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For
all the lucky teachers
who
chuckle,
champion,
and cheer;
who take such pleasure
in the “work” they do,
that depositing a paycheck
sometimes feels larcenous.

And especially for teachers
Jane Pepperdene
and Steve Sigur;
it is hard to believe what with all they gave
that they still likely got more back.
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A tale of friends and fiends, uncharted islands and dim-lit caverns, glittering gold and ghastly greed, crocodiles and cunning, sharks and shipmates, pirates and pawns, heroes and hangmen, slavery and salvation, and just plain good and evil.
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FAMILY, BY WAY OF FALMOUTH, ENGLAND



	Christopher (Kitto)

	 
	son of Frederick and Mercy, formerly clubfooted, age twelve years




	Elias (Duck)

	 
	half brother to Kitto, age six years




	Sarah (Mum)

	 
	Duck’s mother, Kitto’s stepmother




	William Quick

	 
	captain of the Blessed William, Kitto’s uncle





KITTO’S FRIENDS AND PEERS



	Ontoquas

	 
	girl from the Wampanoag tribe, escaped slave and resident of Spice Island




	Van

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




	Akin

	 
	formerly enslaved boy, age eleven years




	Julius

	 
	Van’s pet monkey





PIRATES



	Alexandre Exquemelin (also known as X)

	 
	pirate captain, former associate of Henry Morgan




	Roger Fowler

	 
	Exquemelin’s first mate




	Quid, Little John, Black Dog, Pelota, Xavier, Pickle, Coop, Robbie

	 
	crew members




	Pippin

	 
	Exquemelin’s pet crocodile





FROM JAMAICA



	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




	Dame Bethany

	 
	old friend of William Quick and Kitto’s mother, supporter of runaway slaves, owner of rooming house in Port Royal




	Nanny

	 
	former slave, leader of a maroon colony




	Dumaka

	 
	escaping slave




	Tom Peet

	 
	sailor who befriends Duck on journey to Jamaica




	Vernon Sims

	 
	jailer at Port Royal prison





IN CUBA



	The Honorable Ernesto Delgado

	 
	judge who condemns Exquemelin and his crew




	Padre Alberto

	 
	Cardinal Priest of the Roman Catholic Church, Father of the artist Asalto
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PROLOGUE:



England, Early in 1678

The loaded pistol quivers in the boy’s hands, his whole body seized with terror. Kitto Quick stands at the top of a long stairwell leading down into the cooper shop below. Traveling up that stairwell comes the cacophony of splintering wood and clanging metal, of grunting men straining to win the upper hand in a deadly battle.

I must go down! I must help Father!

Kitto knows what awaits him down there. Seven years ago—when he was just a small child—Kitto’s uncle William Quick and his father had teamed up to steal from the mighty Henry Morgan of Jamaica. It was an act of defense, as Morgan had already planned to rob from William, but the law sees it otherwise. Now Morgan has sent his key man to retrieve what was stolen and to mete out punishments for those foolish enough to have connived against him.

Kitto looks over his shoulder at the shuttered window behind him. I could open it, jump down into the garden, and escape along the alley. Even with my clubfoot, they would not catch me in time! A man crying out in pain interrupts his thoughts. Kitto’s father is downstairs, and he is in desperate need.

I must not leave Father! I must go down!

Kitto lowers himself slowly down the first few steps, his arms held stiff in front of him, the barrel of the pistol aimed at the clapboard wall where the stairs turn at the bottom, concealing the struggle going on in the shop.

“One shot is all it’s good for. . . .” That was what his father had told him moments ago about the pistol.

One shot.

One life.

Kitto descends three more stairs, leading with his bent foot and following with the good one. His heartbeat drums in his ears so loudly he scarcely hears the crash of the workbench being flipped onto its side. But then the sounds lessen, and Kitto can hear the wheezing of a man barely able to draw a breath.

Father!

Kitto thunders down the last several stairs and slams his shoulder into the wall, the pistol held out in front of him. There is Father, half lifted by a giant of a man who has wrapped a thick arm around Father’s throat. Father’s face is beet red, his eyes gaping.

More chilling still is the other man. He stands apart from the grapplers with a cutlass in one hand and a dagger in the other. A pistol butt protrudes from his belt. This man is Captain John Morris. Seven years ago Kitto’s uncle had cut off Morris’s nose in a swordfight over the nutmeg that William and Kitto’s father had stolen. The ragged holes in his face give him the look of a living skeleton. His appearance is worsened, too, by purpled scars that curve up from each corner of his mouth like some sort of eerie smile. He is Henry Morgan’s partner and a cold killer.

Kitto trains the pistol on Morris.

“Easy, lad,” Morris says, his voice like the scraping of stones.

“Let my father go!” Kitto screams. The giant man loosens his grip. Father falls to his knees, gasping for air. He lifts his head to Kitto and points at Morris.

“Pull the trigger, Kitto! For God’s sake, shoot him!”

Shoot? Kill?

Kitto raises the pistol higher and stares down the barrel. Morris’s black eyes sparkle.

“You can never kill me, Christopher Quick!” he sneers. Suddenly Father lets out a cry, tumbles away from the giant man, and leaps onto Morris’s back. The two of them spin about wildly, crashing into a pail of fireplace ashes that issue a great billowing gray cloud into the room. Kitto watches, rigid with fear, as the two men contend for the pistol at Morris’s belt.

Can I shoot? Should I shoot?

The giant man, now at loose ends, has plucked a hammer from the wreckage of the workroom, a heavy squared hammer used to even up the ends of staves on a barrel. He steps about the shattered ceramics and upturned furniture, trying to get closer to the two struggling men.

The hammer. What will he do with the hammer?

“Pull the trigger, Kitto! For God’s sake, shoot him!”

There is a flash and an explosion of sound, but it is not Kitto’s weapon. Morris and Father both go still. The giant man steps forward with the hammer, raising it high.

“For God’s sake, shoot him!” The sound of Father’s shout rings again in Kitto’s head.

The hammer falls, striking Father a savage and fatal blow to the top of his head.

Father is dead!

Another explosion rips the air, and the pistol bucks in Kitto’s hands. Now the giant man is teetering, a stream of blood flowing from his left eye. He falls backward, smashing a chair to pieces behind him.

Kitto drops the spent pistol. He runs toward the back of the shop, the clubfoot swinging forward in a bobbing gait. He reaches the door, opens it, and is running through the garden and into the alley. The chalky voice of Morris chases after him.

“You are dead, boy! Dead! Do you hear me?”

Dead!

On Kitto runs, tears streaming down his cheeks, and before his eyes the alleyway melts. The gate in front of him that separates his neighbor’s garden plot from his own is no longer a gate. It is now a ship’s rail.

Kitto runs toward it, a cutlass swinging in his right hand. He leaps over it, braces one foot on the rail, and springs out over open space. He hurtles through the air and tumbles onto the deck of another ship. All around him are the battle cries of men and the ringing of clashing swords.

Yes. Before Morris left Falmouth to chase my uncle William and me, he kidnapped my stepmother Sarah, and he has her now on the ship. I must free her!

Kitto dodges the fighting men and scoots toward the bow of the ship where Sarah is tied about the wrists. She slumps against the rail, her face concealed behind her long blond tresses. The back of her head is matted with blood.

“Mum!” Kitto cries, hacking at the ropes with the cutlass. The severed hemp falls aside.

“Mum, we have to go!” Kitto shrieks. He pulls at her hand and then recoils from it in surprise. There is a tattoo on the back of her hand, the tattoo of a skeleton hand.

Henry Morgan’s symbol?

Sarah turns to him.

The face that comes into view is not the face of warmth and love that Kitto has known since he was six years old. The face that turns to him bears a leering smile of brown teeth, pale blue eyes, and a frightening tattoo that covers one eye socket in the uncanny likeness of a spider, the furry knuckled legs reaching out across the man’s nose and forehead and cheek. It is Spider, one of Morris’s seaman thugs.

“Hello, cripple!” Spider chuckles. He reaches out and takes hold of Kitto’s belt with one hand and a fistful of his curly black hair with the other. Kitto cries out in pain as he is lifted into the air. From his belt tumbles a beautiful dagger with a handle of silver and bone—the one and only token he has of his murdered father. Spider kicks it aside.

“Time to swim with the fishes!” Spider says. He steps toward the rail and heaves. Kitto feels his weightless body twisting through space. He spins in the air and sees the water rushing up at him, and there in the water is a monstrous shark awaiting him. It rolls onto its back, exposing a glimmering white belly and endless rows of razor teeth. . . .
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Kitto shot out of his nightmare and into consciousness, eyes wide. He sat up with a jolt on the pallet of palm fronds that was his mattress. Sweat poured down his brow; his hair was wet with it.

Where am I? he thought to himself, and looked about him. He lay in some sort of a structure, open to the elements on one side. Around him splayed three bodies, curled carelessly in sleep. That is Van, he told himself. And Mum. His eyes drifted to the third figure, a slight one. A child? A girl?

Kitto turned away to look out into the night. A fire ring stood sentinel over the sleepers, wisps of smoke weaving upward from dim coals into a star-filled sky.

The dream. Kitto rubbed at his eyes. It was both nightmare and memory.

I am Kitto Quick. I am twelve years old, and I have a clubfoot. My father was a cooper, a barrel maker, and I do have an uncle named William Quick. He showed up in Falmouth to get my father’s help in retrieving a treasure—a horde of . . . spice . . . nutmeg!—that they had hidden on an island. The spice they had stolen from Henry Morgan, the mighty buccaneer from Jamaica.

Now the memories came in a rush.

William Quick had been followed by Morgan’s men. They did burst into Father’s shop, just as in the dream. I could have shot earlier than I did. Perhaps Father would have lived. . . . But I did shoot, and I did kill a man. Then I ran. I made it to my uncle’s ship with the help of Van, a boy seaman who sailed with William. And what was it I discovered about Van? Ah, yes. It was Van all along who was giving information to John Morris, information like where and when William would sail, and where the cooper and his boy lived. Why would Van do such a thing? He did it for the money . . . but not for himself. He needed money to care for his sister back in Providence.

They had fled in William’s ship, sailing for Cape Verde to take on supplies. There they had freed Kitto’s brother, Duck, who Morris had captured and sold into slavery.

I freed Duck, Kitto thought. But Duck is not safe.

“Duck is not safe,” he whispered. Next to him a sleeping figure stirred, then sat up. It was Sarah, Kitto’s stepmother. She reached for him and took his hand.

“Kitto, you have woken!” she said.

“Duck is not safe,” Kitto said again.

“Yes, I know.” Sarah dabbed a damp cloth at Kitto’s forehead. “Elias is not safe,” she said, using Duck’s real name.

“We tried to get to the spice first, but Morris caught up to us in his ship.” Sarah reached out and stroked Kitto’s hair, the curls sagging with perspiration.

“I was on that ship,” she said. “And you saved me.”

Yes, that part the nightmare got wrong, Kitto thought.

“In the fight I cut you loose, and we escaped on a rowboat with Van,” Kitto replied.

“He is another one who owes you his life,” Sarah said. “Van was thrown into the water during the fight, and it was filled with sharks.”

“He could not swim,” Kitto said, and now his mind was reeling with the images of great teethed beasts swirling about him. His head felt suddenly light, and Sarah’s hands lowered him back to the pallet.

“You must rest,” Sarah said. “Van has treated you.”

“Treated me. What do you mean, Mum?”

Kitto heard Sarah catch her breath. “Do you not remember?”

Remember. Sharks. Foot.

“My foot,” he said.

“Yes. Your foot was taken by the shark when you rescued Van.”

“My clubfoot?”

“Yes.”

“I want to see.” Kitto tried to sit again, but Sarah pressed firmly on his chest.

“Later,” she said. “Van has sealed the wound, and you will live.”

A silence grew between them for several moments as Kitto contemplated what Sarah had told him. All his life that clubfoot had been his bane. Strangers at the wharf in Falmouth looked on him warily. Children his own age crossed the cobbled street when he came walking. A twisted foot meant a twisted soul. Is it possible that life could go on without it?

From a distance came the gentle sound of waves breaking on a sandy beach. Finally Kitto spoke.

“We do not know where Duck is, or William?” Kitto said.

“We do not. During the battle, we drifted off in a rowboat. We could not make it back to the ship. Duck is on that ship, hidden.” Sarah chewed one corner of her lip and drew a deep breath. “But we can pray, and we can keep looking out to the sea every day, hoping it is the right ship that will appear on the horizon, hoping and praying that it will be William’s and not Morris’s Port Royal.”

“We are on the island where the nutmeg is hidden,” Kitto said. “That is why they will come.”

“Yes. So you have told me. About this nutmeg I know almost nothing.”

“There is a cave,” Kitto said. The figure at the far end of the shelter stirred. Kitto pointed.

“Who is that?”

“Her name is Ontoquas. She was already here. On the island. I do not know how it is possible, but she has been a godsend. Without her we . . .”

Kitto’s eyelids sagged.

“We all keep each other alive,” Sarah said, knowing it was true. She brushed the back of her hand on Kitto’s cheek. “Go to sleep, my son. I will watch over you.”
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CHAPTER 1:



Bucket

SEPTEMBER, 1678

“Please. Please.”

The words woke Sarah with a start, her heart in her throat. The Indian girl knelt at her side.

“Is it Kitto? Has something happened?” Sarah bolted upright in the lean-to and looked over to where Kitto lay awash in pale moonlight. He lay on his back, the rise and fall of his chest smooth and steady. Sarah breathed again. She berated herself silently for having fallen asleep. She told him she would watch over him!

That morning Van had held the red-hot head of an ax to Kitto’s leg, where the shark had torn away his bent foot. Sarah had held Kitto down by sitting on his chest and pinning his arms to his sides. Van had set a stick in Kitto’s mouth to bear down upon to keep from biting his tongue when the pain hit. And had it ever hit. Sarah shivered at the memory.

“Quog quosh,” Ontoquas said and then translated. “We hurry.”

“Is there something wrong? What is it?”

Ontoquas shook her head. “I did not know you wawmauseu.” Ontoquas frowned, wishing her English allowed her to say it the way she could in the language of her own people. “I see you with him today. You are a good mother. Nitka.”

“I do not understand, Ontoquas.”

The Wampanoag girl’s brow knitted. She reached out for Sarah’s forearm and gave her a gentle tug. “You must come.”

“Where?” Sarah bit her lip. She looked over at Kitto. “I do not want to leave.”

“Please. He is not far.”

He?

“Is there someone else on this island? Is there a ship?”

Ontoquas shook her head. “Please come.” Sarah pushed herself slowly to her feet. This native girl was such a puzzle to her. Who was she? How had she come to live alone on this forsaken island? And was she truly alone? Sarah swore that she could sense some other presence, some other life, lurking in the dense jungle. All that day the girl had disappeared for stretches of time, sometimes returning with a freshly killed turtle or a split coconut or a bucket of fresh water, but other times with nothing at all save for a worried look.

From habit Sarah ran her hands along the front of her shift as if to smooth it, but the tattered and sun-bleached material was long past such ministrations. The dress that once covered it had been lost to the sea during the hurricane that nearly killed them all.

“For a moment, then,” Sarah said, and followed the girl out of the lean-to.

It was a primitive domed structure, made by Ontoquas’s own hands from woven tree limbs skillfully tied together with reeds, and broad palm leaves covering the frame and providing protection from the rains. Van slept on a pallet of palm leaves at one end of the dwelling, snoring lightly. Sarah stole one last look at Kitto. Were his cheeks truly that pale, or was it the moonlight? He looked peaceful enough. She turned back to the native girl.

Ontoquas led her along a narrow path that carved its way through thick foliage, heading deeper into the island. The way was slow going, with fallen tree trunks and patches where the thick undergrowth forced the path into wide sweeps. After a few hundred yards the ground rose up beneath them in a gentle hill.

How much farther? Sarah wondered. She stopped and looked back in the direction they had come. As she had since they first set foot on the island, Sarah felt now the eerie sense that somewhere in the dark wood there were eyes watching her. She turned back and chided herself. The girl had disappeared around a bend in the rising trail. Sarah was just about to call to her to say she could not go farther on, when Ontoquas came back around the bend. She beckoned to Sarah with urgency. Sarah pursed her lips, but made her way up the last several yards, surprised to see a flash of teeth on the Indian girl when she reached her.

She is smiling! Sarah drew closer. The look on Ontoquas’s face was more than just a smile. The girl’s face beamed with love and joy and pride so radiantly that it brought Sarah to a shocked standstill. The girl pointed toward the ground just a few feet ahead. There lay a tiny clearing in the wood, a circle bordered with stones, fallen logs, and brush shrouded in dark shadow.

Sarah peered toward the circle. In the middle of it, bathed in pale moonlight, slept a baby, a tiny African infant. The baby slept on his back, his arms up by his head. His stomach gently rising and falling with his breath. Sarah gasped when she understood what she was seeing.

“A baby! What is an infant . . . where did . . . is the baby yours?” Ontoquas held a finger to her lips. She knew the baby would be very angry if awoken in the middle of the night.

Now Sarah was even more confused. How did this baby come to be here? The girl was too young to be a mother, and even in the dim light Sarah could see that the two could not be directly related. The girl’s lighter skin, her straight hair—she had to have been a native of the Americas. But the baby was much darker, with a thin layer of curly black hair and a wide nose that flared with each breath.

He was beautiful.

Ontoquas watched the wompey woman step over the barrier she had built to make sure the baby could not escape—not yet necessary since he did not crawl, but she could not bear to leave him in the open woods, even if this island had no animals that would show an interest. Sarah squatted down and scooped the child up expertly. The baby gave a startled jerk and his eyes shot open, but Sarah immediately rose and began to bob him up and down and run the tips of her fingers over his tiny black curls. The child’s eyes drooped, then shut again.

“He is beautiful,” Sarah whispered.

Ontoquas nodded. “Weneikinne.” Sarah stepped about the enclosure with the child in her arms, bouncing gently with each rhythmic step. Ontoquas felt a pang in her stomach as she watched and knew it to be jealousy. Whether the jealousy was aimed at the baby or the woman she did not know. She felt pride, too. Without her, the tiny one would be at the bottom of the sea.

When she looked up again at the woman, she could see her cheeks were wet with tears. Ontoquas said nothing, but let the woman walk her little one around the circle, bobbing as she went. She knew the wompey nitka was thinking of the other child, the son of hers who they had said was somewhere lost out on the sea.

Finally the woman wiped the tears away and stepped close so as not to wake the baby. “He is so young. How have you fed him?”

Ontoquas shrugged. “I chew turtle in teeth,” she said, pantomiming the words. “Then I . . . I kiss it to Bucket.”

“Bucket? That is his name?” Sarah smiled.

“A bucket saved his life. And me.”

Sarah looked back at the shining baby in her arms. “You have done so well, Ontoquas. He looks quite healthy. I would never have thought a girl of your age . . .”

Again silence won out.

“I helped my mother with my netchaw, my . . . brother. Before.”

Before. Sarah nodded, wondering what horrors this child had faced. “Your mother taught you well. But I must know, Ontoquas, how did it come about that you and this baby are here together on this tiny island with no other soul in sight?”

Ontoquas sighed and lowered herself to a fallen log that formed one barrier of the pen. She puzzled, staring hard at the floor of matted palm fronds.

“It is long, our story. And my English . . .”

“Your English is excellent, young lady. Astonishing. You should be proud of it.” Sarah looked back down the rise in the direction they had come. “Kitto is asleep and will stay that way long enough.”

“You do not need to go back?”

“Tell me your story, Ontoquas.”


[image: clock]



CHAPTER 2:



Slave Ship

JULY 1678, TWO MONTHS EARLIER

“The skin is cold on this one, captain.”

The first mate pinched the woman about the forearm and relayed his message through the kerchief he pressed to his face. The woman in question, dark-skinned yet somehow frighteningly pale about the face still, clutched at a naked baby in her arms with the little strength she had left. The man examining her could scarcely believe she could stand.

“And the eyes, Mr. Preston. Note how sunken they are. Blast!” Captain Lowe grimaced as he made a mark in his precious ledger. He carried the book with him on deck each day, using it to calculate what little profit might be made from this journey gone awry.

“Make your way down the queue, if you please,” Captain Lowe said, “while I decide what is to be done with this one.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Mr. Preston moved to the next slave, inspecting a wispy dark man for signs of disease.

At the head of the line stood a girl not older than twelve. She stood out by virtue of her skin color and the texture of her hair. Her skin was the color of wet sand, her hair black as India ink and falling straight over her ears and forehead. It had been longer, but the slave trader in Jamaica had taken sheep shears to her locks to ward off the lice.

Unlike her fellow captives, Ontoquas had not hailed from Africa. Her people—the Wampanoag—had lived for thousands of years in lands that would one day be named “Massachusetts” after the people it had been taken from and the language they spoke. But she, too, was a slave.

The line of slaves formed a ragged arch along the outer rail of the ship’s quarterdeck, so Ontoquas could clearly see the diseased woman and the tiny naked boy she cradled in her arms. Ontoquas remembered her little brother, Askooke. He was not much older than this baby when the wompey men came to take them away. She used to help Mother bathe Askooke down at the river. Whatever happened to him?

The woman with the baby sagged, and the baby nearly spilled from her arms. Ontoquas almost leaped from the line to save the infant from being dropped to the deck, but checked herself at the last moment.

They will beat me. They will stop my food as they did to the others.

Ontoquas turned away, a defense she had learned to save herself from witnessing the horrors that this life had shown her.

“This one looks well enough,” Mr. Preston said, moving farther down the line. Ontoquas looked out over the rail and tried to conjure up Askooke’s face in her memory. Somehow her brother’s image had begun to fade.

From behind her came the sound of a heavy burden hitting the deck, followed by startled cries. Ontoquas turned despite herself.

The woman with the baby had fallen, pitching forward onto the quarterdeck’s planks. Her last effort had been to protect the baby, turning so that her body cushioned the infant’s impact. The baby, curled tight, rolled several rotations outward to the middle of the quarterdeck and came to rest on his back. He let out a tiny wail, and Ontoquas felt her heart might break, but none of the white sailors seemed to pay the child any heed.

“Mr. Preston!” Captain Lowe said. “See to that one.” He flicked his pointed chin toward the collapsed woman.

The first mate returned to the sick woman, his kerchief again pressed to his face. The captain watched as the officer pressed his fingers to the woman’s neck, then her wrists. Mr. Preston looked up with arched eyebows.

“She’s dead, Captain!” he said.

“Dead? Are you quite certain?” Captain Lowe ran a finger down a column of numbers in his ledger.

“Aye, Captain. Keeled over right where she stood.” The captain scowled and added another mark to his page.

“Very well, Mr. Preston. Toss the body overboard, if you please.”

“Bowler! Simpson!” Mr. Preston barked toward two sailors nearby at attention. He pointed at the woman. “You heard the captain. Put her overboard.”

Ontoquas knew enough of the white man’s language to know what they had said. Again she tried to turn away, but somehow she could not take her eyes from the pitiable baby lying on deck, kicking his legs out now and crying out for someone to pick him up.

The two sailors stepped forward and took hold of the woman, one by the wrists, the other by the ankles. They moved toward the rail and the line of slaves parted to make room for them. One woman in the line held her hands over her face; a man with wide eyes withdrew in fear, as if he might be the next to go overboard.

The sailors positioned themselves by the rail, one of them pausing to get a better grip. Then they swung the woman’s slack body back and forth several times, as they would a sack of grain. In a moment she was tossed into the air and out of sight.

The men turned around and paused. They were looking at the wriggling baby lying on the quarterdeck, its empty howls being carried off by the wind. Mr. Preston followed their gaze. He, too, seemed puzzled.

“The wee one, Captain?” the first mate said. “What is to be done with that?” He pointed to the child. Captain Lowe, busy with the calculations of reduced profit this latest inconvenience had caused, did not want to be interrupted.

“Just toss it overboard as well,” he said with a wave of his hand, his eyes never leaving the page.

“The baby too, captain? It appears fit enough.”

Captain Lowe jerked his head up in frustration.

“I said overboard! Are you daft, Mr. Preston!” Captain Lowe pointed at the infant with the feathered end of his quill. “The miserable whelp should not have been allowed on this ship in the first place. It must nurse from its mother to stay alive, and now she’s dead.”

“So we throw it overboard?”

“Can you nurse a baby, man? There is nothing more that can be done!” the captain said. “And it probably carries the sickness as well. Get it over before the others fall sick.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

Again Ontoquas tried to look elsewhere, and this time she succeeded. In the two years since her enslavement in the Caribbean—so far from her home—she had seen horrors that haunted her dreams: men whipped until they fell and then whipped more, children succumbing to the smoke in burning fields of harvested sugarcane, human beings bought and sold at market in chains, families and loved ones torn apart.

Ontoquas did not want to watch them throw a baby overboard—this baby with the tiny feet it kicked in the air.

Several feet away knelt a boy no older than Ontoquas: a white boy in a plain sailor’s shirt and pants cut at the knee. Captain Lowe had ordered the deck holystoned, and the ship’s boy had been assigned the task. The stone lay in front of him as he sat back on his haunches, breathless, having stopped to watch the unfolding drama. Ontoquas wondered what he thought of it. How could he look on so easily? The stone was large, two hands wide. Beside it a large bucket made from the bottom third of a cut barrel held fresh water.

Ontoquas’s eyes locked on the stone, but she turned when she heard the first mate speak.

“Bowler, Simpson, damn your eyes!” Mr. Preston said. “Do as you’re ordered, men!”

The two sailors who had cast the dead woman over the rail without a care now stood eyeing the infant. They each stole a glance at the other.

“You quite certain, sir?” one of them said, risking a flogging himself.

“Oh, for the love of God!” said Captain Lowe. He tucked beneath one arm his treasured ledger and strode to the middle of the deck where the baby lay. He snatched the boy up by one leg so that the infant dangled upside down.

“Truly, Mr. Preston! You should be embarrassed, sir. Never have I known Englishmen to be so squeamish.” The baby rocked back and forth as the captain strode toward the rail. Its cries grew louder.

Ontoquas spun away, pressing her palms against her ears. The baby’s cries were too terrible! Her eyes fell again on the holystone. She remembered the words of her father, Chief Anawan, the last time she spoke with him.

“We will lose our lives in our fight. It has been foreseen. But if we do not fight, Little Wolf, then we are no longer a people. If we do not fight, then we are already ghosts.”

Ontoquas lowered her hands.

If we do not fight, then we are already ghosts.

Ontoquas stepped from the line of slaves, and with that first step she was a slave no more and never would be again. She took three strides toward the boy who stared at the captain, and kicked him savagely across the cheek with the sole of her foot. He sprawled back in a heap, then turned an incredulous look upon the girl as she hefted the stone.

All eyes were still glued on the captain and the infant dangling from his hand. His back was to Ontoquas.

“Captain! Captain Lowe, sir!” the boy called out.

The captain did not turn as he approached the rail. “Silence, boy, or I shall have you flogged. This is the work of men.” Ontoquas raised the stone high and charged.

“Captain!”

The wind was out of the west that morning. It swept steadily across the quarterdeck. Captain Lowe had handed his hat to the first mate before grabbing the infant, and the pressing breeze revealed a pale spot of scalp on his head. He had reached the rail now and drew back his arm to heave the baby to the sea.

“Captain, sir, look out!”

Ontoquas took a last step and drove the holystone for the spot on the captain’s skull with everything she had.

I will fight!

The stone struck without sound. The captain’s head snapped forward. The ledger he held fell, bounced once against the rail, and whirled off in a flutter. The captain slumped into the rail and slid along it until he dropped to the deck in a tangle of loose limbs. Ontoquas plucked the crying baby from the deck and tucked him beneath her arm.

There was an instant of shocked silence, and then the line of slaves broke apart, everyone running.

“All hands!”

The ship exploded into chaos. Voices yelled out in all languages. The captives ran in every direction, some in terror, others in rage. One man hurled himself upon a crouched sailor who had just jumped from the ratlines, and the two struggled for a knife the sailor held. Others charged out blindly and struck at any sailor they could find.

“Get them tied! Get them below!”

Ontoquas ran across the quarterdeck away from the sailors, but Mr. Preston cut her off. She stared at the dark circle of the pistol’s barrel the first mate leveled at her.

Then she dove and tumbled, holding the baby close and trying not to hurt him as she rolled. There was a terrific explosion, and a woman nearby crumpled against the rail with a cry. Ontoquas found her feet again and dashed across the deck.

“You little devil!” shouted the sailor. He raised a whip. Ontoquas dodged and the crack sang out just behind her ear. She clutched the little baby tighter.

I must save this baby!

The man’s face contorted in fury. He reared back again. Behind him she could see a surge of dark bodies emerging from the main hatch, men howling tribal war cries.

Again the man lashed out with the whip. Ontoquas lurched to avoid it and lost her footing on the wet deck planks, falling onto her back and nearly dropping the wailing infant. The deafening crack resounded against the rail behind her. A hand clamped down on her arm. Ontoquas bore down on it. The man howled as the girl’s teeth crunched against bone, and then she reeled as the butt of the whip came down on the top of her head.

Somehow she still held the baby. He was part of her now, her own brother. She would do anything for him. Again Ontoquas rose, the first mate separated from her by a wrestling crowd of sailors and slaves.

The whip crackled the air. Many months before, Ontoquas had come to understand that she would die, and die young, but with the infant in her arms, living was an imperative. If she did not live, the baby, too, would die. Ontoquas charged at the first mate, who had made his way clear to her, and scooted under his arm. Across the deck she scampered, the snap of the whip chasing her. She ran directly at the ship’s boy—crouched in terror—the infant still cradled tight in the crook of her arm. Next to the boy rocked the overturned bucket.

“Leave me be!” the boy wailed.

“Get that one!” Ontoquas heard a sailor shout. “Grab her!”

Ontoquas lifted the boy’s bucket by its handle. She turned toward the rail, and she ran like she had never run. She leaped as she had never leaped. One bare foot lighted upon the rail. She thrust against it and was over.

Through the air they flew, Ontoquas and her new brother, the bucket held above her head by its handle. The endless arms of the Great Mother Sea rushed up to greet them.
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CHAPTER 3:



Shark

TWO DAYS LATER

In an open and seemingly infinite sea the girl floated. From the vantage of a flock of white birds that passed high overhead, it would appear the girl was alone, but she was not. She clung to the sides of the bucket, keeping the rolling waves from tipping it and using its buoyancy to save her strength. Inside the bucket the tiny baby curled on his side and slept. In the late afternoon the wind ebbed to a gentle breeze, and Ontoquas was able to haul herself up and spread her body over the opening of the barrel without tipping it. In this way she protected the boy from the bright sun. From this position she looked at the uninterrupted horizon on all sides.

Now I cannot die. I must survive. I must find land for my brother.

In the language of her recently lost people the name Ontoquas meant “she-wolf.” On the night before she was born her mother had a dream in which a wolf spoke of a daughter who would survive the death of her people to go off and begin the world again.

Ontoquas’s mother, Shanuke, was an important healer; her father was the great Wampanoag Chief Anawan. But that was before the war and the killing. Anawan and his tribe had joined with a fellow Wampanoag tribe headed by the great Metacomet to fight a war against the white man: King Philip’s War. Metacomet and Ontoquas’s father led many raids on English villages, but then a man named Benjamin Church came hunting. With the help of an Indian tracker, Church led a silent attack before dawn on the grassy meadow where Metacomet and Anawan and their weary warriors had made camp.

The colonists’ rage was not quelled with just the death of the men. Soon afterward the women and children of Anawan’s village were rounded up and brought to the port of Boston. There they were sold into slavery and loaded onto ships heading south to distant islands where sugarcane grew.

For two years Ontoquas had known the whip of many masters. She had felt the searing heat of the boiling houses and smelled blackened death among the torched sugarcane stalks, burned before harvesting. She had watched men, women, and even children sink down into such fields from exhaustion. And she had come to care little as to whether she lived or died.

Ontoquas was twelve years old.

I thought the wolf had lied, Ontoquas thought, stealing a peek into the shadows of the bucket where the little boy twitched as he slept. Oh, please, please, let the wolf be right. I want to live again.

The unlikely pair bobbed along between the rising and falling of the waves, the Caribbean sun blazing down. Ontoquas let her head hang. Sometimes she drifted into sleep, only to startle awake in time to steady her balance on top of the bucket. She awoke to measure how far the sun had moved along its descending arc.

Night would come. What then?

Before she had time to consider how she would survive the night, something rose slowly from the water—a fin. It formed a tidy triangle and it cut a straight line through the surface of the water. Ontoquas had watched dolphins swimming alongside her ship in the open sea, chittering and carving exuberant arcs through the air. She liked to think they were laughing at the ridiculous humans. But this fin was different. It had no curve.

Ontoquas pulled herself up onto the bucket as best she could, bending her knees to keep her toes out of the water. Supporting her entire weight and that of the baby, the bucket’s lip sank to just a few inches above the surface of the water.

The fin carved a complete circle around Ontoquas. Then another.

“Leave us!” she shouted at it. Could sharks be scared away? Her heart thundered in her chest. No, no! This could not be. To have survived the ship, only to die now?

In front of her again, at a distance of perhaps fifteen feet, the gray triangle cut in sharply and came straight at her.

“No!”

Just a few feet before the fin reached her it lowered into the water. The great gray body swept slowly beneath her, so close that Ontoquas could see its mighty tail swishing back and forth as it propelled itself through the water. It was huge, perhaps twice as long as she was tall.

Ontoquas felt her chin begin to quiver. The baby beneath her stirred. He opened up his eyes and began to cry, his mouth stretching wide open.

I will save you. I will save you.

The triangular fin reappeared again at the earlier distance. Again it circled her, once, twice. And again it broke from its arc and came straight at her, this time toward her left side.

Ontoquas tried to pull herself up higher on the barrel, but there was nowhere to go. Closer came the fin, closer, and then the triangle leaned over and out of the water rose a gaping mouth of gray and white full of glittering teeth. The huge jaw snapped at the barrel, and its teeth found a purchase in the wood. The shark thrashed, nearly tossing Ontoquas from the bucket.

She could see the shark’s black eye looking up at her. Again it thrashed, and this time Ontoquas slipped, and her legs and body slid out and onto the shark’s snout.

No!

Rage filled her. Pure rage. Ontoquas reared back with a hand and punched the shark on its snout. The shark turned to try to get its mouth on her, but the bottom lip of the barrel got in its way. Again and again she punched, her eyes filling with tears. Again and again and again she struck. She could hear her voice shouting at the beast, but it somehow seemed far away, as if another voice were calling.

Suddenly the shark broke off and sank beneath the surface. Again Ontoquas watched it swim beneath her, and again it reemerged at its former distance.

The circles began anew.

How long can I fight it off? she wondered. She pulled herself up onto the bucket’s lip again and saw that the knuckles of her left hand were wet with blood. Ontoquas knew little enough about sharks, but she had heard that the scent of blood drew them like ants to honey. She pulled her wounded hand in and rested it on her forearm instead, the wound dripping a drop of blood down onto the baby’s leg.

The baby was crying now, crying loudly. So loudly! Ontoquas wondered how she had never heard the infant before today, but then remembered how loud it was in the hold of the slave ship, how many different cries of distress there were both day and night.

Ontoquas craned her neck around to watch the shark pass along the right hand side, still at a distance, when suddenly another fin broke the surface just inches from her. Ontoquas raised her fist to strike at it, but she did not bring the fist down. This fin was different; it curved back and came to a rounded point.

A dolphin?

Sure enough, a rounded gray snout broke the surface. The dolphin regarded her for a moment. She reached out, and the dolphin stayed still and allowed her to pet him.

“You must go!” she told it in her own language, giving it a push. “It is not safe here!” The shark had swum behind her now, and Ontoquas turned to keep an eye on it. Then, to her surprise, the dolphin broke from her, and it, too, began to make a circle around her, a tighter one, swimming between the shark and her barrel.

Before Ontoquas had even a moment to comprehend what was happening, another curved fin emerged next to her, then another. And another. In a breath’s time there were more dolphins than she could count. Was it eight? Ten?

And before her disbelieving eyes, they formed a ring around her, floating just at the surface—all but two, and these two continued to swim along with the shark.

They are protecting us, little baby. They are saving us!

One of the dolphins swam just ahead of the shark and thrashed its tail in the water, creating a torrent of froth. The shark raised its ugly snout to snap at the dolphin, but the animal had already shot out of reach. Then another sped in, and it too thrashed at the water near the shark’s head. Again and again it happened, and each revolution of the circular path the shark swam grew wider and wider.

And then, without incident, the gray fin lowered into the water, turned away, and was gone.

“Aaaaaaiiiiiiiiiiii!” Ontoquas shouted to the sky. “I am alive! We are alive!”

The dolphins had turned now, all seeming to seek her attention. Ontoquas reached out, careful to pat them only with her unwounded hand. She reached out and caressed each beautiful shimmering snout, each smooth gray head, telling each one how much she loved it and how they had saved her life and that of her brother. A triumphant smile lit her face.
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