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IN THIS THIRD BOOK OF THE SERIES, Navy Lieutenant Matty Graves is still recovering from his ordeal during the slave rebellion in the French colony of Saint-Dómingue when he is ordered to Washington to answer questions about the death of his former captain. On home soil he must deal with the mystery and shame surrounding his birth, as well as the attractions of his best friend—s sister. But when he—s offered a command of his own, he seizes the opportunity to make a name and fortune for himself—even if it means destroying those closest to him.


From the rustic offices of the new U.S. government in Washington, to the storm-ridden open seas and the precarious drinking halls of the Caribbean, Matty follows all leads in his single-minded quest to track down the infamous pirate Mèche. Treachery, mutiny, and French ambition meet at last on the shores of a forgotten island …
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ONE


Grenadiers, à l’asso!
Se ki mouri zaffaire à yo.
Ki a pwon papa,
Ki a pwon maman.
Grenadiers, à l’asso!
Se ki mouri zaffaire à yo!


I turned out of my hammock to watch a couple of Toussaint’s battalions march up the road that morning. The heavy companies sang the song of the grenadiers as they stepped along, the one about how they have no papa and mama, and them that dies, that’s their own affair, with the fusiliers joining in on the chorus. It sounds fiercer than lions in French, and doubly so when it’s roared out by sixteen hundred ex-slaves stomping past in new boots and the drums all rattling like sixty. The men were decked out in smart blue coats with white facings and red piping, and snug white britches and black gaiters instead of the usual loose brown trousers, but they’d pulled down the brims of their bicorns and made them comfortable and shady, like old campaigners always do. The war between Toussaint’s blacks and Rigaud’s mulattoes was pretty much over. The troops were on their way to do the Spanish a mischief over on their side of the mountains in Santo Domingo, which we called it that to distinguish it from the French side, which we called San Domingo.


That’s where I was, in San Domingo on the island of Hispaniola. I kept telling myself that. Sometimes I forgot.


The dust still hung in the air, drifting in the pillars of light among the paw-paw trees.


Mr. Quilty’s patient was taking God’s own time in dying. I distracted myself with a few turns up and down the road in the shade of a paw-paw tree, tallying up all I’d accomplished in our quasi-war with France. I’d gotten Cousin Billy shot dead in a duel, and then I’d sunk the Rattle-Snake schooner out from under Peter Wickett during a brawl with L’Heureuse Rencontre and the Faucon, a privateer corvette and an old frigate with two hundred infantrymen aboard. We’d stopped them from raising an empire in the Spanish lands across the Mississippi, but things had gotten tarnal damp for a while. Between times I’d let a man be hanged as a pirate, slit some throats on Toussaint’s behalf, and fed a traitor to the sharks. And I’d packed it all into five months, which I guessed must be some kind of a record for a seventeen-year-old. It weren’t my fault entire, but the memories followed me around like a turnip-fart. You know the kind I mean: you dasn’t fan it for fear of calling attention to who done it, but if you don’t fan it, you’re like to go blind from the smoke.


I valued four things and kept them with me always. The first was a miniature of my dead mother in a heartshaped pewter locket, dented on one side and grimy all over, which I wore on a chain around my neck. The second was an old epaulet that Peter Wickett give me when I made acting lieutenant; the embroidery was tattered and the brass shone through the gilt, but I wouldn’t have traded it for one of solid gold. The third was a beat-up old hat, flat-crowned with a flaring brim and a red and white plume, that’d belonged to my friend Juge; I wore it low on my brow the way he had and hoped it made me look a little like him. The fourth was a steel-hilted sword that I had picked up during the siege of Jacmel, down on the south coast of the island, where Toussaint had broke the mulatto rebels at last. I didn’t wear it because I liked it; I wore it because its superb blade was made of tiger-striped Damascus steel and I couldn’t afford another of its quality. It was a tool of my trade, like a mechanic’s saw. It had once belonged to a man who killed Negroes for a living, and was decorated with a death’s-head on the pommel and arcane mottoes engraved along either side of the blood-gutter.


It had recently come to my attention that I was a bastard and a Negro. One minute the world was my oyster and the navy was my pearl; the next I was the keeper of a pair of secrets that oughtn’t to be secrets at all. It poisons a man to deny that he is what God made him.


I walked up and down the road, breathing dust and feeling the sun and shade pressing on my shoulders. The paw-paw is an indifferent tree for shade, I thought, looking up. The tropical variety, what your Spaniard calls a papaya, grows taller and straighter than ours, and not so bushy. It’s got leaves like wide-stretched hands at the ends of skinny arms, and they wave around in any kind of a breeze. They let the daylight through, which ain’t what you want for keeping cool in the Fever Islands.


Quilty had set up the sailcloth shelters and grass lean-tos that made up his hospital at the edge of a wide grove of paw-paws; the tree that Toussaint had give him for his own use, the one I now stopped next to, consisted of a straight shaft about ten feet high, heavily scarred along its stem where previous growths of leaves had sprouted and fallen away. The fruits that clustered at the base of its wide leafy crown had mellowed in the past few weeks from dark green to canary yellow. I could smell the gooey orange flesh ripening inside them.


Which was making me thirsty, and I commenced to moving again, stepping in and out of the flickering sunlight as I paced. I wasn’t above stealing fruit, but I guessed Quilty knew exactly how many paw-paws he had on his paw-paw tree, and it don’t do to steal from a man that can take your leg off and get you to thank him for it after.


The sick-list men in the tents and palm-frond lean-tos moaned and thrashed with the black vomit. There was some, too, that looked like they had slipped their hawsers but hadn’t been hauled away yet. One of the livelier ones was a French lieutenant of my age, or near enough as makes no difference. For several days he’d puked out stuff that looked like old coffee grounds and stank like the seat of Satan’s britches, but today he squatted under a palmetto across the road and watched me walk up and down.


He was looking at my feet. Leastways that’s what I hoped he was looking at. He had the dark, deep, liquidy sort of eyes that lady novelists call “brooding,” a mass of jet curls that cascaded down his forehead, full moist lips, and a pudgy but sturdy cleft chin. He was dressed in a blue coat, red vest, red pantaloons, and a red sash, all of which he had managed to keep clean somehow. The mademoiselles would swoon over him, though I calculated it might escape his notice.


“Oui, qu’est-ce qu’il y a?” I said, just to let him know I knew he was watching me. “What’s the matter?”


He shrugged.


“Why don’t you shove off, then?”


“I dare not, monsieur. The nègres, they might send me back to France, or they might execute me. There is no telling.”


Nègre was French for nigger or Negro, depending. I didn’t know him well enough to know which he meant, or even if he knew the difference.


“Without a doubt,” I said. “You’ve given them a hard time of it. Why don’t you fellows go home?”


“What, and leave the most valuable colony in the world to you rustics?”


“We don’t want the blame thing. We’re willing to pay for sugar and coffee.”


“Yes, just as you do with harvesting your wheat and Indian corn, and lading your ships, and polishing the silver, and everything else your slaves do for you.”


I came abreast of him and made my turn, prepared to ignore him all day if I had to.


As I turned, I saw a man away down the road striding up from Le Cap. He was made small by distance, diminished by the billowing green mountains to the left and dwarfed by the wrinkled expanse of the blue Atlantic to the right, but he wasn’t an inconsiderable man all the same; and though his image stretched and jumped in the heat waves that shimmered on the dusty road, I could tell as much about him as I wanted to know. He wore a black cocked hat, a blue frock coat with the tails turned back and a gold epaulet on the right shoulder, and a white vest and britches. That made him a navy lieutenant, same as myself, and there weren’t but one lieutenant in the squadron as tall and skinny as that bird.


Shit and perdition! I hadn’t even knowed he was back in the islands. I reached out and shook the fly of the tent beside me. “Ahoy! Mr. Quilty, there! Ain’t you done yet?”


“No, Mr. Graves, I am not.” The surgeon didn’t bother to stick his head out, and the canvas wall muffled his voice. “You may wait until I am.”


“I think I might need to cut and run, Mr. Quilty.”


“You may leave as soon as you like, sir, but if you wish to leave aboard a navy ship you’ll wait until I have signed your bill of health.”


“But it’s important, Mr. Quilty.”


“Is it.”


He thrust the tent flap aside and looked out at me. He had took off his wig, and pebbles of sweat glistened on his close-cropped head. His eyes sagged in his face, and blood crusted his leather apron.


“Is it,” he said again. It was a denial or maybe a challenge, but it weren’t a question.


I looked around at the sick men writhing under the awnings and suppressed a surge of anger.


“Not to anyone but myself, I guess, Mr. Quilty.”


“Very well, then.”


The tent flap fell back into place. A moment later I heard a stream of liquid tinkling in a metal bowl and smelled the iron tang of blood.


The tall lieutenant carried a hoop-handled wicker basket in his right hand. The basket, which he held away from his side as he hooked along, made him look like he was off to take yellow cakes and pink lemonade with a lady on a lawn.


It could’ve been coincidence that was bringing him to that particular spot on that particular island at that particular hour, as if to occupy the same place at the same time as me, but I doubted it. And it could’ve been that I was the furthest thing from his mind, but I doubted that, too. I had a notion that if I wasn’t the center of his universe, I was one of its more important satellites. A guilty conscience will do that to you.


The clearing in the mangroves where he’d put a pistol ball through Billy’s lungs lay just beyond the paw-paw grove, behind a derelict sugar shed with blue paint fading from its weathered boards. I could see it if I turned my head to look. The first fingers of a headache gripped the back of my skull.


He trudged up to where I stood, the basket dangling in his right hand and his hanger cradled under his left arm, hilt astern, and came to a halt. He gave the Frenchman behind me a look I couldn’t read, though there seemed a hint of sympathy in it; and then he stared down at me from around a long, down-curved beak that dipped toward the tip of his equally long and up-curved chin. He was near a foot taller than me and about ten years older—no more than thirty, anyway. A lurid pucker on his right cheek showed where a French musket ball had knocked out some of his side teeth back in January. Without a word he held out the basket.


“Hello, Peter,” I said. I looked at the basket but didn’t touch it. “It’s too big for pistols, and you ain’t the sort for a picnic.”


“Nor I am. Since you will not stir yourself to reach for it—”


He set the basket on the sand and flipped the lid. A long-haired gray cat lay curled up inside on a neatly folded piece of calico. It lay on its back with its paws in the air. Its mouth had closed with half the tongue sticking out.


I looked away. “Is it dead?”


“He is not.”


He took off his hat and pressed his kerchief against his face: first his brow, then his upper lip, then beneath either eye. The Africa-shaped port wine stain on his brow stood out dark against the skin, as if it’d drawn all the blood of his face into it. That was usually a bad sign, but he seemed calm enough elsewise.


I looked in the basket again. “Near about the quietest cat I ever see.”


“The consequence of a dish of rum and cream.” The hat went back on his head, and the kerchief went back up his sleeve. “And Greybar is a he, not an it. He’s a living beast. He needs someone to look after him.”


Greybar yawned, showing a mouthful of fangs.


“Yes. Well,” I said. “I guess you better keep looking, then.”


“He’s fond of you.”


“He was fond of the fish I used to give him.”


“You have an obdurate heart, Mr. Graves.”


“It’s a lie. Ain’t nothing wrong with my heart,” I said. Not that I knew what obdurate meant; I just didn’t like the sound of it.


“Then take your cat.”


“I ain’t got a cat.”


“No, but your cousin did. And now he is dead, and the Rattle-Snake is sank, and there is no one to look after the beast.” He said it like he was explaining items on a bill.


“You shot Billy,” I said. “You take his cat.”


Its tail twitched.


“You like cats,” I said. “You take it.”


Peter looked at the Frenchman again. He was leaning against the paw-paw tree with his hands in his pockets.


“Greybar is not my responsibility.” Peter closed the lid again and slipped the wickerwork latch in place.


I’d clasped my hands behind my back the way he’d taught me. The skeeter bites on my wrists itched like Old Harry.


“I don’t guess you come all this way just to give me a cat.”


“Nor did I. I came to say good-bye.” He shook out his sleeves. “The commodore has ordered the Breeze home to Norfolk, there to be condemned and sold.”


I squeezed my wrist, waiting for the burning to fade away, waiting for the ache to ebb from my heart.


“You’re coming down in the world, Peter. The Breeze ain’t nothing but an 8-gun sloop, and four-pounders at that.”


He’d had her for a few weeks once before, with me as mate, and Billy had mocked us for it; it was one of many steps he’d taken on the way to his duel with Peter. I could see her out on the bay, now that I knew to look for her. She was hove up near to the Columbia, looking like a jolly boat beside the big 44-gun frigate. Peter deserved better than that.


I looked at Peter hiding his shame, joy, whatever it was he felt.


“Peter, she’s barely big enough for a master’s mate’s command.”


“Nonetheless,” he said, “I require a command, and she serves my purpose.”


He required a command. Yes, and I required a commodore’s star and a thousand dollars a year, but I didn’t see them lying around anywhere.


“Where will you go after you get to Norfolk?”


“You assume that I shall leave the service.” He looked past my shoulder again, eyeing the Frenchman. A hint of a smile crept across his face and was gone again like it’d never been. “There’s always the Africa trade.”


“If I thought you’d stoop so low, I’d kill you myself.”


“Gold? Ivory? Trading in these is low?”


“You know what I mean, Peter Wickett. I remember you sailed in the Bight of Benin, and was in Whydah. You said it way back when we first took the Breeze.”


“Did I? Well, then I shall go where the birds dwell,” he said, by which I supposed he would take a ramble in the country till he found where he was going. He tucked his sword up under his arm again, where it would be out of his way while he walked. “You might wish to be more careful in your passions, Mr. Graves. People might make a connection between them and your complexion.” He leaned forward. “And another word of advice, if you will allow me: When you fill your cup, as I have no doubt you will, drink deeply of it. Then tell me if it is as sweet as you thought it would be.”


I sat on a palm stump and watched him trudge back down to Le Cap. He seemed to sink into the earth a little with each step, until he was no taller than an ordinary man.


The basket shifted at my feet. I lifted the lid and looked in. Greybar’s head bobbled as he looked up at me, and I hauled him out by the scruff and set him by the side of the road. He backed and filled his way over to the paw-paw tree and puked against it.


The French lieutenant came up behind me and looked up at the paw-paws. “Ah,” he said, “alors c’est ça une papaye.” Not the high-toned “Voici donc a quoi ressemble une papaye”—“Here it is, then, what a pawpaw looks like”—that I would’ve expected from the way he carried himself, but the common “Ah, so that’s a paw-paw.” It struck a jarring note, like he was pretending to be something less than he was.


Greybar stood with his head down. I scratched him behind the ears, and he took a swipe at me. I snatched my hand away from his claws and looked over my shoulder at the Frenchman.


“Why’n’t you quit talking French? And don’t stand behind me. You’re supposed to be a prisoner.”


“Pardon, s’il vous plaît, m’sieur!”


I looked at him close. I could’ve sworn he’d called me môsseur, a sneering way of saying monsieur, but he switched to English on me.


“But they are getting ripe, yes?” he said. “Soon they will be too ripe.”


“What do you care? They ain’t yours.”


He shrugged as only a Frenchman can, with his whole body and a shake of the head, and his lips all twisted to one side.


I turned my head so he couldn’t see my face.


“Listen, pal, go away. You make my head hurt.”


“I think he is not I who makes your head hurt,” he said, but low enough that he and I could both pretend I hadn’t heard, and he wandered off to the other side of the camp.


I knelt down in front of the cat and held out my finger. He grabbed it. The pads of his paws were warm and rough against my skin as he pulled my finger closer and rubbed his cheek against it. He purred so low I could only feel the vibrations in my finger. I figured purring was a good sign. But he was also thrashing his tail, and that I knew was a bad sign.


Then suddenly he bit me and I smacked him on the forehead. He gave me a puzzled look as he fell over, like I’d done something unfathomably strange, and I remembered he was drunk. Careful of his claws, I put him in a shady spot next to Quilty’s tent, with the basket nearby on its side where he could crawl back into it if he wanted.


“No, I do not wish for a cat,” said Quilty. He’d come out from his tent to join me in the dubious shade of the paw-paw tree. He used my chin as a lever to move my head up and down and from side to side. He held up some fingers.


I’d gotten my cocoanut cracked a time or three in the past several months. It’s what had landed me in that fever pit. First in the Bight of Léogâne off the western coast of the island, when we got swooped on by several hundred French picaroons and a gun blew up in my ear, and then when I fell off my horse during the assault on Jacmel, and then when I ran into a desk while Juge and I were fighting our way out of prison. There might’ve been some other times but I couldn’t recall them offhand. I’d been subject to fits and spells, but I hardly ever fell down anymore.


“Three,” I said, looking at the fingers. “And I didn’t ask if you’d take him.”


“I wish it to be clear from the outset,” he said. “Two.”


“You’re sticking your thumb out.” I made the European gesture for three—two fingers and a thumb. “That makes three.”


He smiled patiently. He was about the patientest cuss I knew.


“It is the custom in such cases,” he said, “for the surgeon to manipulate the patient’s head, and for the patient to count the number of fingers that the surgeon holds up. It has been our routine these several weeks. There is comfort in routine, Mr. Graves.”


His big square fingers were black around the nails and stank of blood. I pulled my face away.


“I myself cannot mend your head,” he said, “any more than I can turn you back into the amiable young man you once were, but I can make you be still until you mend yourself.” He held up a finger to shush me. “I am not proposing a return to strapping you into your hammock. Don’t worry. I shall release you this very day to the commodore.”


“Well, I am just joy itself,” I said. “Now I can get back to shooting at people and sticking my sword in ’em. Where do I sign?”


I’d meant it to be funny, but he didn’t laugh. He did give me a funny look, though, and said, “You needn’t sign anything. I have to sign a certificate.”


I followed him into his tent, where about the yellowest man I ever seen lay in a daze on a cloth-draped table. A pewter bleeding-bowl lay nearby with an iron-smelling, fly-crawling pint in it.


Quilty waved the flies away with an absent air as he fetched a printed form and filled in the spaces where my name and the date and what illness I’d had were supposed to go.


I craned my head around to see what he wrote. “How come you surgeons never write so’s anybody else can read it?”


“We live in fear—” He blew on the paper to dry the ink. He looked at the paper again and handed it to me. “We live in fear that ordinary mortals will discover how little we know. Off you go to the Columbia, now.”


“Good,” I said, as we stepped once more into the tropical sunlight and the flower-smelling air. The Frenchman was still mooning around with his hands in his pockets. “Now I can be shed of Johnny Crappo over there.”


“Who, Mr. Corbeau?” he said, summoning the French lieutenant with a wag of his finger. “I’m afraid you labor under a misapprehension, Mr. Graves. A prisoner is a military matter, not a medical one. The commodore has bade me send him along with you.” He chuckled as he went back into his tent.


“Monsieur Corbeau,” I said, patting the paw-paw tree. “Faites-moi la courte échelle, s’il vous plaît. Make me the short ladder, if you please.”


He held out his hands, palms up and the fingers interlaced; I stepped onto the rung, as it were, and used the ol’ death’s-head sword to cut down a load of ripe paw-paws. It don’t do to go empty-handed when calling on a commodore.


Commodore Cyrus Gaswell was transferring himself from his barge to the Columbia when Corbeau and I pulled up in a shore boat. I hardly recognized the old coot in his gold lace and epaulets, he sparkled so. There was even the golden eagle and sky-blue ribbon of the Cincinnati in his lapel. He’d fought in the Revolution from the beginning, which made him a Methuselah—fifty if he was a day—but although the seat of his white britches was stretched tauter than it might’ve been once upon a day, the muscles bunched and rolled in his thighs and calves as he hauled himself up the frigate’s side, and power and woe lurked in the glances he cast here and there around his potato-like nose. He lingered on the spar deck while the extra attendants slipped away at the sight of my lieutenant’s uniform, until there were only two side boys and a bosun’s mate left to see me aboard. I did off my hat to the quarterdeck and the Stars and Stripes, and was about to do the same to Gaswell when he stuck out a paw for me to shake. He cast an eye on Corbeau coming up behind me and noted the basket of paw-paws that the sailors were handing up abaft of all, with Greybar perched in it with his ears laid flat aback.


Gaswell’s splendiferous uniform weren’t in my honor; nor in Corbeau’s, neither.


“Mr. Corbeau,” I said over my shoulder, “I’ll need your parole.”


“Oh, yes, of course,” he said, gazing across at the Breeze. “I shall go nowhere.”


“I’m leaving Greybar and the paw-paws with you.”


“Yes, yes, they are safe with me.”


I turned back to the commodore. “The paw-paws are for your table, sir, if you’ll allow me.”


“I’ll have ’em for breakfast.” He waved off the flock of lieutenants and clerks that had descended on him with their messages and papers, clapped me on the arm, and said, “Let’s us have a dram.”


“Things’ve gotten quiet as worms around here,” said Gaswell. He led me past the Marine sentry into his day-cabin and shut the door behind us. “Drop an anchor.”


He shucked his gorgeous coat and tossed it across his settee. The great cabin of the Columbia was near about big enough to stick Peter’s whole Breeze sloop in it and not stretch the truth entirely out of recognition. The commodore’s cocked hat followed the coat.


“Go on, sit,” he said, and with a thrust of one thick forefinger he let me know I was to sit in the straight-backed chair on the forward side of the big Cuban mahogany table he used for a desk.


“Now that Toussaint’s drove Rigaud into exile in France,” he said, “he got time to spare to start thinking of me as a dog to sic on the Dons, as if I had no more manners than a Kentucky puke.” He rolled up his shirtsleeves. “I just seen him over to town. I do believe he intends to invade Santo Domingo and free the Spanish slaves. Been sending battalions over all week.”


He poured himself a glass of whiskey and put it down where he stood. Then he poured a couple more and set them on the table. He dropped himself into his chair and held out a plug of tobacco and an ivory-handled clasp knife.


“Chaw?”


“No thank’ee, sir.”


“Don’t tell me you don’t chaw.”


“I like a cigar now and again, sir.”


“Smoking!” He reached out with his foot and drew a well-watered spitkid closer to his chair. “That’s a damn disgusting habit.” He carved off a hunk of leaf and stuck it in his cheek. “How ye been enjoying your stay in the island?”


“Depends, sir.” I reached for my glass. “You want the right answer or the honest answer?”


He unbuttoned the knees of his britches and pulled his shoes and stockings off, saying, “I reckon ye know me well enough by now to guess the answer to that one.” His feet didn’t have an entirely unpleasant reek, but there was a power of it.


“Well, sir,” I said, “then I will tell you I’m about as sick of this place as I can be and still stand to live.” I watched him take a sip of whiskey. “Hell ain’t in it—I never seen such a place for murder and mayhem as San Domingo. I figure anyplace else in the world ’ud be nuts in May compared to it.” I stuck my nose in my glass. The whiskey smelled like buttered fire.


He looked at me over the rim of his glass with eyes like big blue eggs. “Scuttlebutt is you and Peter Wickett ain’t gettin’ along so well.”


I lowered my glass, feeling the whiskey burning my lips and tongue. “Scuttlebutt ain’t always accurate, sir.”


“Well, is it this time?”


“I got nothing again’ him.”


He launched an amber stream in the direction of the spitkid and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Ain’t what I asked.”


“I can’t answer for him, sir. I can tell you this, though: he weren’t too happy I sank the Rattle-Snake.”


He chawed and spat, and spat and chawed, and took another mouthful of whiskey. It takes skill to chaw and drink at the same time, but spitting on top of it was just showing off.


“He ain’t happy he was below decks when ye boarded the Faucon,” he said.


“Weren’t his fault, sir. The topmast cap fell on him.”


“I know the topmast cap fell on him. But no one’ll remember it that way. They’ll just remember that you went across and he went below.”


I threw back my whiskey and felt it boil in my guts. “I don’t expect he much likes the sight of me, sir.”


“Don’t take yourself so serious—no one else does. I expect he’s too tied up in his own misery to think about you one way or t’other. If he mislikes anybody, it’s me, and I ain’t required to care what he likes. I ain’t allowed to care what he likes. Besides which, I told him I’d give him the best command I could as soon as I could.”


“When was that, sir?”


“About a month ago. Been gettin’ a mite sniffy. Thinks I don’t notice.” He shot me a wink, like he didn’t mean it serious, and said, “What about you, are ye fit?” He waved off Quilty’s certificate when I tried to poke it at him. “He wouldn’t send ye aboard of me without he thought ye were fit. I’m asking you. Are ye fit?”


“Tolerable, sir. Just tolerable.” It like to killed me to admit it, but it don’t do to lie to commodores. They got ways of finding things out about you, things you might not even have knowed yourself.


He hooked a pair of spectacles to his ears and settled the lenses on his nose. “You need to find your strength, son,” he said. He took a piece of paper off one of the neat piles on his desk and dipped his quill into the inkwell. “I’m sending you home. Somebody in the Navy Office wants to talk with you about the duel, anyway. I been putting ’em off for a while now.” He looked at me over his glasses. “I don’t guess it’s anything to worry about. They ain’t asked for Peter Wickett.”


The way he said it, I felt like I’d stepped out on the front step of a winter’s morning and found the door locked behind me.




TWO


Gaswell sent Corbeau and me over to the Breeze in his own barge. He probably only done it because it was convenient for the Columbias—the boat being already in the water—but it was handsome of him all the same. We rode in style in the stern sheets, with Greybar yowling in the basket between us, while I educated Corbeau on the advantages of the Columbia as we receded from her, and the fine points of the Breeze as we approached. They were a study in contrasts, them two.


The Columbia was a sister to the United States and the Constitution, rated as a 44 but built like a two-decker. “You can tell ’em apart mostly by the roundhouse,” I said, pointing at the low structure that gave the frigate a sort of poop deck. “I mean, you could if the Constitution was here. Constitution ain’t got a roundhouse, but the United States and the Columbia do. Don’t ask me why,” I said as he opened his mouth, “because I don’t know.” Our route took us around the bows and I pointed up at the figurehead, a fat lady with a gilt sword. “You’ll note the Amazon with our coat of arms on her shield.”


Corbeau’s eyes were of such a dark blue that the colored part of them seemed to consist solely of pupil, and they appeared to look through things as much as at them.


“An escutcheon paleways of thirteen pieces, argent and gules; a chief, azure,” he said.


“Come again?”


He smiled as if remembering a sad secret. “Heraldry is a foolish and unrevolutionary art. As you may see for yourself, it merely means thirteen red and white stripes with a blue band across the top. The arcane becomes simple when it is examined, no?” His eyes followed the line of the Columbia’s bulwarks as we pulled away from her. “How many guns has she?”


It weren’t a secret how many guns she had, or what she displaced, or how high her masts were, but I would’ve guessed him to figure all that out for himself.


“Thirty long 24s and twenty-two 12-pounder carronades,” I said. “Didn’t you look around while I left you on deck?”


“No, monsieur, of course not. She is a 52, then?”


“I’ll say she ain’t.” The British were all the time grousing about how the United States and her sisters were really ships-of-the-line, as they were bigger, faster, and more heavily gunned than the Royal Navy’s frigates. But Corbeau had said it mild, as if he really was ignorant of the difference between a ship’s rate and the number of artillery pieces she actually carried. I lightened my tone, the way you do with the softheaded.


“She’s rated as a 44,” I said, “but she’s only got thirty carriage guns. They’re down on her gun deck, of course. Twenty-four-pounders, like I said. The short twelves on her fo’c’s’le and quarterdeck are carronades, y’see. But you’re a navy man. You know all this.”


He tossed his head. “I am from the artillery. I know not these carronades. We do not have them, monsieur.”


“They got a short barrel, mounted on a traversing slide instead of a carriage. They fire a larger ball with a smaller charge than a long gun. Lousy range, though.”


“Then I do not care for them.” He looked forward toward the Breeze. “This one is a lively little thing, hein?”


“Yes, we took her from some picaroons a few months ago over in the Bight of Léogâne.”


“Picaroon?”


That boy didn’t know his head from a turnip. “French-speaking pirates,” I said. “Leastwise we guessed they was French. We had to—it was kind of hard to tell . . .” I swallowed a sudden squirt of saliva. “Well, anyway, she was La Brise at the time. We caught her unawares, otherwise she’d’ve had the heels of us.”


“Fast, is she?”


“Like lightning. I warn you, though, she’s tarnal cramped.”


“Oh, you have sailed in her?”


“Sure, I was her first officer before I made acting lieutenant. But she don’t rate two commission officers, and Peter and I both went into the Rattle-Snake when—when command of her came open.”


“Peter?”


“Peter Wickett—the lieutenant who brought me that fool cat.”


“You say she is cramped?”


“Crowded ain’t in it. She only got but the one cabin, which is for the captain’s use. We’ll be slinging our hammocks in the bread room and counting ourselves lucky, I guess.”


A seaman looked over the rail at us as we approached the Breeze and said something to someone I couldn’t see. A moment later a petty officer showed himself.


“Ahoy the boat!” he called.


“Aye aye,” replied the midshipman who was steering us, as a warning that he had an officer aboard, and held up two fingers to indicate my rank. We hove alongside and hooked on.


Corbeau tipped his hat and said, “Après vous, monsieur,” but I had little faith in his naval etiquette and was already climbing up the sloop’s side. She only had about five feet of freeboard anyway, and I swung aboard before Corbeau even had time to put his hat back on.


A pair of ratty-looking side boys greeted me while the petty officer tweedled on a silver pipe. By the pipe I took him to be the bosun, and I took in his unshaven face and dirty shirt with surprise before doffing my hat to the colors and to the quarterdeck. Peter stood there, in the space cleared between the mast and the tiller, as remote and severe as when I’d first met him in the Rattle-Snake last winter. He turned away before I could salute him.


The handsome blond officer next to him, however, called me by name and stepped forward with his hand out.


“Shipmates again, by God,” he said. “We’ll be six to a bed, just like old times, hey?”


“Dick Towson! I thought you was third in the Croatoan.”


“And so I was, but it seems someone in the Navy Department wants a word with me.”


I dropped my voice. “Yes, me too.” Then louder I said, “Dick, allow me to make you acquainted with Lieutenant Corbeau of the French navy. Monsieur Corbeau, j’ai l’honneur de vous presenter le lieutenant Richard Towson de la frégate Croatoan.”


“Enchanté de faire votre connaissance, cher monsieur,” said Dick. He didn’t have a lick of French, but he knew enough polite phrases to fill a boot.


Corbeau murmured something back at him and tipped his hat in return. It was an un-French gesture, but it exactly mirrored the extent of Dick’s politeness, as if to return less than the same would be shameful and to give more would be like handing over the keys to the store.


But Dick was an old hand at that sort of thing. “Perhaps you’d like to go below, sir,” he said. “We’ll be getting underway shortly.”


“A fair wind,” said Corbeau, nodding his head. Much he knew. The long commission pendant writhed like a snake overhead as the breeze kicked up, and the telltales in the shrouds showed the breeze to be steady in the northeast—about as inconvenient a wind for getting out of the harbor at Le Cap as you could wish for. “I should like to observe the working of the boat,” he added.


“She’s no boat. She’s a sloop,” said Dick. “But not a ship-sloop or a brig-sloop or any of that nonsense. Just a regular old sloop.” He waved his hat toward the forward hatch. “Now, sir—”


“A sloop!” said Corbeau. “How it fascinates. If you would indulge me—”


“Here’s the pilot,” I said, as a tidy black man in a French colonial uniform came over the rail. “The captain’ll want everybody off the deck that ain’t necessary to work her.”


“Which, Mr. Graves, includes you and Mr. Towson,” said Peter, stepping past me. “I trust you will not give me cause for complaint.”


I’d only been funning Corbeau about having to sling our hammocks in the bread room, but I weren’t too far wrong. There was exactly three feet ten inches of headroom in the Breeze’s ’tween-decks, and even so we slept in two tiers by night or day, swaying from side to side in the stenchy gloom. We could have had a canvas screen rigged to shield our delicate sensibilities from the eyes of the foremast jacks, but the air was solid enough down there without impeding its flow, and we passed on it.


By day we tried our best to keep out of the way on deck, which weren’t easy, what with the sloop’s thirty-five men swarming over her like lice in a bird’s nest. Peter wouldn’t let me and Dick so much as touch a rope, neither, much less stand a watch, insisting that we were passengers and not to be employed on any account. That might’ve been well and good for a fellow that likes to be idle, but I weren’t one of them. Neither was Dick, though there’d been times in the past when I thought he was about as good at doing nothing as ever a mortal man could be and still draw breath.


We’d barely cleared the Straits of Florida before boredom of the crushingest sort come down on our heads, and us with still a thousand miles and more to sail. Peter compounded it by refusing to engage me and Dick in conversation while he was on deck, and refusing our visits when he wasn’t, and spending a good deal of time with Corbeau to spite us. Even the smallest events became of great interest to us, because we had nothing else to do but watch and pass judgment.


One brisk afternoon about thirty leagues southeast of Cape Canaveral, Peter called up to the lookout to keep a keen eye out for Memory Rock. The lookout called down that he could see it about two miles off our larboard bow. The air seemed kind of empty afterward because the lookout hadn’t said “sir,” which was pretty familiar even in an American man-o’-war.


Dick and Corbeau and I were gathered around a pile of greasy cards in our cubbyhole right aft on the starboard side of the lower deck. Plenty of air came in through the open hatchway, along with just enough spray to keep us comfortable. We were playing a three-handed version of Juker, an Alsatian game that Corbeau had taught us. He and Dick found it appealing. Me, I disliked gambling in general and cards in particular, but I was tired of being tromped on every time I so much as showed a leg on deck.


After what seemed an eternity without Peter rebuking the lookout, I said low so only my companions could hear, “What the hell has gotten into that man?”


“He’s been worse than usual ever since we fetched Great Inagua,” said Dick. He dealt out four hands of five cards each and set the remaining four cards on the deck between us. He turned the top one over, revealing the jack of spades. “I suppose he’s remembering how you sunk the Rattle-Snake. Your bid.”


“I sank her? How you talk. Pass.” I had nines and tens, which were miserably low, and nary a spade to match the one that Dick had turned over. I did have the other black jack, though, the “larboard anchor,” which I remembered too late would count as a trump if spades were called. I glanced at Corbeau over my cards. “The Rattle-Snake took on a corvette and a frigate armed en flute a couple months back. The corvette had sixteen 9-pounders and the frigate still had ten 8-pounders in her, not to mention about two hundred infantrymen all popping away at us with their muskets.”


“Pick him up, if you please, Monsieur Towson,” said Corbeau, motioning at the jack on top of the pack of cards. “But what is this Rattle-Snake of which you speak?”


Dick took a card from his hand and slipped it facedown under the pack. “Schooner, fourteen sixes,” he said. “Our former home.” He picked up the jack, making spades trumps.


“Against the nine-pounders corvette? Zut alors,” said Corbeau. He picked up the dummy hand and sorted through it.


“‘Zut alors’?” says I. “No one says zut alors.”


“I do,” said Corbeau. He smiled, showing his dimples. “It is the one thing I take with me from my childhood. It is your lead, is it not?”


I threw down my lone trump, the jack of clubs. Corbeau followed with a dirty look and the queen of spades, and Dick took the trick with the jack of spades and led the ace. I threw off a red nine, and Corbeau coughed up the king. We were well on the way to taking every trick—or Dick was, anyway—when the youngest ship’s boy, little Freddy Billings, who was flat-nosed and wide-mouthed and curly-headed, like a lampoon of a miniature Irishman, came down the hatch with a note in his hand.


Dick glanced at it. “Goodness,” he said. “We’ve hardly got time to dress.”


Peter’s cook started us off with steamed flyingfish on top of cornmeal mush and okra. The sailor who brought it to the table had tar on his hands and needed a shave, and from the smell of him he hadn’t changed his linen for several weeks. Dick’s slave, Jubal, a mountain of a man who considered his master his personal domain, near about snatched the platter from the sailor’s hands and give him a look that like to have killed a normal fellow. I might not have noticed, except it was Peter’s table. It wasn’t like him to overlook slovenliness. But overlook it he did, in the person of Ben Crouch, the bosun that I’d remarked the day I come aboard. Crouch was dirtier than the man that Jubal had shooed away, and he was at our table, and he was drunk. He was hunched over his plate, and bits of fish and okra fell from his mouth as he ate.


“You seem nonplussed about something, Mr. Graves,” said Peter. His tattered old calico cat, Gypsy, crouched in his lap, her eyes half-closed as he scratched her.


“Not I, sir.” I watched Jubal, scrunched up against the bulkhead to make room for himself, offering Dick a choice of wine. Madeira, port, hock, and claret were all the wines I knew or cared about, but Jubal seemed to think it went further than that. I looked back at Peter. “What’s nonplussed?”


“Confused.”


He toyed with his wine glass, and although he hadn’t drunk much his eyes wandered as if he weren’t entirely inside his own head. There was headroom in the cabin, so long as we stayed seated, but the room was so close that I had to keep my right knee tucked in to avoid touching his.


“Puzzled,” he added. “Perplexed. Are you perplexed, Mr. Graves? At a loss for words?”


“I don’t guess I am, sir.” I poked at the fish with my knife. I could smell Crouch blowing on his food at the foot of the table.


“What an odd look you have on your face,” said Peter. “Do you find the food objectionable?”


“No, it eats as good as anything. I guess I just never knowed Doc could actual cook.” I looked at Corbeau. “A navy cook is always called Doc—don’t ask me why. It just is so. Our Doc only got one eye and one leg, which is kind of usual, too, now that I think of it, but he’s a terror against boarders. He was with us in the Rattle-Snake when we took on that corvette I told you about. Some Frenchmen got into his galley, and he pasted ’em with a skillet and his peg-leg both.”


Corbeau smiled obscurely. “Certainly one must be wary of strange Frenchmen in one’s galley.”


“I doubt Mr. Corbeau understands what you mean by ‘pasted,’ or even what a skillet is,” said Peter. Gypsy had been purring on his knee, but she broke off to look at me. “Yet you make an interesting point, Mr. Graves, which is that many people can do things about which one might not previously be aware. Some men, for instance, are even capable of performing their assigned tasks without sinking the ship out from under their feet.”


“I guess sinking your own ship would be a pretty lonely feeling, Captain,” says I, looking him straight on. “I can only guess at it, as I ain’t never done it.”


Captain because he was the skipper of the little sloop, and sir because he was senior to me, but that was just front-parlor stuff. He was still a lieutenant and didn’t outrank me; and he’d said himself that losing the Rattle-Snake weren’t my fault. I looked back at Corbeau.


“I misspoke earlier. It weren’t the corvette we took, but the Faucon, the frigate that was with her. The Croatoan got credit for taking L’Heureuse Rencontre. That was the name of the corvette. Ain’t that right, sir,” I said to Peter. “Didn’t Block come up in the Croatoan an hour after the shooting stopped and took possession of the corvette?”


Dick got a pained look. “We’d lost our fore and main-topmasts,” he said. “There’s shoals all around there. It was the Bahama Bank in the middle of the night, for goodness sake. We came up to you as quick as we could.”


Corbeau glanced at Peter on his left and Dick on his right. “I see.”


“Ye don’t see nothin’,” said Crouch.


“That was a shocking dinner, Mr. Corbeau. I hope you will forgive it,” said Dick. The three of us had found a perch in the starboard chains where we could savor the breeze without its being flavored by the stink of the hold, nor Ben Crouch, neither, and where we were relatively safe from being trampled. “Americans pride ourselves on honesty, but sometimes I think we’re just tactless.”


“It is as nothing,” said Corbeau, with a hint of contemptuous amusement in his eye. “Even la belle Paris suffered from perhaps an excess of enthusiasm when the odious constraints of authority were lifted. Sometimes even today, even in the high seats of government, the rod and fist are wanted when civility fails.” He clutched the shrouds even though there weren’t much of a sea. “Are we the macaronis, that we would scruple over the well-deserved thrashing of an upstart?”


“I’m no macaroni,” said Dick. “My father was one, though. He met Lafayette once.”


“Corbeau’s having you on,” I said.


It was a gorgeous afternoon, all racing clouds and spindrift, and the breeze already noticeably cooler as we left the tropics astern. My head hardly hurt at all, and I didn’t care a hoot about Peter Wickett and his bosun. If Corbeau wanted to thrash either one of them, I’d hold his coat for him, but that was about as interested as I was in the matter.


“I don’t care if he is having me on,” said Dick. “I want to know what to do about Crouch.”


“What makes you think we got to do something about Crouch? This ain’t our sloop.”


“This man is a churl,” said Corbeau.


“That’s the word for him,” said Dick.


“A bit unrevolutionary, ain’t it?” says I. “Calling him a name like that.”


“Very well, then,” said Corbeau, “let us say he is a boor. But you raise the good point. Aside from his being a boor, what is wrong with having the bosun in to dine? Is he not an officer?”


“Well, sure, he’s a warrant officer,” I said. “And he’s theoretically equal in rank to any other senior warrant officer. But—”


“But in point of fact,” said Dick, “your bosuns and carpenters and such are gunroom officers. Bringing them to the captain’s table and expecting them to behave themselves is like squaring the circle—it can’t be done. They’re skilled mechanics, not gentlemen. They’re workingmen.”


“Ah yes,” said Corbeau, knowingly. “Workingmen. America and France alike fought to rid ourselves of the aristocracy, and yet we are still filled with contempt for the man who does the actual work.”


“Now hold on there,” Dick shot back. “X-Y-Z, my friend. X-Y-Z.”


Corbeau looked at me and shrugged. “I know not this X-Y-Z. Is it some form of bourgeoisie?”


Liar, thinks I. The X-Y-Z Affair was how this whole undeclared war with France got started in the first place. If he wanted a lesson in affairs of state, then by gad I’d give him one.


“President Adams sent three agents to Paris,” I said, “to talk to their counterparts on your side. They went by the code names of X, Y, and Z. They went to ask you nice to stop taking our ships.”


“Three hundred of them,” said Dick.


“But then Talleyrand demanded fifty thousand pounds sterling just to be sat down with. That’s a quarter of a million dollars.”


Corbeau shrugged.


“Talleyrand’s your foreign minister,” said Dick.


“Oh, la, I know this. But Monsieur Talleyrand, he wanted the money for to fight the British, no?”


“‘No’ is right,” I said. “It was his personal walking-around money. He wanted another twelve million on top of that, and that was to go to the war effort.”


I leaned out to watch a pair of sea pigs riding the bow wave. They glided along effortlessly, with their forever grins on their faces, and then they flicked their tails and were gone.


“Which you got to admit,” I continued, “the British wouldn’t look too kindly on it. It would’ve meant war with ’em, which between you and me I would’ve been just as happy to see. The Jeffersonians calculated there was a plot afoot to make France look bad, but Adams spilled the papers and there it was in black and white.”


“But this makes me feel bad,” said Corbeau. “I fight for the liberty, the equality, and the brotherhood.”


“Well, we have all that already,” said Dick. “So why don’t you just pack your bags and go on home?”


Corbeau laughed. “There is nothing I would like better, but I am your prisoner.”


“He got you there, Dick, ha ha!”


“I’ll say he don’t,” said Dick. “He’s Peter Wickett’s prisoner, and welcome to him. But anyway, by ‘you’ I meant ‘you French,’ not Mr. Corbeau here. Say, either of you chaps care to continue our game?”


“I’d rather pound cockroaches with your hairbrush,” I said.


“You mean your hairbrush,” said Dick.


“What, and make mine all gloptious?”


“It’s a moot point,” said Dick, “as Ben Crouch complained to Peter Wickett about it. Said the noise was keeping the watch below awake at night.”


•  •  •


About five leagues south-southwest of Cape Hatteras I was up in the crosstrees with a glass, admiring the lighthouse that had been built on the cape the year before. It was about ninety foot tall and its white paint gleamed in the afternoon light; even at that distance it seemed to tower over the low sandy ground on which it stood. It makes a fellow proud to see a sight like that, and I drank it in. At long last and about time, too, I was thinking—the cape was a notorious catch-hell for ships riding the Gulf Stream north or the inshore current south—when the lookout beside me sang out, “Sail ho!”


“Where away,” called Peter from the quarterdeck, “and what is she?”


“Two points abaft the starboard beam. Ship-rigged, sir.”


I thought he hesitated before the sir and that he glanced guiltily at me before he said it, but it could’ve been nervousness at my presence. I put my glass on the strange sail. She was square-rigged on fore, main, and mizzen—what ship means to a sailor—with a jaunty rake to her masts. She wore no colors that I could see.


“She turns toward us, sir,” called the lookout.


She was still hull-down, but I’d seen enough. “Deck there,” I called. “She looks to be French. Maybe a privateersman.”


“What, this far north?” said the lookout.


“We’re indebted to you, I’m sure, Mr. Graves.”


Peter’s voice had an odd note to it, aside from the usual sarcasm, and I glanced down. Every idle hand had turned to look at him, as well they might with a strange sail standing toward us and we armed only with eight small guns. But then I clearly heard Crouch say, “Nay,” and the men seemed to lose interest.


“Bring us as near to the wind as she’ll lie on this tack,” said Peter, and the tillerman brought us on a course that took us farther west into the shoals, where the ship couldn’t follow us.



THREE


We shucked the Breeze at Hampton Roads in favor of the Baltimore packet, and transferred at the mouth of the Potomac into a grubby old log canoe. Her sails were more patches than canvas, and Dick and I could’ve ruined any number of hairbrushes on her hordes of roaches, but I for one was glad to see the last of Peter Wickett and Ben Crouch. Corbeau elected to stay with Peter, which I thought was a pity; but as we approached the capital city on the last of the tide the next day, I realized I not only had no interest in prisoners or even the navy, but that I didn’t even know what day it was. And I didn’t care, neither.


High white clouds dotted the milky June sky, and the afternoon breeze smelled of dank woods and humid cornfields as we doddered along. Woodpeckers thumped in the forest on the starboard shore, and I thought there was a tarnal lot of them till I realized I was hearing the pounding of workmen’s hammers.


A few men and boys swam naked in the stream. I shuddered to see it, for the sultriness of the West Indies lingered in my bones, and the northern air seemed thin and unable to hold its warmth. They stared at our uniforms as we lounged on the gunwale.


“Prolly don’t even know dar’s a war on,” said Jubal.


“Hush, you,” said Dick absently. He gripped the rail and stared off at the shore.


I didn’t see anything remarkable. There was just a lot of trees and corn, and clay pits, and granite boulders among the stands of sweet-gum and the sassafras thickets that choked the runs.


“Ignorantest fools I ever see,” said Jubal, but he said it quiet and Dick ignored it.


I looked up past the swimmers, up and along a broad avenue that had been hewn out of the forest. It reached straight and true into the hazy distance for a mile or more, but the stumps hadn’t been yanked out yet, and you couldn’t have driven so much as a dogcart down it. At its junction with another wide avenue stood a cow, chawing her cud and waggling her ears.


“Say, Mr. Plank,” I said to the master of the canoe, “where’s the President’s House? Where’s the War Department? Where’s the city?”


“They be there,” he said, shifting his wad of tobacco to his other cheek. “They be new buildings all along in there, though you cain’t see ’em for the trees.” The canoe weren’t more than about five foot wide, but he ejected a brown stream into the puddle that sloshed around his bare feet rather than rupture himself trying to spit clear over the gunwale. “Miz Adams ain’t moved in yet. Reckon when the quality move in, that make it official.”


“No,” said Dick. “No. No. Surely this is not the capital of the United States.” He glared at Jubal as if he had something to do with it, but Jubal wouldn’t rise to the bait and Dick turned his glare on Plank.
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