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  SEPTEMBER 1723


  Spider John Rush mopped his brow with his sleeve, hummed a dance tune, and lifted his face to greet the freshening dawn wind. That’s when Calvin Garrick toppled silently from Minuet’s main topsail yard.


  “Jesus,” Spider muttered, dropping his saw into the tool chest and rushing forward—but it was pointless. There was no lucky grab of a stay, no divine gust of wind to push Garrick beyond the gunwale and into the sea where he might—might, perhaps, if he could knife into the water rather than smack it flat—survive a plunge from that height.


  No.


  The man had fallen silently, unmoving.


  Calvin Garrick plummeted headfirst to the hard deck, and Spider stopped short just before the impact. The ship’s carpenter averted his eyes and winced at the horrid crack of skull and neck and the thud of the man’s body and legs that immediately followed, like the second note of a drummer’s flam.


  He’d managed not to see the horrible end of Garrick’s fall, but he could not keep himself from imagining it, and that was bad enough. Spider prayed the spray he felt on the back of his head was wind-borne moisture from the Atlantic, but he knew it was not; the breeze was only now beginning to rise on a sea so gentle the weather deck was nearly level with the horizon. The drops that fell on him were certainly Garrick’s blood.


  The carpenter braced himself, then slowly turned and looked at the body. He’d seen plenty of death in his day; his former life as a reluctant pirate had revolved around violence, and he’d learned to do the bloody work quite well in order to survive. Still, a death like this in the midst of a calm sea kissed by morning sun staggered him.


  It staggered others, too. Minuet’s sailors all stopped working. The straining sways, slackening sails, and the lapping of sea against hull were the only sounds.


  The light September wind chilled the sweat he’d earned by sawing spars, and Spider wished he’d brought his coat from the forecastle, but he’d not needed the extra warmth while laboring. He certainly needed it now, looking at the dead man, whose blood ran slowly to starboard.


  He had not known Garrick well. Indeed, he was not familiar with anyone among Minuet’s fifty-odd crew save for the companions who had come aboard with him—brash young Hob, one-eyed ancient Odin and, the newest addition to his merry band, lovely Ruth Copper.


  Those fellow travelers, like Spider John, all had piratical pasts. Well, he thought, Hob and Odin certainly did. Spider had sailed with them and knew it to be true. They’d dodged sharp blades and hot lead together many times since meeting about a year ago aboard the pirate vessel Plymouth Dream, and he had come to depend upon them. Shared risks forged strong friendships.


  Ruth Copper, on the other hand, was a bit of a mystery.


  Ruth’s piracy claims were only that, claims, and she never included much detail. Indeed, she was as secretive as Odin, who never shared his real name and who might claim to be Scottish or Irish or English or Welsh, depending on the direction of the wind. The woman’s secretive nature, and the cool head she kept when things got rough, were the only real evidence Spider had that she had ever sailed in pirate waters. Those, and the fact she’d survived the skirmish when vengeful pirates had come sweeping across the grass in the night at Pryor Pond, where he’d met her. Spider’s part in that battle had been elsewhere, but he’d seen Ruth’s cuts and scrapes afterward and had no reason to doubt she had fought. And she must have fought well, for she had lived. There had been no good place to hide that night.


  So, we’re pirates all, he mused. Or former pirates, as he frequently reminded Hob and Odin. Spider assumed the others felt somewhat adrift, as he did, here aboard a merchant vessel bound for the Colonies to engage in honest trade, her holds full of letters and metal wares and expensive English clothes rather than plunder gained from pillaging such vessels on the high seas. Spider wanted to belong here, on an honest ship, but could not quite convince himself that he did.


  Strike that, he thought. Maybe this is home, after all. A man’s life leaking out all across the deck is a very familiar sight. Maybe I’ll never escape such things. Maybe they’ll always haunt me.


  Spider yanked the sweat-dampened red kerchief from his head. He grimaced at the drops of Garrick’s blood on it before tossing it aside in disgust. He knew the back of his shirt was splattered, too, but he could not afford to discard that. He had only two.


  The wind rose, just a little. He wished for rain, something to help wash the deck, but he knew the sky wasn’t going to provide that today.


  The hands would have to do that, with buckets of salt water and stones to scrape away the stains.


  Sad duty, that, and one Spider hoped he would be able to avoid.pider knew very little about Garrick, but he’d seen the man go about his daily work without complaint, and heard the man pray each morning, and watched him whittle a whalebone into a nice serving spoon for the woman at home. Spider had a woman waiting, too, or so he hoped, and that was enough for him to feel some kind of bond with Garrick. Spider touched his chest and felt the heart-shaped pendant beneath his shirt. He’d carved that for Emma.


  Spider prayed silently that he’d get to hand it to her, rather than die at sea the way so many men did. The way Calvin Garrick had.


  The stunned silence among the crewmen gathered about the dead man slowly gave way to calls for the captain, and to whispers.


  “Did anyone see what happened?”


  “Damn tragic, this is.”


  “Maybe he went up there drunk,” answered another. “Fool, if he did.”


  “You stow that, damn you. He was not a hard drinker. A sensible man, and a good one.”


  “Could happen to any of us,” said another, wiping his brow. “It is risky work, aye? A bit of daydreaming, a slip of the foot. Any of us. Bless his soul.”


  That ended any talk of Garrick being at fault.


  And it wasn’t his fault, by thunder, Spider knew. Calvin Garrick was not at fault at all.


  “Damn, Spider John,” Hob said, rushing to Spider’s side before he got to “amen.” Spider threw a heated glance at the lad, who lowered his eyes quickly and muttered “sorry.”


  Spider sighed. And well you should be, young idiot.


  The name “Spider John” belonged to a wanted pirate, one of the men who had survived the capture of Red Viper—Plymouth Dream had been rechristened by a new captain after a brief and bloody insurrection—almost a year ago, and the man who, in making his escape and avenging his best friend, had slain the Naval officer and spy responsible for his friend’s death. No one aboard Minuet, save for Spider’s friends, knew the carpenter’s true identity. Here, he was known under the borrowed surname of Coombs. Hob should have known better than to speak the words “Spider John” aloud.


  But it was a moment of stress, in the wake of a violent death, and no one was paying any attention to Hob anyway. Spider punched Hob gently on the shoulder. “No one heard you, boy,” he whispered. “All attention is on the dead man.”


  “How do you suppose he fell?” Hob brushed long blond hair from his light blue eyes. “A good sailor, he was, by all accounts, anyway. At home up there, he was.”


  Spider nodded. “Aye. None spoke ill of him, not in my presence. And if he couldn’t handle the work up there, you can bet Odin would’ve cursed him more than once. Odin has no patience aloft.”


  Spider cast a glance upward. Odin and a couple of others were descending, the one-eyed rigger more slowly than in the past. He seemed to be breathing hard, too. The years finally were showing in the old man. Odin stared back at him with his lone eye, framed by lank gray hair dangling like seaweed draped across his ancient head. The scarred right side of Odin’s face, torn and burned long ago by the blast of a cannon if the old man’s stories were true, gleamed with sweat that made the red crust brighter than normal. Odin shook his head slowly, as if to say he had no idea how Garrick had plunged to his death.


  “Odin would not put up with a lubber up there, no doubt,” Hob conceded. “He shared a biscuit with me once, Garrick did. He had some honey, too, from home. It was lovely. Not a single maggot in it. The honey, I mean. The biscuit had a few.”


  “Aye,” Spider said. “Put my saw away proper, will you, lad, and gather the spars? I sort of dashed the saw into the box when I saw the man … when it happened.”


  “Aye,” Hob said, disappointed at being given a mundane task. Tall, strong, and broad-shouldered, Hob figured he was built for finer things than hammering nails and sawing planks. Hob would never make a good carpenter’s mate, no matter how hard Spider tried to instruct him. Spider followed the boy—young man, rather, he had to remind himself—to the toolbox.


  Hob deftly placed the saw into its proper place, but ignored the stack of sawn spars. His mind was elsewhere. “How did he fall?”


  “I do not know, Hob.” Spider gazed upward into the rigging as the crewmen on deck surrounded their dead shipmate. But I have an idea about that.


  “Tragic.”


  “Damned gentle sea, to be tossing an experienced hand off his perch like that,” Spider said.


  “Aye,” Hob replied. “Was he drunk?”


  “Don’t know,” Spider said. “But I can find out. Gather that wood, stow it proper.” He nudged his way forward. Spider was not as tall as his shipmates, but working wood and wielding swords these last several years had made him strong, and a carpenter commanded a certain amount of respect at sea, thanks to his sorely needed skills. Spider had no trouble forcing his way through the gawking hands to reach the dead man’s side.


  He had considerable trouble kneeling by the dead man’s crushed, misshapen head and lowering his nose toward the man’s mouth. But he did it, and he detected no scent of rum or whisky or any other strong drink. All he could smell was blood.


  Spider felt the need for a jolt of alcohol in that very moment, but he had promised Hob and Odin that he would drink less. His drinking had caused them problems in the past.


  Spider was sober now, though, so he immediately recognized the stern voice of Edwin Bellows and got away from the body before the crowd parted for the captain.


  The old man stood over the corpse and muttered a prayer. The captain’s gray-bearded chin quivered, and his hard sapphire eyes examined the faces of his crewmen. “What transpired here? Did anyone see him fall?”


  “I saw it, cap’n,” said Burke, a dark-haired salt with a pocked face and eyes the color of a glass of porter. “He was at work on the topsail yard, and he just dropped. Maybe his foot slipped.”


  The men in the trees looked down at their dead shipmate, after no doubt making sure of their own footholds.


  “More than thirty yards onto unforgiving English oak,” the captain muttered. “Dear Lord.”


  The captain looked up from the dead man. “Mister Gordon!”


  The first mate, thin as a twig and tall, pushed through the crowd. “Aye, cap’n. Sorry, sir, I was in the hold. Barrel leaking.”


  “Prepare this man for a burial,” the captain said. “Clean him up, see to his belongings, prepare a shroud. I shall read a verse and we shall commend him to the sea in one hour’s time.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “In the meantime, let us catch this rising wind. Send the men who were on the topsail with him to my quarters, one by one, as soon as we have enough canvas on. I want to hear from them first. Then have the men who knew Garrick best come speak with me, as well. I must write a letter to his family. Do we know where his family resides?”


  “Plymouth,” the mate said. “A wife he has, and two little ones. Aye, sir, we’ll do right by him.”


  “This deck will need scraped clean,” Captain Bellows said, glancing at the blood. “Ask for volunteers. It will be an unpleasant duty. But if there are none, choose men to do it.”


  “Aye, sir.” Gordon got to work.


  The captain turned to go but stopped in front of Spider. “Your britches, man, they are crimson.”


  Spider looked down at his own knees, soaked in the dead man’s gore. “Aye, cap’n. I tried to see if there might be life left in him.”


  The captain stared at Spider for three heartbeats. “Kind of you, man, but …”


  “I know, sir. There was no saving him.”


  “Go put on fresh clothes, John, if you have them.”


  “Aye, sir.” Spider turned and headed toward the forecastle. Passing Hob, he paused. “Did you stow the timber?”


  “I … I saw to it that the job got done.”


  Spider glanced amidships where he’d left the spars. Two men had gathered them up and were now strolling across the tilted deck toward the lumber hold.


  “Did you trade them some of my tobacco again, Hob?”


  The young man glanced down toward his feet. “Whisky, sir.”


  “You have whisky?”


  “No, sir,” Hob answered. “I know where to acquire some.” He could not quite avoid grinning.


  Spider sighed. “Well, you did not trade away my stuff, so I reckon I’ll count that as progress, of a sort. Fetch me a brand from the cook, boy. I need a pipe. And you can just ask for the brand, you don’t have to cat-sneak in there and steal it.”


  “Aye.” Hob looked disappointed.


  “You are carpenter’s mate, and I am ship’s carpenter, so I do not care that you find your duties boring,” Spider said. “Do as I say, or I’ll flog you, but if you do it and I finally get a good pipe going, and perhaps a tot to drink, if you can spare some …”


  “I am certain I can,” Hob said.


  “Once I have some Virginia tobacco burning and some whisky, I’ll tell you about Calvin Garrick’s murder.”


  “Murder?” Hob’s eyes widened.


  “Aye,” Spider said. “I have no doubt of it. Go, fetch that brand, and then meet me in the forecastle.”
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  By the time Spider had donned a clean shirt and britches and wrapped himself in his sea coat, Hob showed up in the forecastle with a hot brand in his hand and Odin in tow. They had the cramped space to themselves, as everyone was either seeing to his duties or talking about what had happened to Garrick. “Aren’t you supposed to be aloft, Odin?”


  “No one tells me what to do, Spider. I’ll go up when we’re done here,” the old man said. “This pup Hob tells me you are talking about murderous nonsense. Why in all the bloody hells do you want to do that?”


  “I can tell you later,” Spider whispered. “We are not on a bloody pirate vessel anymore, you understand that, aye? If the cap’n tells you to do something and you want to do something else, you can’t just slit the man’s throat and then elect a new cap’n. You have to obey orders, damn it.”


  “If someone wants to chase me up to my post, let them grab a sword and try. Now what the hell are you thinking, Spider?”


  Spider shut his eyes and swallowed the curses he wanted to hurl at the old fool. I’ll just tell him quick and then he’ll go up before he’s missed. That’ll be faster than trying to cram sense into his hard skull.


  “I think Garrick was murdered,” Spider said.


  Hob poked Odin’s shoulder. “How many bloody hells are there?”


  Odin blinked. “What?”


  “You said all the bloody hells. How many are there?”


  “How should I know?” Odin laughed. “Blackbeard only sailed me into three of them! Ha!”


  Spider sighed, took the brand from Hob and fired up his clay pipe. The stem had broken recently, so it was shorter than he liked. He tucked it into his mouth as far to the left as he could in hopes the smoke would not roll up into his eyes. “I don’t know why I don’t toss you both to the sea and let the whales bugger you.”


  Odin’s eye widened. “Spider, do you not know the plan? It was your plan, after all, I’d think you might know it. We’re leaving the pirate life, staying away from trouble and you’re going home. That’s the plan.”


  Spider inhaled deeply, exhaled, and smiled. “Rum, Hob?”


  “Whisky,” the boy said.


  “Aye, yes, whisky. I forgot. I’ve been thinking on other matters.”


  “Aye,” Odin said, “thinking. We could all do with less of that nonsense, Spider John.”


  “We’re all getting a bit careless with old names that might get us hung if anyone overhears them,” Spider said quietly. Then he sucked hard on the pipe, exhaled a fog of smoke and took a deep swallow of Hob’s stolen whisky. God, that’s good, he thought.


  “I’ll be more cautious,” Odin said, looking around to see if anyone else might have overheard. “We’re alone here, though, so all should be well. And all will stay well if you don’t drive us off course, Spider. John, I should say. Fuck. I hate pretending we are not pirates, goddamn it!”


  “What do you blather about, Mister Hughes?” Spider winked upon uttering Odin’s fake name, then popped the pipe back into his mouth.


  “We are bound for Boston, aye? Not bloody far from Nantucket, aye? The island where your woman waits for you, or, at least you think she does, although it has been a damned long time and you are not worth waiting for. And she’s got your little boy, right?”


  “All true,” Spider said. He wondered if his son, maybe nine years old by now, would grow to be taller than him.


  Odin nodded. “So, here we are, honest as we can be and forgetting all our pirating, sailing aboard a sweet little ship to the life you’ve been pining after ever since I met you, and most bothersome that is, I might add, and now you start talking about murder. Bloody hell, man, must we shake you? Slap you? Douse you in the cold sea?”


  Scottish, Spider decided. Today, he sounds very Scottish.


  Spider removed his pipe and sipped from the flask. “A man was murdered. A good man, near as I can see. Do you not care about that?”


  Odin spat. “Ha! I have not known the bastard Garrick even two weeks, Spider, and I’ve seen a lot of murders in my day. I sailed with Blackbeard, I did! I saw him murder a dozen men in a day. It is no matter to me if Calvin Garrick got murdered, he isn’t any more dead that way than if he just fucking fell!”


  “Listen, mate …”


  “No! You listen!” Odin spat on the deck. “It is no matter to me whether Minuet reaches Boston or goes off to the bloody Mediterranean to rob the sultans. But it matters to you, you lobcock, and if you go about talking about murders and such, you will rile things up and men will sharpen their steel and slice your goddamned neck while you sleep. Or we’ll have the goddamned Navy crawling all over this ship so they can write reports or whatever to the Admiralty. Is that what you want? A bunch of men in uniforms who might figure out you sliced the neck of the man who killed your friend?”


  The two men stared at each other as pipe smoke swirled about the cramped forecastle. Hob sat on a bunk and watched them.


  “Is that what you aim for, by God?” Odin whispered it, and put a hand on Spider’s shoulder.


  “We’ll fight them off,” Hob said, beaming as though he looked forward to the opportunity. The young fool probably did, Spider supposed.


  “I’m not planning to ask a lot of questions or stir the pot,” Spider said. “I am just telling you, Garrick was murdered.”


  Odin blinked. “How do you know that?”


  “I’ve seen two men plunge from the trees in my day,” Spider said, sucking on the pipe. “One was on Lamia, when I sailed with Bent Thomas, and the ship took a bad dip after a broadside poked a hole in our hull. The other was before that, on Lily, when George Looman went up top drunker than I will ever be. Anyway, both those men screamed like a goddamned gale all the way down and flapped their fucking arms like they could fly and snatched at every line they could see, no matter how far out of reach.”


  “So?” That was Hob, his forehead scrunching beneath his blond locks.


  “So,” Spider said, “Calvin Garrick fell like a sack of grain dropped into a hold. No sound, no movement, no reaching out to grab a ratline or anything. Just … dead silence.”


  Hob and Odin peered at each other. “It is true,” Odin said. “Aye, that is right. He was dead on the way down.” He turned toward Spider. “I still do not care. I still do not think we need to go about saying that he was murdered.”


  “Aye,” Hob replied. “Odin is right, I think. We can keep silent until we reach Boston, and tell the captain then. Or let him discover what happened on his own. He’s a smart man, Captain Bellows is. Maybe he will discover what happened without any help from us at all.”


  Spider, lost in his own thoughts, seemed not to hear.


  “It should be simple to reckon this out,” Spider cut in. “The killer had to be on the same beam with him, right? Probably stabbed him or clubbed him. A hard shove would not serve, because that would not have killed him, aye? He’d have made all that noise we talked about if he was living. So a stab or a thunk, then.”


  “Aye,” Hob said. “That seems likely.”


  “So, how many men were working that beam with him?”


  “Three others,” Odin said. “Woodley, Simon, and Gray, it was.”


  “Did you see any of them with a cudgel or dirk?” Hob’s eyebrows arched and his eyes widened.


  Odin ran a callused hand roughly through Hob’s thick hair. “They all have knives, fool. They’re sailors.”


  “Aye,” Hob said, pushing Odin’s hand away. “Don’t do that. I’m not the ship’s cat.”


  Spider nodded. “Every hand has a knife, aye, and I suspect that is how the deed was done. If he was clubbed, hell, that would have been noticed, surely? You can stab a man smooth and quiet, if you know how, but you have to hit him damned hard if you kill him with a chunk of wood or something. Need to take a big swing. Hard to hide that, I would think. Someone likely would have noticed.”


  Odin nodded. “I think someone might have seen a clubbing, likely, aye.”


  “So probably a knife.” Spider stabbed the air with the stem of his pipe. “That would make a mess, though. A man would have to be stupid to wipe it on his shirt or breeches, and stupider still to carry it around with a man’s blood on it, aye? If it had been me, I’d have flung the thing into the sea while all eyes were on Garrick’s fall.”


  He clamped his teeth on the pipe stem. “We shall not find a weapon, I reckon. But,” he pointed at Hob, “let’s keep watch for anyone who says he lost a knife, or hasn’t got one, or asks Mister Gordon about getting one.”


  Hob nodded. “That is good. Aye.”


  “In the meantime,” Spider continued, “we’ll have to figure out which one of those gents had a reason to kill him.”


  Odin scowled. “Why do we have to do that? Everyone thinks he just fell. I say we just pretend we think that, too. That will keep us out of trouble, by God.”


  Spider ignored the one-eyed man. “It is a calm day, still morning and the wind just starting to come up, so he had not been up there long, and he did not smell of booze.”


  “I trust you for smelling liquor,” Hob said.


  “Silence, boy.”


  “And I know he slept,” Hob continued. “He snores, he does. Snored all the night, so he wasn’t up drinking nor nothing.”


  “Good,” Spider said. “Excellent. You do pay attention to things at times, Hob.”


  Odin blinked. “I still do not care, and I don’t know why you would care, either. I say, keep your head down, don’t get involved in the affairs of other men, and get back to the Colonies and hope your woman even remembers your name. Hell, if you are not in a hurry to see her, I’ll go find her myself.”


  Spider clutched at his shirt and felt the heart pendant, ignoring Odin’s last comment. “She’ll remember me,” he said. “We married, and she bore my son.”


  “Ha!” Odin snatched the flask from Spider and took a swig. “You could not have been much older than this whelp”—he pointed at Hob—“when you tupped her, and you have been away eight or nine years, aye? Married her right before you left for the sea and then never come back. That’s a long time.”


  Aye. A long, long time.


  “You want any chance of a life with her, you’d best not start poking your nose into a murder. You do that, and someone will take offense. If you don’t get killed or arrested before we raise Boston, you’ll have the cap’n bringing on the authorities after. We don’t like being around lawmen and Navy officers, you might remember. You, me, Hob, we’ve all done some pirating, aye?”


  Aye, Spider thought. I remember. I remember the bright sun gleaming on Lily’s sails the day Lamia chased her down. I remember the nine-pound balls that cracked Lilys mast. I remember Bent Thomas and his savage crew leaping over our rails, howling like wolves, waving sharp steel and thundering guns. I remember the screams of Lilys crewmen as they went overboard, and the laughter of Bent Thomas and his men. And I remember Thomas telling me I didn’t have to die if I’d serve him as carpenter. I remember making that deal with the devil, and vowing I would escape that life and get back to Em and my baby boy.


  But Bent Thomas would not let me keep my hands clean. Everyone fights. Everyone kills. Everyone shares the guilt.


  And everyone can hang when we get caught.


  “Aye,” Spider said. “I remember.”


  “Then hammer things, and cut planks, and mind your duties,” Odin said. “Let Calvin Garrick sink into the sea and to hell with finding out how he died.”


  Spider inhaled until the pipe fired bright and then slowly died. “I suppose we can’t really change anything, can we?”


  Odin smiled. “He’s just as dead, whether we catch his killer or not.”


  The three friends sat in silence for a while. Spider took another swig, then handed the flask to Hob. The lad took a long swallow. “You drink like a man,” Spider said.


  “I am a man,” Hob answered.


  “Ha!” Odin grabbed the flask and tilted it up, pouring the last of the amber fluid into his throat.


  Spider slapped his knee.


  “Hob, they’ll be stitching the man into the shroud by now. Go help them.”


  Hob nodded. “I will. But why?”


  “I did not see a stab wound or anything. See if you can do better than me.”


  “God damn it,” Odin muttered.


  “Aye.” Hob started to rush off.


  “Wait, boy. Look right here,” Spider said, placing a hand at the base of his skull, toward the back. “Or here,” he added, touching a spot low on his back. “Someplace Garrick would not see a blade coming. That’s how a sneaky fellow would do it, right?”


  “Aye.” Hob was excited now; this task was much more interesting than fetching hammers or measuring lumber. “That’s how I’d do it.”


  “You are a goddamned fool, Spider John.”


  “I probably am, Odin. I probably am.”
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  The men stood in ranks amidships as Calvin Garrick’s shrouded remains were carried on a plank toward his deep ocean grave. The chill Spider felt was not from the September air.


  Captain Bellows read solemnly, in a voice that rose and fell in volume with the gentle waves. Spider thought he’d heard the text before. Ecclesiastes, he believed.


  “I said in mine heart,” the captain said, seemingly more from memory than from reading the battered book in his hands, “God shall judge the righteous and the wicked. For there is a time there for every purpose and for every work.”


  “No purpose for my work. It was wasted effort,” Hob whispered, after pushing his way through the assembled men and taking up a place next to Spider. “Everything was mushed up, his neck shoved down into his shoulders and his back sort of snapped. There was no way to find a knife wound.”


  “Shhhhhhhh.” Spider glanced about, but no one seemed to have noticed Hob’s words. He caught the eye of Ruth Copper, though. She’d traded her breeches and flintlocks for dresses and flowered hats after they’d all managed to steal enough coin to pay her passage aboard Minuet. Odin’s plot, that had been. He’d spent just enough time in Plymouth to know where lads did a bit of gambling, and he, Spider, and Hob had remained sober long enough to aim some guns and make off with a fat pot with little trouble. It had been a sweet little crime, and Spider still felt shame at how good it had felt to pull it off. Forgive us, Lord. It was for a good cause, Lord, truly. Ruth don’t want to be a criminal any more than I do. If one last crime leads to a life without crime, that’s a gain, right?


  She looked quite fetching this morning, he decided. It was a pleasant diversion from the death rites, and Spider immediately felt guilty once he caught himself being distracted.


  Ruth looked away from him. Was she having similar thoughts?


  He wondered.


  Ruth had said she had unfinished business in the Colonies, and family in Virginia, but she would not say more than that. Spider and Ruth had unfinished business between them, too, or so it felt to him. She always seemed on the verge of saying something, and he always felt as though he was betraying Em whenever he was with Ruth—even though things had never gotten so far. Well, he thought, except the time she doffed her blouse and tried to catch me off guard. But that had ended in drawn weapons, not lovemaking. The lovemaking had happened only in some dreams, and in distracted thoughts.


  Damn it, Spider John! A man has died here today. Heed that, not the girl.


  The captain had closed the Bible. “God, I think, will judge Calvin Garrick a good man. That, certainly, is how we shall remember him. And so now we commend our brother to the deep, and to his Heavenly Father. Amen.”


  A chorus of amens followed the captain’s words. The board tipped, and the dead man slid into the waiting sea, with scrap metal and holystones tucked into his shroud to make sure he went all the way down.


  A moment of silence followed. Spider tried hard not to think about the decaying corpse, and the hungry fishes, and the crabs and sea worms.


  “Back to duty,” Captain Bellows said. “Mister Gordon, choose a man to fill Mister Garrick’s role aloft, if you please, and let us get sail up quickly. We miss a good breeze, but we are ahead of schedule and I intend to keep us so. Mister Garrick would not have wanted us to miss a good breeze, I should think, nor to give up bonuses.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  The captain’s jaw worked back and forth for a moment. “I think an extra ration of grog, this evening, that we might drink to the man’s memory.”


  “Aye, sir,” Gordon answered. “It is a hard day. Seitz?”


  The sea cook’s mouth barely moved within his great wealth of dark beard. “Sir?”


  “See to it the men have an extra tot, and don’t water it too much.”


  “Aye, sir,” the cook said, marching off to see that it was done.


  The captain turned aft, toward his quarters.


  “If you please, sir, I think Jim Trawley would be a good choice on the topsail yard.”


  Spider turned to see who had spoken. It was Isaac Gray, one of the crewmen who had been on the beam when Garrick had toppled from it. Gray had a grin that was too wide for his face, and squinty eyes. Spider thought the man looked rather like an imp.


  “Sailed with him before, I have, and he’s not skittish to be up so high.” Gray nodded for emphasis. “He can handle the work, I’ll vouch for it.”


  “Mister Trawley, come forth,” Gordon ordered.


  A tall man, wide of shoulder and sporting a deep white scar on his bronzed cheek, stepped forward. “Aye, sir?”


  “Are you ready to work above? We can get by with one less deck hand.”


  “I like it up there, sir. A man can see far.”


  “Indeed.” Gordon nodded. “It shall be so, then. Mister Gill?”


  Hob’s gaze fell to the deck. “Aye, sir.”


  “You shall take Mister Trawley’s spot on deck. Mister Coombs, you can fare well enough without a carpenter’s mate, I trust? For a while, at least? The ship is in excellent shape.”


  “Aye,” Spider said. “I can handle my chores without him.” Hell, I often do. “If I have a need, I’ll ask for him. It won’t hurt him to work a bit harder.” Then he whispered to Hob. “You are better at hauling on a rope than cutting wood, I dare say.”


  “Aye,” Hob said. He looked at Spider and spoke so softly the carpenter had to lean in to hear the words. “Sorry I could not find a knife wound.”


  “No matter,” Spider muttered. “It’s murder, nonetheless.”


  “Do we tell the captain?”


  “Let me think on that,” Spider said. “As our one-eyed friend says, that might cause us trouble. A great deal of trouble, the kind that could get us hung along with the murderer. Aye? So, go see to your boring duties.”


  4


  Spider spent the rest of the day sawing spars to proper length, and making his inspections of hull and bulkheads, and watching Gray and his mates, Homer Woodley and Ronald Simon. They reefed the sail at Gordon’s order, and Spider noted that the three of them spoke to one another a great deal as they worked. Trawley, the new addition, seemed to be conversing freely as well. They all were too far aloft for Spider to hear what they were saying, though.


  Spider wiped sweat from his brow. Soon, the bell would clang and the watch would change. He looked forward to a meal, a drink, and a pipe.


  Spider looked upward again. There was little room up there; men stood upon lines suspended below the spars, working almost elbow-to-elbow. It was close labor, requiring a good deal of teamwork.


  That realization led him to a conclusion. He glanced toward Hob, who was placing holystones in a chest after an afternoon of scrubbing Calvin Garrick’s blood from the weather deck. Spider had spent a good deal of time this day studying Hob, and he noticed that the boy had paid close attention to the men above. Had Hob stumbled upon the same point he himself had noticed? He would know soon enough.


  The members of the evening watch, preparing for duty, were finishing up their meal of salt pork, crusty bread, and rum mixed with water when the bell rang.


  “To duty lads!” Mister Gordon bellowed, and men moved to comply. The men aloft started downward. Odin, working the foremast topsail, clambered down slowly. Careful, old man, Spider thought.


  Spider sighed. Odin claimed to have sailed with Blackbeard, and Spider had seen him tie knots with great dexterity and race much younger men into the trees. The idea that Odin might finally be showing signs of having lived through all those years, all those battles and tall tales—the notion made Spider John wince. Such things could not be. Odin was a legend who had strode across the bloody deck of Queen Anne’s Revenge with bloody Blackbeard himself. Odin was supposed to endure forever.


  Spider also watched Trawley, Gray, Simon, and Woodley descend. They took their time, talking among themselves. Hob was at his side before the first of that group—Simon—set foot upon the weather deck.


  “I’m hungry,” Hob groaned.


  “You are always hungry,” Spider replied. Let us get in the line.” Sailors from the day watch were gathering to collect their meal and grog.


  “Aye,” Hob answered. “I had a thought, Spider.”


  “Did you, now?” He leaned closer and whispered. “And if you don’t want your balls made into a toy for the ship’s cat, you will damn well start calling me John.”


  “Sorry.” Hob lowered his voice. “You realized there is no goddamned way one of those gents killed Garrick without the others noticing?”


  Spider grinned. “Aye. I had the same thought. Too close up there for something like that to go unnoticed. You are smarter than I thought, Hobgoblin.”


  “Stop calling me that. It makes me feel like a child.”


  Spider sighed. Hob was right, of course. Spider looked on the lad as a son, filling a void left by the real son he’d never really known. That probably wasn’t fair to Hob or Johnny, he knew. “Well enough. You’ve grown into a man, with the right to be called what you will. I will try to remember.”


  “Good,” Hob said.


  “And you try to forgive me if I forget once in a while,” Spider said. Hob merely groaned. They stopped talking once they fell into line for their meals.


  “Have you decided what to do?” That was Odin, cutting in line behind Spider. A couple of men groused at that, but Odin merely stared at them with his one good eye, waved a knife, and shouted “Ha!” The complainers decided not to press the issue.


  “I have decided,” Spider said. “I am going to eat. I am going to drink my grog. I am going to fire my pipe. And then I am going to have a discussion with the cap’n.”


  “Don’t get us hung,” Odin whispered.


  “Aye,” Spider said.


  The three of them remained quiet until they reached Seitz. They took up wooden bowls and cups from a barrel, then the German poked a fork into hunks of pork and bread to serve them. Spider’s pork slid off the fork and onto the deck after giving his bowl a glancing blow.


  Seitz went on with his business, rather indifferently, as Spider stood in place.


  “Well? Move along, John,” Seitz said.


  “I want my pork.”


  “I gave you pork.”


  “You missed my bowl, and I think Hughes is standing on my pork.”


  “So?”


  “So give me a goddamned hunk of pork that ain’t got goddamned boots all over it.”


  Seitz pointed toward the gray mass at Odin’s feet. “Your pork there. Eat it.”


  Spider seethed. “Listen, man. I know all this meat is tougher than a cedar shake. I know the one on the deck probably ain’t no more dirty than the ones in your kettle, even after he’s squashed it. But putting a damn chunk of meat in a bowl is a fairly easy job and you managed to foul it up anyway, and I don’t feel like plucking my food from the deck. So, if you please, give me a hunk from the kettle. The cat can have what you dropped.”
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