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THE WAR OF KNIVES


One

“My mother died before I was born, sir,” I said. Through the Columbia’s lightsome stern window I could see the Rattle-Snake schooner off the starboard quarter. Peter Wickett, her captain, had edged her down from windward to wait for me; and she lay hove-to with her fore-topsail backed as she sank and rose on the Atlantic swell. Beyond her, to the south, the mountains of San Domingo loomed like jagged fangs on the horizon. “I’m told that’s quite a feat.”

Commodore Cyrus Gaswell crinkled up the corners of his eyes, but I’d said it solemn and he didn’t laugh. He just sat there on the other side of the huge Cuban mahogany table he used as a desk, waiting for me to answer his question. He had the weather gauge on me, was the thing, and I was having to come at it in short tacks across the eye of the wind. My father had forbidden my brothers ever to speak of my mother in my presence, and to me he rarely spoke at all. Not that my old man had been there when I was born, if the way I arrived in the world can be called being born.

While I tried to figure out what to say next, I studied the commodore’s elegant blue coat with its garden of gold lace and its bullion epaulets, each with a single silver star. He wasn’t wearing the coat; it hung half-hidden behind a painted screen in the corner, for Gaswell was a warrior who liked his comforts. He wore a seaman’s checked shirt and loose nankeen trousers in the tropic heat, and had dispensed with shoes entire; but he kept his uniform near to hand, the way some men keep a fierce and loyal dog.

And dog me if I knew how to answer him, but when a commodore sets a seventeen-year-old acting-lieutenant down on a hard wooden chair in the day cabin of his flagship and asks a question, it’s best to keep right on fishing till you haul up something he wants to hear. “I don’t know as I ever did get the truth of it, sir,” I said. “I’m told she come from Saint-Louis in the Louisiana country. A Frenchwoman. But a portrait of her?” I shook my head as I thought of the empty walls of the house in McKeesport. “No, sir, there never was one.”

“Yes, a Frenchwoman. Well,” said Gaswell, shifting his bulk and coughing into his thick fist. “French is as French does, I guess. Like yourself, Mr. Graves, I never did get the pleasure of meetin’ her.” He hitched his reading spectacles higher up on the mottled bulb of his nose, and let them slide down again so he could see me over them. “But there was a portrait, a miniature in a locket. Your father carried it all during the Revolution. He showed it to me many a time at Yorktown.” He rubbed one horny-nailed bare foot against the other under the table and said: “But I’m a Navy man now. Beats the hell out of the Army. There’s the prize money, and no goddamn horses. You won’t catch me fightin’ ashore again, not if I can help it.”

“Yes, sir. I don’t much care for horses myself.” That’s the nice thing about being a commodore, I thought: you don’t have to do much you don’t care to do. That’s what junior officers are for.

He rumpled what hair he had, as if I wasn’t being as helpful as I might, which I wasn’t, and said, “He spoke of her often, your old man did. Your mother was a great beauty, Mr. Graves.”

“Thank’ee, sir. I didn’t know that.”

“Same high cheekbones as you got, and the same dark complexion. A woman like that, ye keep her near to your heart.” He tapped his breast, as if reassuring himself that something was still there. He wore an old pewter chain around his massive neck, and for an odd moment I wondered if the locket he’d mentioned hung at the end of it.

I let the silence lie between us as I watched the way Peter filled the Rattle-Snake’s fore-and-aft mainsail from time to time to keep some way on her, lest the flagship make a sudden lurch to leeward and stove her in.

“She was a great Creole beauty, Mr. Graves.”

My stomach flipped and sank, as if maybe the Columbia had indeed made a sudden lurch. Gaswell waited for his words to sink in. I waited for him to get on with it. The Rattle-Snake seemed suddenly far away, and the Caribbean sunshine seemed to have lost its brilliance.

“Now, ye know as well as I do that Creole has more than one meaning,” he said. “It can mean someone that ain’t all white, and it can mean a European that was born in the colonies. Besides, she weren’t hardly more’n an octoroon, I’m sure,” he said, dashing that hope. “So legally speaking you’re probably as white as any man, have no fear o’ that. Or perhaps she was part Osage or something. I’m sure I don’t know.” But it was too late for him to take back what he’d already said. He cleared his throat and drummed on his desktop with his blunt fingers.

“Now, look’ee here,” he said, when I still said nothing. “You’re not the first man to catch a lick o’ the tarbrush. There’s no shame in it, if it’s far enough back. You’re as good a man as any. I’ll lay odds on it. I have laid odds on it: ain’t I bucking for your promotion? Ain’t I give ye your order as acting-lieutenant, free, gratis and without charge?”

I’d sunk forward till my head hung nearly between my knees. I straightened up again and said, “Yes, sir, and I’m grateful.”

It weren’t true he’d given it to me without obligation. I’d had to get rid of my cousin Billy for him. Billy was even then on his way home, floating in his last barrel of whiskey with a hole in his chest. But, a lick of the tarbrush!

“Don’t think for a minute I done it just out of friendship for your old man, neither,” Gaswell said. “It’s because I know ye won’t let me down. Ye got sand. You’re copper bottomed and got saltwater in your veins, I allow. And never ye worry—I’ll keep your secret right here.” He thumped his barrel chest. “Won’t breathe a word of it.”

“That’s white of you, sir.”

“I never spoke it yet, till now.”

I had to get up, commodore or no commodore. I stood behind my chair and leaned on it to keep my legs from shaking. “So why now, sir?”

“Because I need an officer to go ashore that can pass for Creole.”

“If you mean mulatto, sir, I ain’t aware I could pass for colored.”

I was as dark as any sailor, of course, but his words cast a new light on it. I hadn’t been allowed in the house much as a kid. I’d spent my days in the fields and slept in the barn. There’d been some teasing, but me and my brother Geordie had put that to rights often enough, till a Virginia dragoon shot him during the Whiskey Rebellion. It was just sunburn, anyway—I was sure of it. Pretty sure.

“Well, not exactly colored,” Gaswell said. “I mean, what d’ye call it—mixed blood.”

“Sang-mêlée, sir?” That was the lightest of the fifteen or twenty degrees of color recognized by French law in San Domingo.

He snapped his fingers. “Sang-mêlée, that’s the word. Not dark enough so’s a white man would notice, but a colored man, now, he might see something that a white man couldn’t.”

“Is that right, sir?” Which was the country way of saying that’s a damn lie, which I guessed he knew full well—but might be he was right. A good many of the Rattle-Snakes were black, and I got on well with them. They had a way of looking at me and talking to me that was different than with the rest of the officers, although I treated them no different than I treated any of the other foremast jacks. Except the English ones—I never could cotton to an Englishman.

“And with the way ye speak French—just like an islander, don’t deny it. I’ve heard ye.” He pointed at the chair that I still leaned against. “Sit down afore ye tear that thing apart with your bare hands.”

I sat. “My tutor was an émigré planter from down in the Artibonite, sir. I guess some of the accent might’ve rubbed off on him, but he always said it was the pure Parisian he taught me. He’d been to the Sorbonne, you know.” But Gaswell wasn’t listening to me, even if he knew what the Sorbonne was. He had me. He was going to offer me a job and already knew I’d take it, without waiting to hear the particulars. I needed to commit a power of mayhem to wash Billy’s blood from my soul.

“Ye’ll wear your best undress uniform, of course,” he said, handing me a thin sheaf of papers. “It’ll get sadly mauled in the woods, but Frenchmen and coloreds love an epaulet. Playing with revolution’s a dangerous business, Mr. Graves, and I’m sending ye into great danger.”

“‘Playing with revolution,’ sir?”

“Aye. Ye know there’s rumors afoot that Toussaint L’Ouverture means to transplant his slave rebellion to the Southern states?”

“Yes, sir. The papers are full of it.”

“I don’t put much stock in ’em, myself, neither,” he said, mistaking my meaning. “I think Toussaint’s already bit off as much as he can chaw right here in San Domingo, what with this civil war he’s got himself into with Rigaud and his mulatto renegados. His situation is precarious enough without he got to worry about planters from Georgia to Delaware getting the wild squirts that maybe a bunch of country bucks is set to come a-roaring through the countryside with blood in their eyes. He needs our trade to keep his army in corn and gunpowder. No, sir, it don’t benefit Toussaint a damn. Which don’t mean maybe there ain’t some in his camp that’d like to see it come about.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Hark’ee well, now. The Rattle-Snake will put ye ashore at Port Républicain or Léogâne, whichever seems best.” He handed me a sealed packet with the schooner’s name and P. Wickett, lt. commanding wrote on the front. “From there ye’ll make your way overland to Jacmel on the southern coast. Toussaint’s General What’s-his-name, Dessalines, has got one of Rigaud’s armies bottled up there under a chap name of Pétion, but with as little artillery as Dessalines has got, he ain’t likely to dislodge him anytime soon. I want you to keep your ears open and your mouth shut and find out which way the wind blows. That’s your official orders.” He fixed me with his pale blue eyes. “I dasn’t write down that bit about any plot to transplant the slave rebellion, o’ course. Them kinds of orders might get ye shot or worse, was anybody on either side to take it personal. But if there is such a plot, that’s what I most want to know about. Ye’ll tell no one what your true mission is, except them as ye can trust with your life. And Mr. Blair down in Port Républicain, o’ course. No way around that, I’m afeared.”

I near about got a case of the galloping fantods at the mention of Blair’s name. He’d been a friend of Billy’s, if either of them could be said to have a friend.

Gaswell unlocked a cabinet beside him and rummaged around in it. “Ye’ll have expenses, o’ course—miscellaneous bribes and board and whatnot. To save ye the trouble of trying to get reimbursed from the Navy Department, I’m advancing ye fifty dollars out o’ my own purse. You can reckon up with me personal when ye get back.”

Assuming I got back, he meant. He slid a leather pouch across the polished tabletop and told me to count it for myself. It was in mixed coin, mostly Spanish silver but with a few French gold pieces. It seemed like a lot of money to me—more than two months’ pay at my official rank of master’s mate—but it didn’t weigh nearly as much as my heart did at that moment.

He had me sign a receipt for it, and said, “I’d sew that purse in my boot, was I you. Harder to steal that way. Unless someone robs your boots, in which case ye’ll probably be in deeper water than fifty dollars could get you out of anyway. But if all goes well, you’ll go aboard of the Croatoan frigate off Jacmel in a few weeks—say, by the second week of March. I wrote Captain Block to fill him in on what you’re up to, and ye can tell him what ye’ve learned when ye see him. I’m sure he’ll find it useful. And if he ain’t there by the time you’re done, ye can report to whoever the senior officer is on the station.” He looked at me in a way that was almost kindly and said, “You were pretty cocky coming in here, weren’t ye?”

“Yes, sir,” I shot back. I dropped the purse into my pocket and stood up. “I held my head high when I walked in, and I aim to walk out the same way.”

“That’s a lad.” He held out a brawny hand and said, “Just don’t get yourself kilt, that’s all. And mind how you handle Mr. Blair.”

Blair was the assistant U.S. consul in the nominally French colony of Saint-Dómingue; San Domingo, we called it, to differentiate it from the Spanish colony of Santo Domingo to the east. I would have to present my credentials to him before I could travel through the interior. He’d try to foul my hawse if he could. Let him try, I thought; I’d snap my fingers in his face. Despite what you might call trepidations, my state of mind was such that I actually wanted to travel through the interior. It was full of angry men with guns and knives.


Two

The Monongahela Valley in western Pennsylvania was a wild and deathsome place when I entered the world in 1782. The British had withdrawn to their forts along the Great Lakes and the Saint Lawrence, but the Shawnee were still fighting, and the tales around the watchfires at night were peppered with weird Celtic lore. You couldn’t tell our Scotch-Irish neighbors nothing but that I’d sprung from the steaming blood of my mother’s womb, squalling the mallachtaí curse of my forebears on the brave who’d tomahawked her belly open. I discount it. So far as I knew, whoever murdered her was the only eyewitness, and he never told his story to ary a white man I ever heard of. Besides which, I ain’t Irish.

Howsomever it was, the circumstance of my birth was much on my mind as we rolled northwest to clear Tortuga and turned south into the Windward Passage. I watched the colored foremast jacks as they went about their business, but if they felt themselves to be any different than their white shipmates, they showed little sign of it. They were seamen first and black men a long way second.

We made our westing around Cap du Môle, the far northwestern tip of San Domingo, and John Rogers, the sailing master, turned the Rattle-Snake south into the Bight of Léogâne. We were coming up on the patch of sea where my cousin Billy, our former captain, had disgraced himself in January. It’d been dead calm on that day, little more than a month ago, with a sea as flat and hot as an anvil. We’d been attacked by hundreds of Rigaud’s picaroons who’d mistook us for one of the merchantmen we were escorting down to Port Républicain. Billy had left the deck after we scorned his demand that we surrender to the picaroons without a fight, and it was Peter Wickett who’d saved our bacon for us in the scrap that followed. Blair, who had been on his way to take up his office in Port Républicain, had spent the battle getting drunk with Billy below stairs.

“A fair and steady breeze today,” said Peter. It was a soldier’s wind on our larboard beam, course southeast by east to allow for leeward drift, and we skipped along with the whitewater creaming at our bows. It was the master’s watch, and Peter and I were drinking coffee on the quarterdeck. “And yet you seem indifferent to its glory.”

Peter was so tall that it near about gave me the vertigo to look up at him, and he wasn’t what you’d call a handsome man, anyway. He had a pink scar on his cheek that looked like something had crawled off the seafloor and rooted itself there, and a long nose and chin that seemed to reach for each other at the tips. He also had an Africa-shaped port-wine stain on his forehead. The skin around it paled when he was angry, making him look like a Cyclops. But the mark was quiescent today, the skin around it smooth and brown.

“Peter,” I said. I kept my voice low, and glanced around before I spoke again. “Peter, what would you do if you woke up one morning and discovered you was a Negro?”

He blew on the coffee in the cup that he held in his bony fingers and cast an eye toward the master. Sailing Master Rogers was a brown-eyed, brown-haired, medium sort of man, with a long queue that whipped in the breeze—nothing remarkable about him, in short—and he stood next to the quartermaster and the tillerman, with a sextant in his hand as he took a bearing on a barren peak of Guanabo Island to the southeast. Satisfied that they all had their thoughts on their duty and were paying us no mind, Peter finally murmured, “What if I were to discover I were a Negro . . . Well, I shouldn’t tell anyone, for starters. Why should I be an accomplice to my own ruin?”

“But what if somebody asks?”

“No one of quality would ever ask such a thing.” He sipped his coffee, his long nose nearly dipping into it as he looked at me over the rim of his cup. “That sort of calumny is spread clandestinely, behind one’s back where one has no chance of circumventing it. Once one becomes aware of such a thing, it is far too late. One might as well run away to sea. Speaking of which,” he said as Rogers turned the glass and sent a man to the belfry to strike the bell, “the first dogwatch has begun and you have the deck.”

He set his cup on the rail and strode off, twining his long fingers together behind his back and aiming his beak at this man and that, like a heron hunting for minnows.

“What do you make of her, Mr. Graves?”

“A French ship-sloop, Mr. Rogers.” I handed him back his glass. The Rattle-Snake dipped to leeward with the roll, and I ducked down to peer out from under the topsail. “What they call a corvette.”

“Could be, aye.” Rogers was in the lee shrouds below me, hooked in with an elbow. He raised the glass to his eye. “Could be a frigate, too—a small one,” he said, before I could argue. “A twenty-eight, maybe. Hard to tell at this distance.” She lay about two leagues west of us, shaking out canvas as she emerged from the lee of Guanabo Island, the mountainous hump that divides the approaches to Port Républicain. “But the cut of her jib’s got ‘Johnny Crappo’ wrote all over it, I give ye that.”

“I don’t like her, Mr. Rogers . . . She ain’t trying to catch us, though.”

“Maybe they ain’t spotted us yet.” He spat a brown arc of tobacco juice.

“Maybe they just know we can walk away from ’em to windward,” I said, watching the tobacco juice to make sure it didn’t land on my nice white deck.

He shifted his chaw to his other cheek. “A dog don’t chase a cat that don’t run.”

I looked down again. “Here’s the skipper.”

“Where away the sail?” called Peter as he came up the after hatch.

“Starboard quarter, sir,” said Rogers and I together, pointing.

Peter studied the stranger’s sails from the quarterdeck rail and then looked forward toward the Princes, the islets that had given the harbor its prerevolutionary name of Port-au-Prince. He swung himself back down to the deck.

“Come alow from aloft, if you please, I need you,” he called up to us. “Mr. Klemso,” he said to the bosun, “I’ll have chains and preventer stays. Mr. Graves,” he said as I lit on the deck by way of the backstay, “clear for action and beat to quarters, please.”

“Aye aye, sir.” I stepped to the quarterdeck rail. “All hands,” I bellowed. “All hands on deck! D’ye hear the news there? Clear for action!” That was the kind of thing I liked. Maybe I was only five-foot-threeand-a-fart, as my father used to say, but big men jumped when I raised my voice.

The watch below came pouring up on deck, and Mr. Schmidt, our German master gunner, came to me for the key to the magazine. I nodded at the Marine drummer boy, and he raised his sticks in a flourish and began beating “To Quarters.”

“Mr. Jeffreys,” said Peter to the signal midshipman, “hoist our private signal of the day.” Jeffreys was one of our two boy midshipmen on loan from the Columbia.

While we waited for her reply, I said, “Think she’ll catch us up, sir?”

“The question,” said Wickett, “is, ‘Ought I to let her?’ What is she?”

“I think she’s a French corvette, sir. No more’n twenty guns.” I glanced at the sailing master, who’d resumed his place at the conn. “Mr. Rogers thinks she’s a small frigate.”

“Too far away to count her guns yet, sir,” said Rogers.

“It hardly matters,” said Wickett. A small frigate, a corvette—she’d have us outgunned regardless. “Was she wearing her colors, Mr. Graves?”

“No, sir.” Not that you could trust anyone’s colors till he fired at you. “But we’re both of the mind that she’s a Frenchman.”

“Please, sir,” said Jeffreys, “she don’t answer.”

“Try the British signal, then.” After a few unhappy incidents, the Royal Navy had agreed to supply our Caribbean squadrons with copies of its codebooks.

She was hull-up from the deck now, wearing all plain sail and shaking out her topgallants and royals. She gave every impression of having plenty of speed in her, should she care to use it. Surely she was French-built—and French-handled, too, from the amount of time she took to set her cloth.

“If you please, sir,” said Jeffreys, “she’s hoisted last month’s reply.”

“Very well.”

There was a squawking forward as Jimmy Ducks, the poultryman, snatched up the chicken coops to send them below. Some of the hands looked up and laughed.

“Silence on deck there, you chickens,” I bellowed, and the men obliged me by grinning as they went about their work. The Marines were ready, assembled in full kit and with Corporal Haversham walking along their line, tugging a belt into place here and telling a man to put a new flint in his musket there. The gun captains were bent over the six-pounders, screwing the flintlocks into place that Mr. Schmidt had sent up, and the powderboys were taking seats on their wooden cartridge boxes behind the guns. Mr. Jeffreys busied himself directing the crews of the murdering-pieces, the ten swivel guns mounted on pivots along the quarterdeck rail. Mr. MacElroy, the other midshipman, stood in the waist, adjusting and readjusting his hat on his golden curls as he tried to look commanding and keep out of the way both at once.

I raised my hat in the formal salute. “Cleared for action, sir. Permission to run out the guns?”

Wickett glanced again at the fast-approaching Princes and then back at the strange ship. She was spilling her wind from time to time, seeming in no hurry to close the distance. “Not just yet, thank you. Mr. Rogers, let us stand in his road and see what he makes of it.” When we’d settled on our new course, running south by southwest with the wind just abaft our larboard quarter, he turned to Jeffreys and said, “Hoist our colors where he may see them.”

“Aye aye, sir!” Jeffreys was all elbows and Adam’s apple, nearly as tall as Wickett and even skinnier, but a likely lad for all that. He jumped to the flag box and broke out the Stars and Stripes. As the azure and crimson and unsullied white rose snapping in the breeze, I felt that stirring in my breast that I could never quite fathom. It was just fifteen red and white stripes, and fifteen stars set in threes and twos across the blue field—just a pleasant arrangement of brightly colored silk—but I felt about it the way I suppose a parson must feel when gazing upon two pieces of wood crossed one upon the other. I saluted the colors and said, “I’ll take my station, sir.”

Peter nodded. The corvette—if corvette she was—kept her course. Peter would have to raise the stakes pretty soon unless he truly intended to close with her.

Young Mr. MacElroy tensed as I stepped down into the waist, where he stood by to assist me at the main battery. In spite of his boots and dirk, he looked more like a cherub than a sea officer. “All present and accounted for, sir,” he squeaked, doffing his hat.

“Good afternoon,” I said, touching my hat in return. “Beautiful day, don’t ye think?”

He blinked up at the blue sky dotted with little white puffs of cloud. “Why, yes, sir, I suppose it is.”

We all waited then in silence—not talking, I mean, for no ship at sea is ever silent—with the gun crews standing easy at their stations, and Bosun Klemso and his mates, Horne and Elwiss, aloft rigging the preventers to keep the spars from falling to the deck were the slings to be shot away.

The crews stood easy, but MacElroy looked stiffer than a parson’s collar on Sunday morning. I thought he was about to piss his trousers, but with my eye on him, and maybe encouraged by my not glaring at him, he whispered, “Do you think there’s going to be a fight, sir?”

“Watch and learn, Mr. MacElroy,” I said, which is a handy thing to say when you don’t know the answer. “Meantime, keep your mouth shut and your ears open. D’ye think you can manage that?”

“Aye aye, sir.” He bit his lip. “I mean, ‘Yes, sir.’ Hang it, I can’t never get ’em straight.”

“When I give you an order, you must say, ‘Aye aye, sir.’ When I ask you a question, you must say, ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘No, sir,’ whichever’s appropriate.”

He thought about that. “But you gave me an order and asked me a question, both.”

I held up a finger. “‘Aye aye’ means ‘I hear and obey.’”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Good lad.”

I looked over at the strange sail. She’d come about on a parallel course, maintaining the distance between us. I put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, the way my brother Geordie used to do with me. “This is just for show, Mr. MacElroy. No need to be scared.”

“Oh, no, sir,” he said, looking at me in surprise and then looking away again. “I ain’t scared. I’m not.”

“Good. Mind your hat.” I tipped it over his eyes and made him giggle.

“I’ll have silence on deck, please, Mr. Graves.”

“Aye aye, sir!” I winked at MacElroy.

Wickett didn’t take his eye from the chase. “Come sta’board a point, Mr. Rogers, I pray you. That’s well, thus. Keep her there.”

“To the braces, you sail handlers,” I said. “Mind her trim.”

“Please, sir,” said Jeffreys. “She’s hoisted American colors.”

“Aye, an’ Oi’m a hadmiral of the facking Russian navvy,” laughed the swabber at Number Three gun. He was one of four British deserters aboard that I knew about.

“Put a stopper in it, you,” I said. He was right, though—she could be from any of the navies operating in the area but our own. She’d have been smarter to try her luck with the British ensign.

“Mr. Graves, I should like the guns run out. Both sides, if you please.”

“Aye aye, sir. Tail on, boys.”

The men jumped to the tackles, running out the six-pounders with a thrilling rumble. I looked over at the stranger. She kept her gunports shut, but her mainsail came a-shiver.

“She wavers, sir,” said Rogers. “He don’t know whether to shit or say howdy.”

“Let us help him decide, then. Heave us to, please.”

Rogers brought us up into the wind, where we balanced with the backed fore-topsail trying to push us down to leeward and the main course nudging us forward.

“Mr. Graves, there,” called Wickett. “Give her a gun to windward.”

“Aye aye, sir. Number One gun—fire!”

Every navy has its own way of communicating at sea, but some signals are universal. With smoke billowing across the deck from the forward gun on the starboard side, we had as much as put a chip on our shoulder and dared the other fellow to knock it off.

He came about on the starboard tack, heading away from us.

“He fills and flies, sir,” said Rogers. “That dog won’t fight.”

“Perhaps he merely has somewhere else to go,” said Wickett. “As do we. Get us underway again, if you please.”

If the stranger had somewhere else to go, he wasn’t in a hurry about it. We could see his topgallants peeping above the horizon as we made the outer approaches of the harbor.


Three

A toad-choker of a spring rain sluiced down the filthy streets of Port Républicain as I presented myself that evening at the walled and gated house of Mr. P. Hoyden Blair, our man of business in southern San Domingo. I’d brought only two sailors with me, having had to leave the rest of my men to guard the boat. Samuels was a tall black quarter-gunner and Brodie was a sawed-off Irish quartermaster’s mate. When no one answered the jangling of the bell, I let the pair have a go at the ironbound wooden gate. They were a good way toward at least denting it aloft and alow when I heard footsteps splashing toward us from the far side of the gate.

“Ki moun ki la-a?” a voice demanded in Creole, and then in French: “Qui c’est?” And yet again, as he remembered his manners: “Qui est la?”

“Je m’appel monsieur le lieutenant Graves,” I said. “I’m here on official business. Open this gate at once!”

A Judas port opened in the gate, and a pair of black eyes in a black face peered out at us.

“What do you want?”

“I’m here to see the assistant consul.” I opened my cloak and let the lantern in my hand play across my uniform. “What I want is between him and me.”

“Very well, very well,” he grumbled. I heard the scrape of bolts being drawn, and a moment later a black man in damp livery and a soggy white wig swung the gate open. “Your servants must wait in the yard,” he said, standing aside as we came in through the gate. He slammed it shut and locked it up again. “You will follow me.”

He gave me a fair dose of grumbling and dirty looks as he let me into the house. The sailors got the better part of the bargain, lounging in the fresh air under the shelter of the balcony: with the shutters closed, Blair’s front parlor was as hot and damp as the inside of a barber’s towel. It was near about as dark, too, as there weren’t but a single candle burning.

Blair had changed in the few weeks since I’d seen him last. He had the same calculating glint in his eyes behind the square gold-rimmed spectacles, the same peevish tremolo in his voice, the same hunch to his scrawny shoulders as if he lived in dread of getting what he deserved—but something in him was different. He looked both shiftier and more arrogant; I didn’t know yet where it come from, but I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like it once I figured it out. Although he was old enough to know better, perhaps thirty, he neither bowed nor offered his hand as he stood looking down at me.

As he was my social superior I took my cue from him. I dropped my sodden hat and cloak on a chair, hoping to ruin the damask upholstery, but the white-wigged footman gave me a nasty look and took them away.

At last Blair stirred himself. “How is the night, Mr. Graves?”

“Coming down like a cow pissing on a flat rock, sir.”

“You got good and soaked, I hope?”

“You’ll be happy to know I did, Mr. Blair, but this ain’t a pleasure visit. I’m here on the say-so of Commodore Gaswell.” I held out my papers.

He ignored them. Instead, he clutched his dressing gown across his sunken chest and looked at the muddy bootprints I’d left on his carpet. The reflected flame of the candle writhed in his spectacles as he returned his glance to me. His eyes came to rest on my single epaulet.

“You are a lieutenant now, I see, Mr. Graves.”

“Acting-lieutenant, Mr. Blair. The president has to sign my commission before it’s official.”

“And a long time you shall wait, too, should anyone bother to ask my expert advice.” He took my orders over to the candle, where he held them too damn close to the flame for my comfort. At last he slipped his specs into a pocket of his gown and looked me over again.

“If it’s only an acting appointment,” he said, “how come you’re wearing a sword like a gentleman?”

“Regulations, sir.” The same regulations forbad my skewering him for insolence.

“Ah,” he said, packing the single syllable with a bucket of resentment. “Captain Trimble approves of this, I gather?”

“I ain’t the faintest, Mr. Blair.”

“Captain William Trimble is your commanding officer as well as your cousin. Tell me, pray, how it is you neither know nor apparently care if he approves.”

“He’s dead, sir.”

“Dead!” He put his fingers to his mouth. “How can this be?”

“Peter Wickett put a ball through his lungs up in Le Cap. Ain’t you heard?” I wiped my curls with my kerchief and wrung it out where I stood. “No, I guess not. It ain’t been but a week or so.” I twisted the kerchief tighter to hide the shaking of my hands.

“Dead!” said Blair again. He groped in the air behind him. “Wickett— that terrible man! Philadelphia shall hear of this!”

I thrust a chair under his skinny legs and he collapsed into it, fanning himself with his robe and breathing whiskey fumes into my face.

“I guess the commodore’s already informed the Navy Department, Mr. Blair,” said I, hoping maybe he had the apoplexy. “It was an affair of honor. I calculate Secretary Stoddert will keep the president apprised.” Much either one of them would care. Sea officers fought duels so often that you could read your newspaper by the light of the pistol shots. At any rate, I didn’t see any need to air Navy laundry in front of Blair—nor to tell him I’d been Peter’s second instead of Billy’s. The memory still gave me the wicked horrors, but I’d be dogged before I’d let Blair know it.

I sloshed whiskey into a tumbler from the decanter on the sideboard. From the smell of it I guessed it was some of Billy’s private store: Monongahela rye made by my father’s own hand. I thirsted for it so bad I could feel it in my bones, but I wouldn’t humble myself by asking for any. I dropped the glass stopper back into the decanter and carried the tumbler at arm’s length over to Blair. “As you can see, sir,” I said, pointing at my orders, “I’m to make my way overland to Jacmel and deliver myself to Captain Block, who’s blockading the port. I’m to see what I can see on the way. Of course that’s entirely unofficial, but I’ll still need a local escort—”

“Spy work is rather poaching on my territory, Mr. Graves.” He narrowed his eyes as he slurped his drink.

“I ain’t no spy,” I said. “How you talk. The commodore just wants someone to scout out possible landing sites near the city. It might be helpful to Toussaint’s efforts was we to put a contingent of Marines ashore, or maybe some large guns and the crews to work ’em. It’s right there on page two, sir. All above board and plain as plain.”

I also had a letter in my pocket from the rogue François Villon Deloges, a French major in Rigaud’s service that Captain Oxford in the Choptank frigate had hanged out of hand as a pirate. It was a personal letter to Villon’s wife in Jacmel. Naturally I hadn’t read it, much less mentioned it to anyone.

Blair smiled, just a slight upturn of his thin lips, as he looked again at my orders. “It would not go well with you to have this in your pocket, was you to fall in with Rigaud’s faction,” he said, extracting the page detailing the help I was to give to Toussaint. “I think perhaps I’d best keep it in my safe—for your own protection, of course.”

“Hold on there—what’ll I have to show to General Dessalines, should he get suspicious of me? You know how he hates whites.”

“Commodore Gaswell has a copy of it, I’m sure, and has sent another copy off to the Navy Department. He’ll be able to vouch for you if need be.” He held the page toward the candle. “Or perhaps I should just burn it.”

“You can’t do that!”

“Can’t I, though? My word against yours, you know. A careless young officer loses a vital page of his orders and then blames his troubles on a poor hardworking civil servant. Now, how would that go over, I wonder.”

I took a step back. “See here, Mr. Blair! A good word from Gaswell won’t help me worth a damn if I already been shot.”

He laughed at the thought. It sounded like a lizard choking. “Oh, you’d be safe enough, probably.” He put the page back among the others. “Even Dessalines knows the value of keeping on an ally’s good side, unlike yourself.”

I squinted at him. “What ally? You?”

“We do in theory work for the same government, and surely you ain’t as stupid as you look. But in case you are, I’ll spell it out for you. Captain Block is capable of talking with the nigger generals about any assistance they might require. So, why send a jumped-up acting-lieutenant to do what Block could do better and more easily?” Behind the mask of his smile, he was pure snake. “Information is a commodity like any other, Mr. Graves. If you want my help, I suggest you start dishing some up.”

“I ain’t under orders to tell you. In fact, I’m under orders to keep it under my hat, which means you got to keep it quiet, too. That means no writing it down.”

“The most valuable information ain’t never wrote down. It’s true on its face. That’s what gives it currency.” He sat back with his hands folded over my papers. “So, spill.”

“I’m supposed to find out if it’s true that Toussaint aims to transport the slave rebellion to the Southern states.”

He slapped my papers down on the table. “Oh, what a lie! He wouldn’t never do such a thing. Rigaud might, as a feint to draw us away and give him time to remove Toussaint, but . . . Feh.” He snatched up my papers and shook them at me. “I should tear these up and have done with it.”

“Do that.” I looked around, wondering where that fartcatcher had gone off to with my hat and cloak. “I’ll have to go back to Gaswell and tell him you thwarted him. He’ll assign me some other duty and look for a way of crossing you later. Don’t think he won’t do it, neither.”

He stroked his chin, what there was of it. “Hee hee! Maybe you know how to play this game after all. But, but—where was it?” He located a paragraph in my papers and stabbed it with his finger. “Ah yes: it says here that you are to lend me whatever assistance I might need or desire.”

“That’s just pro forma, Mr. Blair. The commodore don’t expect me to be your errand boy while I’m doing his business.”

He gave me a wicked grin. “It’s all above board and plain as plain, as you so charmingly put it. However, you want a plausible excuse to be at Jacmel. I’ll give you one.” He returned my papers to me with two fingers and raised his voice. “Mr. Connor! Mr. Connor there! I think I have found a solution to your problem.”

An elegant fellow in a blazingly white shirt and azure britches under a peacock-green silk dressing gown stuck his head out from the lamp-lit back room. In one hand he dangled a glass of ruby port and in the other he clasped a fragrant black cigar. He was about thirty, and handsome in the sort of way that makes ladies giggle with each other behind their fans.

“Mr. Connor,” said Blair, “allow me to present Mr. Matthew Graves, a malapert young acting-lieutenant who needs to be delivered to Jacmel. Mr. Graves, this is Mr. Alonzo Connor. Mr. Connor is a . . . how shall I put this . . . a gentleman of color with a special commission from the War Department.”

Blair pinched out the candle, and we went into the back room. It was a well-appointed parlor, with silver candle stands and silk-upholstered chairs and sofas. A black-draped portrait of Washington— rotting in his crypt these two months now—hung over the mantel, and yet another sideboard with glasses and decanters stood off to one side. “Don’t bother to sit yourself, Mr. Graves,” sniffed Blair, heading for the sideboard. “You won’t be here long, I dare say.”

Connor stood in the middle of the room with one hand on his hip and his cigar between his teeth. He studied me, tilting his head away from the smoke. “I believe I’ve heard of you, Mr. Graves,” said he. “Ain’t you the fire-eater that recaptured the Jane in the Bight of Léogâne five, six weeks ago?”

Blair stiffened, and I looked at Connor with sudden liking. “Well, for about an hour, sir, before I was captured myself. But it’s good of you to say, Mr. Connor.”

“Yet you must’ve escaped captivity somehow, as you stand here before us. That shows fortitude, sir. Fortitude! Your superiors must think very well of you, Mr. Graves.”

We exchanged bows, and he offered his hand. It was as smooth and hard as floured marble. I had to take Blair’s word for it that he was a mulatto, for his skin was lighter than my own. Now that I looked at him closer I supposed that his hair was on the crinkly side, and his nose was kind of flat and broad. But his hair had a red tinge to it, nearly blond, and his eyes were green. Despite that, he’d be considered no whiter than the blackest field hand back home, was anyone to tumble to his ancestry. Since Blair knew about it I didn’t guess Connor kept it a secret. I wondered how he’d gotten an appointment from the War Department.

“Percy,” he said, turning to Blair, “does the gentleman speak French?”

The assistant consul tucked his chin in and blinked at me: “A question is put to you, Mr. Graves. Do you speak French?”

“You know very well I do.”

“I do, yes, but I ain’t the one that asked. And how are you with the Creole patter?”

“I can bargain well enough in the market and whorehouses. I got a phrase or two, here and there.” I knew a little more than that, but hell if I’d tell him.

The elegant mulatto chuckled, half-raising his encumbered hands in mock surrender. “Well, it’s the closest I’ve come yet to finding a French and Creole speaker who’s white and can be trusted.”

I clasped my hands behind my back the way Peter Wickett would’ve done, and looked up at him. “Now that’s an odd thing to say, sir.” Even then, in the spring of the year zero, as the armies of Toussaint L’Ouverture and André Rigaud rampaged across San Domingo in a savage civil war, there were still plenty of white men in the colony. Them that could afford it had sent their families off to Jamaica or to New Orleans in Spanish Louisiana, but many of the men had remained behind. “Ain’t there plenty of grand blancs around? Surely some of them speak Creole.”

Connor cocked his head. “What’s a grand blanc?”

“The white Frenchmen that were formerly in the sugar and coffee trade.”

“Oh, them,” said he. “It ain’t genteel to earn your keep, you know. They are more interested in escape than they are in throwing in with one side or the other. Some of them who ain’t out-and-out Royalists have taken sides, of course. A few of Toussaint’s most trusted advisers are white, as are some of Rigaud’s. But that means all the good ones are taken, d’ye see.”

“Then what about the petit blancs? The mechanics, the overseers— surely one of them would do.”

He waved his cigar in a graceful semicircle. “They’re all off in one army or another. Toussaint’s blacks fight for freedom and Rigaud’s mulattoes fight for equality. Don’t know why those goals should be at odds, but they are. And so they will remain until first Consul Napoleon can gather enough ships and men to retake the colony. In the meantime, here we are, helping out the niggers. Who’d have thought it?” He sat down on a sofa, crossing his legs just so at the ankles, and sent a little half-smile toward the back of Blair’s head. “The consul thinks I’m a good man for a nigger. Ain’t that right, Percy?”

Blair swallowed his mouthful of whiskey a little faster than he’d intended. “Yes!” He coughed. “Yes—um, a good man, an agent of the government, come here direct from the capital in Philadelphia.” He still stood by the sideboard, and poured himself another dram while he framed his words. “Best of credentials, but nary a lick of French. So happens he’s headed where you are, Mr. Graves. You agree to go along as his translator, and I shall sign your passport.” Under his breath he added, “Yes . . . that will do a treat, now won’t it?” A bit louder, he said, “I understand his guides don’t admit to speaking English. With you along, that’s one lie they won’t be able to pull off—eh, Alonzo?”

“But Mr. Connor,” I said, “I was just saying that I don’t understand—”

“Tish tish,” said he. “A soldier’s job ain’t to understand but to obey! Who said that? Well, never mind, I suppose I said it. How, sir, do you propose we arrive at our destination?”

Because I couldn’t sit, I paced. It seemed to me that Alonzo Connor was carrying me along faster than I liked—but he seemed to be heading in a direction that was favorable to me. “First by sea, sir, to Léogâne. I calculate to strike inland from there. It should save a day at the least. Assuming tide and wind are right, which they are at the moment. We ought to be off this minute, sir, if we’re to be gone by first light.”

“What’s first light got to do with any—” began Blair, but the handsome mulatto was already on the move.

“Good and good!” said he, springing up from the sofa. “I am to rendezvous with my guides at a certain place in the hills above Léogâne, as it happens, and I was wondering how I might safely arrive there. Percy, ’twas a pleasure.” He extinguished the stub of his cigar in his port and pumped the consul’s hand. “You’ll sign the boy’s papers and give us an indent for horses? Good and good again! I’ll have Franklin pack m’ kit at once.” He strode off down the corridor toward the stairs, shouting, “Franklin! Rouse yourself, you black rascal, we’re off to the wars at last!”

Blair hoisted himself out of his chair and perched his specs on the tip of his nose. “Wait here, Graves. I have a last word to say to Mr. Connor.”

Samuels took Connor’s bag as we emerged from the assistant consul’s house. Brodie passed me the shuttered lantern he’d been holding. No one moved to help Franklin, Connor’s bespectacled black secretary, who was encumbered by a carryall, a portable writing table, and a thick packet of papers wrapped in oilskin. He didn’t seem to expect any help, anyway. Throwing our cloaks around ourselves, we splashed across the yard and through the gate. Blair’s fartcatcher slammed it behind us.

“Keep a weather eye out for bravos,” I said to the sailors. I glanced up and down the street. “You too, Mr. Connor, if you please.”

“I doubt the gangs’ll be out in this torrent,” he said over the roar of the rain. “But I don’t figure on being found in some filthy alley tomorrow morning with my throat and pockets cut.”

I loosened my sword in its scabbard, and we set off. The seamen walked on either side with naked cutlasses in their hands. Connor took the rear, with Franklin huddling over his baggage between us.

It was a good half-mile down to the waterfront, past shattered buildings and tumbled-down walls that loomed out of the darkness, with now and then a torch sputtering in an archway or a lamp limning the bars across a window. We slipped and stumbled as we went. The cobblestones had been dug up for missiles in the late riots, and the streets were greasy with mud and turds. More than once we stopped to retrieve a shoe or boot from the sucking filth.

“Serves you right, mate,” said Samuels, as Brodie groped around for one of his shore-going pumps. “Goin’ around shod like a gent instead of barefoot like a sailor-man.”

“Is it the naked feet I’m to be havin’,” said Brodie, upending his shoe and letting the gobs dribble out of it, “like a chawbacon boobie just come in this moment from the bogs?” He swished his shoe out in a puddle and crammed his foot into it.

The rain had lessened and the gibbous moon had begun to show through rips in the clouds when we at last reached the broad marketplace. Here we walked easier. Most of the paving had been left untouched or had been replaced, and the stones were carpeted by sodden remnants of the sugar cane that blacks in San Domingo chewed constantly. The crushed cane stalks filled the air with a sweet perfume.

Soldiers wandered around in twos and threes, looking for rum or doxies and unmindful of us; but a pair left off annoying a woman and blocked our way. They both reeked of tafia, the cheap island rum. The short one shouted at me in Creole, then muttered something to the tall one out of the side of his mouth. The tall one clutched his musket, but he hadn’t cocked it. He kept running his tongue over his lips and then spitting.

“What do they want?” said Connor.

“I calculate they want to rob us.”

“Well, tell them something. They seem like pretty rough fellows.”

I unshuttered the lantern and put the light in their eyes. “Mwen meriken,” I said. “M’okipé—ralé ko-w!” I hoped it meant, “I’m an American. I’m busy—get away!”

The shorter one set the butt of his musket on the paving stones and leaned on it. His eyes darted from me to the sailors and back again. In French he said, “We leave as soon as you pay the toll.” He held out a hand. “It is two silver coins. Each!”

Samuels and Brodie edged around either side of the soldiers. I eased back my cloak to clear my sword and pistols. “We are glad to pay you in lead and steel,” I said.

The soldiers both took an uncertain step back. Then the short one grinned. “But I forget,” he said. “We are off duty tonight!” He gave the tall one an elbow in the ribs. They reeled away, laughing.

There was a click as Connor set his pistol back on half cock. He slipped it away inside his cloak and gave me a sad look, as if he’d caught a friend in some mild deceit. “And here you said you spoke no Creole.”

“No, sir, I didn’t. I said I know some useful phrases. But if the short one hadn’t spoke French, might be somebody’d be dead by now.”

I led the way down a maze of broken streets and narrow alleys toward the waterfront. The rain lessened and the wind turned gusty, tangling our cloaks around our legs and arms. Then we turned into a narrow passage where the wind died and the shadows crawled with rats.

“Ain’t much farther now, Mr. Connor,” I said. I turned to look at him, but he was hard to make out in the gloom. He drifted along like a black cloud.

“’Tis but a wee way now, sir,” said Brodie. “Will you be havin’ me run ahead and alert Mr. Horne, there?”

Bosun’s Mate Horne was about the steadiest enlisted man I’d ever met. I’d had to leave him to see that the boat’s crew didn’t run off and get drunk the minute I turned my back. “Very well. No, wait—” But the little Irishman had already trotted off into the darkness. I cursed myself for a ninny. I was a sailor, not a soldier, but I knew you weren’t supposed to divide your forces.

I wasn’t what you’d call scared so much as extremely alert as we worked our way along the passage. Any number of hidey-holes lay along the way. Ali Baba and all his forty thieves could lurk in them, and we’d never know it till we woke up dead. I wished I’d brought Horne with me, and hang the boat.

I stopped to shine the light ahead. “Did you hear something?”

“No,” said Connor. “Let us keep moving.”

We passed a place on the left where the wall had fallen down. I shone my lantern into it, revealing a filthy room. A man lay sprawled against the far wall. A chipped enamel basin sat beside him on the muddy floor, and a foul stench hung in the air. I thought he was dead till his eyes gleamed in the lantern light. He raised his hands to show they were empty. “Mwen malad,” he groaned. His hands sank as if they were an unbearable weight. “Pa anmède-m.”

Franklin poked his head in to have a look. “What does he say?”

“I think he says he’s sick and not to bother him.”

Connor recoiled. “Is it fever?” He whipped his kerchief out of his sleeve and held it to his nose.

That or he’d shit his pants, I thought, but I didn’t say it. I lifted my head and peered down the alley. “Listen: there it is again.”

“There what is again?”

“A shout. Samuels, did you hear it?”

“I didn’t hear nothin’, sir.”

The close walls forced us to walk single-file. I crept along in the van, nearly on tiptoes as if that might make me invisible, with the shuttered lantern in one hand and my sword in the other. Samuels followed me, and Franklin followed him, with Connor guarding our backs.

At length the passage opened up into a small square, where water from a shattered fountain burbled across the paving stones and where the charred rafters of the surrounding houses thrust up like bones against the sky. A glow of lamps from a few streets over deepened the shadows in the square, but through an archway down at the far end I could see ships’ lanterns sparkling out on the bay. Home free, I thought. Then my eyes bugged out as Samuels tripped over something in his path.

“Law!” he said. “Look-a here, sir!”

I aimed the lantern where he was pointing and saw Brodie sprawled on his back beside a broken stone bench. His arms were folded peacefully across his chest and one of his shoes was missing. I held out the lantern to Samuels and squatted down for a closer look. A welt ran across Brodie’s face from his right eyebrow to the left side of his jaw— a slash, rather, beaded with blood but not too deep except across the bridge of his nose. I felt the back of his head. It was gooey from lying in the ooze, but I could feel a lump there and my hand came away bloody.

“Does he live?” said Connor.

I squinted in his direction. He stood away from the narrow beam of light, behind Franklin. In his black cloak he was no more than a shape in the gloom.

“Dunno, Mr. Connor.” Brodie didn’t seem to have been robbed. His pockets hadn’t been turned out, his pistol was still in his belt, and his cutlass lay nearby. “Looks like we interrupted whoever—”

“Ho!” said Samuels. A shadow moved among shadows. Metal rasped on metal and a sword blade flashed. The lantern blinked out as it clattered across the square. In the sudden darkness came a thump and a gasp.

“Assassin!” cried Connor. I heard a click as he cocked his pistol.

A hooded figure loomed above me in the moonlight. I lashed out with my sword and pierced his cloak. He jabbed down at me backhanded. I threw up my arm. The dagger in his fist slashed through my sleeve and lodged in the thicker material at the cuff. He abandoned the dagger and strode past me, leveling the sword in his right hand. He lunged.

Franklin took the point of the blade—thock!—smack in the middle of his portable writing desk. He stumbled backward into Connor. The mulatto fired.

The would-be assassin sprawled gurgling at Connor’s feet. The mulatto kicked him over onto his back. “Clumsy damned—” He stomped the man’s black-masked face till the arms and legs stopped twitching. Then he stomped him again.

“Great jumping Jehoshaphat, quit that,” I said. “I guess he ain’t getting any deader.”

Connor turned away.

“Well anyway, Mr. Connor,” I said, looking at the corpse, “it was a pretty shot.”

“Who is he? Can you tell?”

I lifted the mask from the dead man’s face. Even in the moonlight it was too dark to see much, but I could see plenty that I didn’t want to see. “I don’t calculate I’d recognize him even if I knew him, sir. You near about turned his face to jelly.”

He scraped the sole of his boot against the stone bench. “I beg pardon, Mr. Graves, for my ill temper.” He snapped his fingers. “Franklin, fetch that lantern. Let us strike a light and see what the damage is.”

The lantern was dented and the mica panes had splintered, but the candle was intact. In its light I could see our man was white and maybe thirty years old; but French, English, American—I couldn’t tell. Connor’s ball had shattered his lower jaw and blown the bones out the back of his neck, and his footwork had knocked in the man’s teeth, nose, and cheekbones.

“I don’t guess his own mother’d recognize him now, Mr. Connor.”

“Again, Mr. Graves, I beg pardon. Sometimes it seems I have an entire army trying to do for me. Ain’t that right, Franklin?”

“So it would seem, Mr. Connor.” Franklin examined his oilskin packet, which he’d dropped in the excitement. Apparently satisfied that the papers had survived undamaged, he pushed his glasses up more firmly on his nose and peered at the body. If he knew him he didn’t say so.

Samuels raised himself to his hands and knees with a groan. “He gimme a boot right in the cable tier,” he said as Franklin helped him to his feet. “Six inches lower and the old woman wouldn’t be havin’ no more chil’ren.”

“How’s Brodie?” said I.

Samuels knelt over him, his hand outstretched. “Dead, by glory!” he said, collapsing astride the little Irishman.

“A good man ya are, Samuels,” said Brodie, with a muffled air. He pushed Samuels’s knee off his chest. “But have I not been trod upon enough to last me all me days?”


Four

MacElroy’s treble whisper floated across the dark water. “Ahoy the boat.”

“Aye aye,” said Horne. He held up two fingers to indicate my rank.

“No,” I said, and the big bosun’s mate steered for the larboard side, where I could arrive without the bosun piping me aboard. The last thing I wanted was the attention of every vessel within earshot. I scrambled over the bulwark and nearly tripped over Mr. MacElroy.

MacElroy was all eyes under his hat as Samuels helped Brodie aboard and led him off to find Mr. Quilty, the surgeon. “Did you have a rumpus with the guard boat, sir?” He peered off into the darkness.

“How you talk,” I said. “They catch so many crabs with their oars that you can hear ’em half a mile off.”

“Then how’d he—” His eyes widened at the sight of Connor and Franklin. “Who’s these chaps?”

“Fellows that know how to mind their own business.” In the light of our battle lanterns I could make out the Marines, still turned out in full kit, and the Rattle-Snakes yarning quietly or napping around the guns. Illumined by the binnacle light, Rogers paced the old-fashioned raised quarterdeck. I doffed my hat to him and the quarterdeck, and he doffed his in return. I looked north toward the Princes. The corvette had dropped her hook there at sundown, presumably to wait till we came out again. We hadn’t gone much further in ourselves, not in the dark without a pilot. “Mr. MacElroy,” I said, “is that Johnny Crappo still over yonder?”

“Yes, sir.” He pointed to starboard of where I’d been looking. “You can see her cabin lights over past them rocks.”

“Did anyone catch her name yet?”

“Yes, sir. She’s the Rose-red Cunt.”

That made me look at him twice. “The what now?”

As he repeated it, obviously enjoying the sound of it, I could only imagine what he’d been told about the French. He added, “She’s a privateer, ’cause the officers ain’t wearing uniforms. Think they’ll try an’ cut us out tonight, sir?”

“Not if you keep your ears open and your mouth shut, Mr. MacElroy.”

“Yes, sir.” He put his head down. “I mean, aye aye, sir. Oh sir, I forgot,” he said, peeking out at me from under his hat brim. “Captain wants to see you immediately you come on board.”

“Which you should have told me immediately I came on board, you wet-brained ninny,” I said. “Mind your hat.” He grabbed for it, but I was quicker. I set it back on his head and tamped it down over his ears. “Now, Mr. MacElroy,” I continued, “put the gentleman in the purser’s cabin—it’s empty—and his secretary wherever he’ll fit. Perhaps the gunners’ mess has room for him.”

“Don’t wish to be any trouble, Mr. Graves,” said Connor.

“No trouble, sir. And Mr. Horne,” I said as I headed for the after hatch, “leave the boat in the water, and present our package to Surgeon Quilty with my compliments.”

In the cuddy behind the door in the after-cabin, Peter in his shirtsleeves was poring over the chart while his tattered tabby, Gypsy, batted at his pencil. The wooden deadlights had been shipped over the stern windows to thwart curious eyes, and the air was greasy with smoke from the lamps.

“Ah, Mr. Graves, you return to us,” said Peter, without looking up. He drew a little X on the chart and circled it. To the southeast he had drawn another X within a circle. A pencil line connected the two X’s. He picked up a ruler and drew lines connecting the two X’s with one of the Princes. Then he spread a pair of compasses, measured the gap against the graph on the side of the chart, and walked off the distances between the three points of the triangle. “Light airs from the east, increasing and backing nor’easterly with the coming of the dawn. Though I wish to unmoor before then.” He held the pencil out to Gypsy, who grabbed it with a crazed look and commenced to gnaw the end of it. “That Frenchman lies athwart our best passage out.”

As we had engaged no pilot and hadn’t asked for pratique, our certification of health, we hadn’t had any official contact with the port authorities—which meant we didn’t have to wait for permission to leave. Somewhere down the line it might save us a reprimand for upping anchor on the sly.

“Sir, Mr. MacElroy informs me that the Johnny Crappo is called the Rose-red Cunt.”

“Does he now? No doubt some wag of a sea-daddy told him such. She in fact is called L’Heureuse Rencontre.”

“The Fortunate Meeting, then. I think I prefer MacElroy’s take on it.”

His thin lips twisted in a faint smile. “Perhaps we may suggest it to her captain in the morning.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “But listen, there’s something I have to tell you.”

“A slight north’ard current of about a quarter of a knot, and a negligible tide,” he muttered, peering at the chart through a loupe. He was a tall, narrow man, and as he bent further over the chart his stern rose in the air. “I am concerned about this reef here, and those rocks under Gypsy’s tail could be tricky . . . What is it you wish to tell me, Mr. Graves?”

“Blair has foisted a pair of passengers on us, sir.”

“The cow. You refused, of course?”

“I couldn’t, sir. He wouldn’t sign my passport without I didn’t, nor give me a chit for a horse. But they’re going to Léogâne anyway, and they’ll arrange for the horses and the guides, and pay for ’em, too.”

“Very well, then. Put them wherever you wish.”

“Thank’ee, sir, I’ve put MacElroy on it. But that ain’t all.”

He looked up at last. “Then pray what is all?”

“Mr. Connor’s from the War Department, sir.”

“And what of it?”

I told him of my meeting with Blair and what had happened in the alley off the waterfront.

The port-wine stain on his forehead stood out as the skin around it paled. “Mr. Graves,” he said, “you know as well as I that the authorities will not care that he attacked you. They will assume you lie. At the very least they will raise a snit about your being ashore without their permission. I told you to take particular care in that regard.”

“Yes, sir. That’s why I wrapped him in his cloak and brought him with me.”

“Did you now?” He grinned. “I shall have to meet this fellow as soon as we are safe at sea. Did you hoist the gig aboard?”

“No, sir. Figured it’d make too much noise.”

“Excellent. The moon will not set till after daylight, but the sky is clouding up again.” He tapped the compasses against the chart. “Which should provide sufficient darkness for a bit of mischief I have in mind for you.”

The voices of L’Heureuse Rencontre’s officers drifted along the water toward us as we rowed slowly across the lie of their anchor cable. They were having themselves a time in the brightly lit after-cabin, and their singing mixed weirdly with the faint shrieking and drumming that came along the offshore breeze flowing down from the hills. The grapnel that we trailed astern was on a heavier line than might be usual, but not remarkably so. And it was a French grapnel, a souvenir from the battle with the picaroons.

“She catches, sir,” said Horne.

“Belay,” I whispered. The men sat their oars, letting them drift—a sudden clatter of an oar against the gunwale might bring a storm of grapeshot down on our heads. Horne tensed the line to make sure it was the cable he had caught and not some weed or rock. “Got it, sir,” said he.

“Give way,” I whispered. “Handsomely, now.”

We crept toward one of the Princes islets as Horne eased out the line, keeping it taut but not hauling on it.

“Toss your oars,” I whispered, and the men raised their oars out of the water as the bowman hooked onto the jumble of rocks. I went ashore, bent near double so as not to tumble on the slime and weeds that covered the verge of the islet. I looked back to see Horne easing out the line as he made his way forward. “Keep it taut,” I said.

“Taut as a virgin, sir.”

His wild mass of braids swung like ropes’-ends as he stepped out of the boat. We frapped the line around a pair of old barrel staves that we had fished out of the harbor earlier, and lodged them up tight and out of sight among the rocks.

The stars had faded and the morning twilight had yet to gather beyond the eastern hills. But for the lanterns of the ships in the harbor and a few lamps in the town, all was darkness. Certainly it was dark in the Rattle-Snake, what with all lights extinguished and the galley fire dumped over the side. Rogers had brought us round so the breeze was on our larboard quarter, letting what was left of the tide provide just enough tension to keep our single anchor in the ground. Though I couldn’t see him from my perch on the bowsprit, I knew he was feeling his way with one hand resting on the tiller as he walked the schooner forward. We had muffled the capstan pawls as best we could, but still they clanked horribly as Horne and his crew took in the slack. Rogers’s voice came faintly on the breeze: “She’s there, sir.”

“Keep her thus,” said Peter.

“Heave and pawl,” said Horne in an urgent whisper over by the capstan, and the clanking recommenced as the men strained against the capstan bars. “Heave. One more pawl—get all you can.” Water hissed out of the straining cable as it rose from the sea. The boys with their nipper lines trotted back and forth in the gloom, throwing the nippers around the messenger and the cable as it came aboard, and throwing them off again as the cable slithered down into the cable tier. “Heave her ’round, boys,” said Horne in a soft singsong. “Heave cheer’ly!”

I looked down. “Anchor’s a-peak,” I said, and the word passed along from man to man till it reached the quarterdeck. I waved my hand: “Anchor’s aweigh.”

“At the braces there,” came Wickett’s voice. “Haul taut. Brace up.”

The Rattle-Snake swam slowly forward as her topsails filled.

“’Vast heaving,” said Horne. “Rig the cat—hook the cat—walk away with her,” and his crew fished the anchor as we gathered speed down the fairway.

“Heads’ls, there!” called Wickett. There was no need for quiet now that we were moving.

I jumped down to the fo’c’s’le. “Man the forestays’l halyards! Clear away the downhaul and hoist away! Now haul out that jib boom!”

The breeze came astern of us and then onto the starboard quarter as we turned our nose toward the French corvette. Beyond her lay the open sea. A halo shone around her stern lantern in the morning damp, making a perfect beacon for us. We’d cross her bow within musket shot—provided she stayed where she was.

As I returned to the quarterdeck, Rogers grinned at me. “We’ve caught her unawares,” he said. He twirled an imaginary mustache and affected a French accent. “Probablee zay all have ze snootful of claret by now and ayr snow-ring like ze saw-meels, hein?”

As a gentleman, Connor had been granted the privilege of the quarterdeck. Sipping his coffee—there was presence of mind for you, cadging a cup before the cook had doused the galley fire—and holding a saucer under his cup like he was at a yachting party, he looked coolly over at the corvette. “Surely if he were hostile,” he said, “he’d have attacked us already.”

“Not in Toussaint’s harbor,” I said, with more assurance than I felt. “They dassn’t touch us for fear they’ll be banned entire.”

“Might be,” put in Rogers. “And might be not. The Constellation gave the La Vengeance a first-rate thumping a couple weeks ago. It’s the second time the Connie’s tore apart one of their heavy frigates. No, sir, my guess is they’re waitin’ for us to come out and play.”

“It becomes clear to me, sir,” said Connor. His cup rattled in his saucer. “Er . . . has either of you seen Franklin? I must find him at once.” He thrust his cup and saucer at me. “You gentlemen will excuse me.”

Rogers and I shared a look after he’d left. “Well, he left in a hurry,” said Rogers.

“Yes,” I said. I grinned. “For a man who was as cool as a cucumber a minute ago—”

“Don’t say he’s all of a sudden in a pickle,” said Rogers. “Don’t.”

Peter stepped over from the windward rail. “Let us give him the benefit of the doubt,” he said. “It is a passenger’s right to skip below if there be a fight.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “But he’s a dead shot. We might need him.”

“A shy man does not shoot straight,” said Peter. He glanced aloft at the sails, at the dimples and eddies that marked reefs to either side, and at the ever-shortening distance between us and the corvette. “Regardless, I am sure the War Department has bigger plans for him than to get his brains dashed out in a minor action.” He touched wood. “Which with luck no one will remember anyway.”

We all looked up as the lookout in the maintop sang out: “Deck there! Boats in the water!”

“Where away and how many?” called Peter.

“Just for’ard o’ the starboard beam, sir. Three of ’em, heading right for us.”

“Anything to larboard?”

A pause. “Nay, sir.”

“Run out the starboard guns,” said Peter, but I was already leaping down into the waist. “Hold your fire until you are sure they mean to board,” he called after me. “Or if the Rose-red Cunt fires upon us, of course.” Peter spoke excellent French. His calculated mispronunciation of the name sent a wave of laughter through the men.

“Aye aye, sir! Cast off your guns, starboard side!”

Mr. MacElroy was waiting for me. A quick look around told me he had everything in hand for once.

“Good lad,” I said, and he beamed. “Mind your hat.” But he was on to me and I missed. Aft, dimly, I saw Jeffreys and his crew fitting the swivel guns into their mountings on the quarterdeck rail. That had been my job not too long ago. “Open the ports,” I said. “Run out your guns.”

The sky beyond the hills was turning pink. I could see a launch now, filled with men, and the shapes of perhaps a pinnace and a jolly boat behind it. The launch turned at us, crossing in front of the pinnace. There was a clatter of oars, and some choice words in French.

My gun captains held their fists in the air. “Main battery,” I called, “ready for action, sir!”

“Very well,” said Peter.

Pale streaks in the corvette’s rigging caught my eye—her topsails tumbling home. She was getting underway.

“Why not shoot now, sir?” said MacElroy. “They’re well within range.”

“Hush.” I raised my hand, and he grabbed his hat. “We ain’t out of the harbor yet.”

Port Républicain was French territory in name, but in fact it was Toussaint’s. After Paris had appointed him head of all military forces in the colony, he had openly assumed control of the treasury and the civil affairs of its principal cities, while maintaining the fiction (we hoped) that he was still loyal to France. Although we fought French ships on sight on the open sea, there were some niceties about whether it would be legal to fire on them in their own waters. War had never been declared between us.

“Mr. Graves!”

“Sir!”

“Do not mind the boats for now. Aim for L’Heureuse Rencontre. If she fires, you may return the honor.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

The corvette surged forward, as if to yank her anchor from the ground on the fly. A daring move, a dangerous move, but the right one under the circumstances—except for the grapnel line that Horne and I had laid across her cable the night before. She suddenly yawed like a horse fighting the bit as she strove to break free of it. Then the grapnel line snapped and she swung the other way, only to be snubbed up short as she came to the end of her cable. Her topmasts shuddered from the shock.

The gun captains stared at her like hungry hounds as we crossed her bow. If we fired now, we’d smash her from stem to stern.

MacElroy gave me a pleading look. “We could rake her, sir!”

I clenched my hands together behind my back to calm myself. “Could ain’t is, Mr. MacElroy.”

“Oh, sir!”

The blood pounded so hard in my head that I barely heard him. I snuck a glance at the quarterdeck. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, I thought.

Peter aimed his speaking trumpet toward the boats. “Hissez pavillon!” he shouted. “Show your colors!” He leaned forward, the cords standing out on his neck. “Stand off, or I fire!”

The men in the boats answered with a yell and a snap of musketry.

The captain of number-three gun reached for his lanyard. “Don’t you dare,” I growled, and he guiltily snatched his hand away.

“Corporal Haversham,” Peter said. “When I give the order, have your Marines shoot the steersmen if they can.” Then: “Wait for it, Mr. Jeffreys. Wait for it . . .”

The corvette had turned to starboard to lay herself alongside us. The light from her battle lanterns sparkled on the water as her larboard ports opened.

I counted the guns as they poked their snouts out: she carried sixteen guns, nine-pounders, from the look of them. We had fourteen 6-pounders. French shot weighed about ten percent more than ours, giving her a broadside weight of, say, eighty pounds of metal to our forty-two. Near enough odds, I thought: with so many of her men down in her boats, she’d have trouble maintaining a decent rate of fire. If we could get off three broadsides to her two, we’d be . . . Shit and perdition! We’d be thirty-four pounds short.

Her side lit up as she fired. The sea flattened between us, and the air was filled with a frightful roar. The bulwark shattered in front of me. Splinters moaned through the air. Something spun me around. Mr. MacElroy tottered beside me, flapping his arms. Blood fountained from his neck where his head had been.

I wiped gore out of my eyes. “Fire!” Our guns boomed in a rolling volley. “Stop your vents!” Seven leather-covered thumbs came down on the touchholes. “Sponge your pieces!” I skidded in something greasy. “Get that out of the way,” I snapped, and someone dragged MacElroy’s body away. “Load! Double shot your guns with grape shot over all!”

The powder monkeys handed out cartridges and ran below for fresh ones. The loaders rammed the charges home. The sidemen tailed onto the tackles and ran the guns out again.

“Fire as you will!”

The guns leaped and bellowed. Powderboys came and went. The sweat gleamed on the gunners’ backs as they wormed the smoldering residue out of the barrels. I forced myself to stroll down the line, thumping a shoulder here, yelling encouragement there. I found a hat and picked it up.

Here was Samuels, commanding the two forward guns. He hollered something at me and held up four fingers. I shook my head. I couldn’t hear a damn thing. “Four rounds, sir!” he shouted in my ear. “Four rounds an’ they ain’t replied! Ain’t it fine?”

Then the corvette spat flame and smoke. I braced myself for a blow, but shot howled high astern of us. And our guns no longer fired. I turned around, hot to kick someone’s pants for him, but the guns were traversed as far aft as they could be, and nothing lay before them but empty sea.

“Where the hell she go, sir?” said Samuels.

There she was, off our starboard quarter and drawing astern. “Captain,” I called, “the guns no longer bear.”

“Very well, Mr. Graves. Helm there, one point to larboard.”

That couldn’t be right—we were turning away from her. I jumped up into the main shrouds, out of the smoke, and realized what Peter was about. The jagged tips of a reef burbled past our starboard side. I was startled to see it was full morning, with the risen sun sending God-rays through the clouds. I could see L’Heureuse Rencontre as clear as a painting. She seemed to be glued in place on the water, canted a bit to one side.

A powder-grimed sponger peered over the rail. “She run herself on a rock, by Joe!”

The swivel guns, filled with buckshot and scrap metal, popped steadily on the quarterdeck. The Marines made good work among the boats with their rifled muskets. So did Mr. Connor, who apparently had thought better of himself than to hide in the hold. Screams rose close astern—not screams of bloodlust, but screams of failure and woe.

We cleared the Princes and made the open sea, leaving bits of men and boats bobbing in our wake. I led the men in huzzaying, till I noticed the hat I was waving was MacElroy’s.
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