right thing. You are more like her than me, I am afraid. But she is long departed. And . . .” His voice grew softer still. “I don’t know that I could bear to lose you as well.”


Kitto felt a warm sting in his eyes. He stood over the upturned barrel, blinking.


The far-off peal of a church bell made the silence between them loom.


Father stood, quietly considering whether to tell Kitto more. Could he tell Kitto what really happened to his mother?


“Kitto,” Father began. “What did I tell you about this . . . my leg?” His back still to Kitto, Father thumped the wooden stump against the floor. “Infection, I told you, isn’t that right? An accident?” Father spun around.


“Yes, sir. An accident.”


“Well, that . . . That is a lie!”


At that moment an elongated shadow in the shape of a man spread across the dusty floor. It was a man who would change Kitto’s life forever.


The captain filled the narrow doorway. He wore the same curious smile, only now there was a challenging air to it. A pistol belt draped over his shoulder. He took a few steps into the shop and struck an arrogant pose.


Father stood mute. Dumbfounded.


Kitto stepped forward. “Good day, sir. Is there some way in which we might be of service?” he said, hoping the captain would not reveal that he had been bold enough to chat with a captain.


The captain said nothing, but continued to stare at Father.


“Frederick!” he said finally. “I would say the cat has scampered off with your tongue. I suppose you have a right to be surprised to see your only kin. But so surprised?” One hand twirled the end of his mustache. “Your lack of faith disturbs me.”


Kin? As far as Kitto knew, there survived no family on Father’s side.


The captain’s words seemed to release Father from his trance. “Seven years it’s been, William. Seven.”


The captain nodded. “Seven, and a half to boot, I believe. Yet here I am as I promised I would be. Lucky I am to have found you.” The captain flashed his eyes at Kitto.


“You have raised this one well from the look of him, Frederick.” The captain winked. “Trying to make a cooper of him, eh? But surely I do see a quick glint in his eye, don’t you think, Mr. Wheale?” He nearly sneered the words.


“I’ll admit I am surprised, William. It has been some years.” Father’s voice was grim and cold. “I thought you were dead. As for the ‘faith’ you mention, I hope you will not be disappointed to hear I have none. Not in you.” Kitto turned in dismay toward Father but held his tongue.


“No, Frederick. I am not disappointed. Nor surprised. But given the nature of my arrival, I should think a scintilla of gratitude might be in order.” Again the captain twirled the end of his mustache.


“Gratitude?” Father scoffed. “What is it, William? Have you more schemes with which to tempt me? Have I not grown poor enough scrabbling for your riches? Have I not lost enough?”


The captain’s face clouded.


“Ironic it is, brother, that with such anger you greet me when I bring you so much and have endured so much to do it. It is not new interests that bring me here, but rather our former ones. The same ones you know so well.”


Brother? Kitto gaped. Father has a brother?


“Did you think I had been off squandering your share all these years?” the captain demanded. He ran his eyes over the room. “I can assure you that you have enjoyed more creature comforts than have I.”


“I have done passably well,” Father said.


From outside came a familiar giggling. Duck darted around the corner of the door. A blur of scrabbling limbs, he nearly careened into the captain’s legs. Duck grabbed a fistful of the captain’s trousers as he dodged. Two steps more and he jumped for Father spread-eagled. Father snatched Duck from the air and lifted him to his hip.


“Did I scare you, Daddy? Say I did!”


Now the boy’s mother rounded the doorway. Sarah Faith Wheale walked past the captain, giving him a polite nod.


“I am sorry, my dear, but it is like keeping hold of wet eel.” Sarah pulled Duck from Father’s arms.


The captain stared at her. Sarah was a beautiful woman. Her sandy blond hair peeked out from beneath her lace bonnet, and her brilliant blue eyes sparkled with wit.


“I do hope you will forgive the interruption of your business, Mr. . . .” Sarah waited for the captain to finish her sentence. William’s mouth opened, closed again. Sarah’s eyes caught the flash of brasswork on the pistols at the man’s chest, and her smile melted.


“This shop is also my home, Captain. I can assure you, sir, that here you need not bear arms.” Sarah, a Quaker, loathed guns.


“Can I touch it?” Duck asked, reaching out for a pistol. Sarah hooked a finger in his collar.


“Ah, William, madam, William,” the captain stammered. He looked down at his pistols. “Please excuse my caution, madam. I did not mean to offend.” A long moment of silence followed. Sarah looked to Father to put an end to the awkwardness, but he did not. Duck squinted up at the adults. He reached again for a pistol, but Sarah gave him a sharper yank.


The captain broke into a grin. “Frederick, you old devil! You have not wasted a moment of time,” he said. He reached out to pinch Duck’s cheek. Duck pulled away and glared.


“What is your name, lad?”


“Duck,” he answered.


“’Tis not!” Sarah corrected. “When a captain asks, young man, you give him your Christian name.”


“Elias Bartholomew Wheale, sir!” The boy saluted smartly. The captain returned the gesture.


“And what’s yours?” Duck asked him.


“Duck!” all three of his family members protested.


“My name? You can call me ‘uncle.’”


“Uncle?” Duck’s face wrinkled. “That’s an odd name you’ve got.” Duck felt his collar tighten again. “I mean, that’s an odd name you’ve got, sir!”


The captain winked and stood.


“Sarah, I am afraid we still have business to conduct, Mr. . . . the gentleman and I,” Father said haltingly.


Without a word Sarah scooped Duck into her arms and disappeared behind a door that led to a flight of stairs.


Father spoke softly. “I have done well, brother. And I have a family, for which I care greatly. I know you have little understanding for such feelings. What happened seven years ago happened, William. The interests we shared in the past we no longer share now. The blood money is yours to keep.”


Blood money? Kitto did not understand.


The captain stepped toward a stack of barrels and ran a hand along the stave joinings. “I wish that were the case, Frederick, believe me, I do, but circumstances are what they are.”


At that moment another man leaped into the shop from the lane, moving quickly to avoid a rushing wagon. The abrupt entrance caught all three by surprise.


The captain stepped nimbly around the barrels so that they stood between himself and the man who entered. Kitto saw his hand reach for a pistol.


“Mr. Wheale, I hope your progress has been swift!” fussed the round little man who had entered. Kitto turned to look at the customer, then back at the captain. His cool expression had returned.


“Oh, dear,” the little merchant said, seeing the captain. “I hope I have not come at an inopportune moment. Please finish your business; I shall return presently.” The man spun on his heel to go.


“Not at all, good sir, the master cooper and I were just concluding.” The captain stepped toward Father. “If you would be so kind as to stop by my ship, Mr. Wheale, I could show you the dimensions I am working with and get your expert opinion as to my difficulties. I shall be there any time this evening. I shall expect you.” With a nod, the captain made for the door.


“Captain! Which is your ship, did you say?” Father called after him.


William Quick put a hand on the doorjamb and turned a boyish grin on Kitto.


“Mr. Wheale, I shall leave that mystery to your son to solve.”
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Evening had begun. Supper had ended. Sarah cleaned up while Duck pursued his latest passion, which was to stack the round stones he collected from the beach one atop the other until they tumbled down noisily.


“We will leave now,” Father announced, standing up from the table where he had spent the past twenty minutes poking at a meat stew. Sarah turned a worried eye toward Kitto, then looked up at her husband.


“Not too late, Frederick,” she said. “Press-gangs will snatch up anybody these days.”


“Come on, boy.”


Father descended the narrow flight of stairs to the shop, his leg knocking a hollow thump on each step. Kitto found it hard not to bound past him in his eagerness. He would get to visit a ship! What a treat, indeed.


After procuring a measuring twine, Father entered the adjacent storeroom and waved for Kitto to follow. He drew the door closed. It was near dark, small shafts of firelight from the cooking fire peeking through the cracks in the boards above them.


“You’re old enough to know about this, and old enough to know never to go near it,” he whispered.


He walked to the back of the storeroom to a tall cabinet in the corner, reached his hand to the top, and came down with an uneven bundle. He unwrapped the cloth slowly.


Kitto gasped. “A gun!”


“Hush, now,” Father said.


Sarah had the strictest rules about such weapons in her home. The wood was scratched and the brasswork mottled with tarnish. Father pulled back the hammer, aimed the pistol at the wall, and pulled the trigger. The hammer slapped down with a tinny clap. He handed it to Kitto, who ran his fingers along the short barrel.


A pistol? With which to visit Father’s brother?


“I’ll be carrying that. I’ll not bother to load it, but having it to bluff with might be handy.”


“And what should I carry?” Kitto asked, sure what the answer would be. Father stared at him for a moment. He sighed deeply then opened the cabinet.


“I had been meaning to give this to you someday.” Father withdrew from the top shelf another bundle, which he unwrapped. Into his palm tumbled the most stunning piece of craftsmanship Kitto had ever seen. It was a dagger. The guard and pommel were wrought in silver, ornately engraved with swirling curlicues; the handle was smooth, white bone. A fine leather sheath trimmed with silver hid the blade.


“It is magnificent,” Kitto said. He withdrew the sheath and gasped. “My God!” Rather than appear as one piece of metal like all other knives Kitto had seen, the blade appeared to have the grain of wood in alternating lines of silver and black.


“That’s Damascus steel,” Father explained. “It is a rare technique that only a few smiths master.”


“Why had you meant to give it to me?”


Father reached out and took the knife back from Kitto’s hands. He turned it slowly, rubbing his finger against the grain lines of steel. Glimmers of firelight sparkled on the steel.


“This belonged to your mother, Kitto.”


“My mother?”


“I asked her to carry it always, as protection. I’m afraid it did not do that.” Father pushed the knife back at Kitto as if it suddenly repulsed him.


“You gave it to her then? As a gift?”


Father shook his head. “No.” He strode toward the door. “Leave the sheath here. Keep the blade ’neath your belt, where it will be ready. And for God’s sake, don’t lose it.”


The father and son walked the cobbled streets, stepping aside for the occasional carriage or cart. An odd pair they made, each with his own limp.


The streets were largely empty. The sun dipped toward Cape Cornwall far off to the west. Kitto walked behind Father. He could feel at his back the dagger Father had given him, tucked tight beneath his belt.


Father stooped toward an open doorway.


“We’re a bit early yet for William.”


They ducked into the inn and made for a table in the corner. Within a few moments a sour-faced woman trundled over and set down two mugs. Father slid her a few coins.


“There are some things, Christopher. Some things that you ought to know about me. About my past, and about yours.”


“Is he really your brother?”


Father straightened, set down his mug, and waved for another. The two sat in silence, Father staring at Kitto intently. The boy squirmed.


“He is my brother, this captain. My younger brother by two years. His name is William Quick. I have not seen him for seven years, and I was sure that he was dead. When he walked in the shop, it was like seeing a ghost.”


“Why have I never known of him?” Kitto asked. Father scratched at his scalp.


“Because I never told you. You did know him once, when you were a wee bit.”


Kitto shook his head. “I do not follow, Father.”


Father sighed and rubbed a hand across his stubble. “No. Of course not. Let me tell it right.


“I grew up in Truro. That you know, I believe. I began working as an apprentice for a cooper there when I was a year younger than you are now. My father was a man of the sea and never much around.”


“I thought my grandfather was a silversmith,” Kitto said. Father raised his hand in a flash of annoyance.


“Do not interrupt, Kitto! The silversmith, James Wheale, was the man my mother married after my father’s ship was lost in a storm. I had been apprenticed a few years by then, so I stayed with the cooper, and William was apprenticed to be a silversmith with our new father.


“That arrangement went poorly, and when William was still a lad, he ran away. None of us knew where. Five years passed before he returned, much the young man now. I had finished my apprenticeship but still worked in the same shop in Truro with my master. William’s return shook our little family. He and our stepfather never did get along, and in only a few days they nearly came to blows.


“William decided to leave, but before he did, he asked me to join him. He told me he had been to the island of Jamaica. It’s an English island, across the great ocean in the New World.”


“Yes, I have seen it on Mr. Alden’s maps!” Kitto said.


“William said there was plenty of work there for a young cooper, that it was wide open. Not like England, where the guilds kept young men out of trades. I was young and eager for my own shop. I resolved to go with him.”


The stout woman appeared and set a plate of bread before Father, then waited for him to fish the coins from his pocket.


“And that is why I was born in Jamaica?” Kitto asked once she had left. “I always wondered.”


“Wondered? You could have asked,” Father said. “Why did you not?” Kitto shrugged. “Yes,” Father admitted, “I suppose I do not welcome such questions.”


“And you met . . . you met my mother in Jamaica?” It was the first time Kitto remembered asking about her.


“Yes. She was English. We married, and you were born. Soon after, we decided we had to leave Port Royal—the English settlement on the island. Jamaica was a beautiful place, but Port Royal . . . It was a den of cutthroats and pirates. When your mother . . . when she was with child the second time, she insisted that we leave right away, that the baby be born in England.”


Second time?


“You do not mean Duck,” Kitto said. Father shook his head slowly.


Another child? A brother . . . a sister?


Father continued. “We did not have enough money to leave Jamaica and have enough left to set up a proper shop in a new city.


“And just then my brother, William, reappeared, in the middle of the night as it happened. He and every privateer from the island had gone off on a raiding party with Henry Morgan, who was the most famous privateer of the island. Do you know what that is, a privateer?”


Kitto shook his head. “Not quite.”


“Privateers are men who get permission from a governor to attack the ships of another country. Mostly at that time it meant Spain. The Spanish were the first to the New World, and the richest for it. But they would not trade with the English or any other merchants of the area, and were despised by those who wanted a piece of the treasures the Spanish had plundered there.”


“What sorts of treasures? Gold?”


“Yes, some. Mostly silver. The savages living there had mighty kingdoms full of the stuff but no guns. The Spanish whipped them and made slaves of them, then mined the stuff. They’ve been doing that more than a hundred years now. These privateers struck out at Spanish ships and towns to take what they could. Morgan was the king of the raiders. Privateers lined up to join him. Together they were known as the Brethren of the Coast, and Morgan was their so-called admiral.”


“But why did your brother come to you?” Kitto asked.


“William had gotten in tight with this Morgan fellow. But he told me he was in trouble. He and the men with him. They had tried to stop Morgan from double-crossing them during this raid at Panama, and had ended up stealing from Morgan. He needed me for my coopering skills. He offered a huge sum if I were to aid him.”


“And you needed money to get your family off the island,” Kitto said. “Did . . . did you help him? Did my mother go with you?”


Father fiddled with the heel slice of bread on the plate. “I did help. As for your mum, she . . . she became ill just before we left. She and the baby inside her died.”


She died of a sickness? What sickness? Kitto wanted to ask, but did not. “So you and I left, Father?”


“Yes. On William’s ship. On the way one of Morgan’s ships caught up to us and attacked.” Father thumped his wooden leg on the floor. “That’s the truth about this leg, Kitto. Grapeshot cleaned it right off.”


Kitto lowered his head into his hands.


“Yes. I know it’s a lot to hear. But listen still. We escaped. We hid the treasure and sailed for New York. There I was to make barrels for him while he found a buyer. He needed new barrels to hold the booty. But I was through with all of it. When we reached New York, I took you into my arms and left William standing on the docks. He promised to send me a share—even though I had done nothing to help him—but I never saw or heard of him again.”


Kitto spoke hesitantly. “Was . . . was your brother, this captain . . . was he responsible for my mother’s death?”


Father’s face went stony. He rose in silence.


“We must be going,” he said, finally. But Kitto did not move.


“Not just yet, Father,” he said. Kitto nodded toward Father’s chair, and Father surprised them both by sitting.


“I won’t ask to know everything. But this I must. Does your brother’s return mean danger for us, for our family?”


“I do not know for certain. But I believe it does, yes.”


Kitto stared at the table. “You think your own brother could wish us ill?”


“No. But neither do I think that he looks beyond the horizon of his own circumstances. He needs me for my services and for my silence. Beyond that he has no thought for how his arrival could endanger us.


“This Henry Morgan is now the lieutenant governor of Jamaica! He has both the privateers and the law on his side. He is far more dangerous than William ever gave him credit for. And the men who work for him are equally deadly.


“Morgan would kill us, Kitto. All of us, to keep secret that it was he who tried to steal from the Brethren of the Coast in Panama, not William. Morgan can never allow that to be known.”


The barkeep down the aisle held up two fingers. Kitto shook his head and turned back to Father.


“You can trust in me, Father,” he said.


The water that glimmered blue during the day was now black in the starlight. Kitto perched in the bow of the rowboat, scanning the silhouetted outlines of moored ships.


In the middle of the boat sat the oarsman, a reed of a man but for two bulging forearms. The man had a long hooked nose that ran incessantly, and when he failed to wipe it against the shoulder of his shirt, the gusts swept droplets off to starboard.


“Blessed William, yes! Dropped anchor only yesterday. Came here from New York, so I hear,” said the oarsman in a high-pitched voice.


“Do you know anything of the William or its crew?” Father asked. “Any information.”


“Information? Let us see. . . .” The rowing paused.


“I would make it worth your while to remember,” Father said.


“I thought you would, sir. I rowed a batch of drunkards out last night, and one of them was from the Blessed William. He and another sailor got to chatting about their captains.” The rowboat passed several lengths to leeward of a small barque, where a man on deck with a lantern stood watch.
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