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    Prologue 
 
    July 1798 
 
    It was dark when Bartholomew woke. The slapping of the water against the hull sounded like a drum beating its tune. Then came the ship’s whistle and a muffled shout from above. 
 
    Bartholomew groaned, cold and stiff from another cool summer night on the hard wooden floor. He stretched his limbs as far as he could, careful not to nudge his sleeping companions. The thought of beginning another morning’s work in the gloom was almost enough to keep him in his sleeping bag, until the whistle blasted through the hatch alongside the round, pudgy head of Ivor Stanhope. 
 
    Stanhope’s temperament was almost as ugly as his face – he had a broad, flat nose bookended with two cauliflower ears and a vivid scar ran from the left side of his forehead and all the way down his cheek. He was a savage man who had grown up on the sea and ran the ship with an iron fist. As first mate, Stanhope viewed the January Dawn as his own. 
 
    “Get your backside on deck,” the man growled into the darkness. He couldn’t even see Bartholomew, but knew he was there, probably cowering on the floor. “If I have to tell you again, I’ll have you keel-hauled!” 
 
    The thought of being tied up, thrown over the side of the ship and dragged under the hull was more than enough to clear Bartholomew’s head. He launched himself at the narrow steps which led from the lower deck, stammering as he went, “Yes sir! Coming, sir!” 
 
    Standing up in his ragged clothes – a shirt that at some stage had been white and rough brown trousers tied at the waist with spare sail rope – Bartholomew looked at Stanhope. The first mate was considerably taller than the boy, with huge forearms that broke through his filthy blue shirt and muscles formed from years of work aboard ships like this one. Stanhope smiled a sinister grin and pointed to a wooden bucket and mop.  
 
    “Get moving,” he sneered. “This deck had better be done by the time Captain Morel does his rounds.” With that, he strode to the stern of the ship, turning his attention to the poor helmsman who had been holding the Dawn’s course through the night. 
 
    Sunrise approached as Bartholomew set about mopping the deck and he scanned the brightening horizon. These first three weeks aboard the Dawn had certainly been eventful, but he dearly missed the sight of land. Aside from a brief glimpse of the northern coast of Spain at the start of the voyage, solid ground was a distant memory.  
 
    The Dawn was now charting the mid-Atlantic and the past few days had been the most challenging. The impact of the skirmish with the Spanish navy weighed heavily on the crew, and the strict rations were already causing illness amongst them. Nerves were frayed, but Stanhope and his number two, Regis, were maintaining order with the threat of their fists, or worse. Bartholomew was focusing on keeping as low a profile as possible.  
 
    As the morning breeze picked up, the boy allowed himself to enjoy a rare moment of calm before the rest of the crew woke. A cracking sound above Bartholomew’s head signalled the wind was strong enough to unfurl the sails once more and the Dawn picked up speed on her heading to the island of Barbuda. What he could not possibly know at this stage were the terrors he would face, and the choices he would be forced to make in order to keep himself, and his promise of revenge, alive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 - Captain Morel 
 
    Bartholomew Mills’ journey onto the January Dawn had not been an easy one. His mother, Alice, had died when Bartholomew was six, leaving his father to bring him up. Gregory Mills was a cooper – a maker of barrels – who lived and worked in his warehouse on the main street of Plymouth. The barrels were sold mainly to ships bound for all corners of the world, carrying rum, food, gunpowder and other exports. 
 
    The stocky, grey-haired Gregory was a kind and loving man, and his bond with Bartholomew had always been strong. This love and mutual reliance naturally grew after the death of Alice, and it was rare for father and son to be apart. The two were family, workmates and friends, living and sleeping in the warehouse with little company beyond their own.  
 
    In addition to making barrels, Gregory had a profitable sideline provided by the flourishing smuggling trade of the late 1700s. The cooper was often paid to hide contraband goods in the warehouse, slipping the illegal cargo amongst his new, empty containers. The nearby French ports of Cherbourg, Calais and Boulogne provided an ample supply of goods and men willing to flout the law for the right price.  
 
    While this was a welcome source of additional money for Gregory and Bartholomew, the older man always warned his son of the dangers of accepting illegal wares. “These are ruthless men, willing to do anything to protect their stash!” he would advise.  
 
    In the six years that followed Alice’s death, Gregory was careful to ensure that his son assisted only in barrel making and rarely encountered the shadier side of the business. As a father, Gregory was keen to protect the boy from the darker elements of Plymouth and teach Bartholomew the value of an honest day’s work.  
 
    But danger was unavoidable with the men who sought Gregory’s illicit services, as was proved one fateful night when Bartholomew was woken by a crash in the warehouse. Calling out to his father, he heard no response, and with trembling hands he fumbled to light the candle beside his mattress. He surveyed the area around his bed; his father wasn’t there. Bartholomew called out again and heard a noise, a low groan, coming from the warehouse’s main entrance. He found his father in a heap on the ground, a deep wound at the front of his head.  
 
    “Father!” Bartholomew yelled, almost hysterical, tears welling in his eyes. “Father, can you hear me? Wake up! Wake up, please!” 
 
    Gregory’s breathing was shallow and irregular and a small pool of blood was spreading around his head. Bartholomew tried to stem the flow with a heap of old cloths, but it was too late: Gregory died in his arms. The boy cradled his father, gently rocking him and calling for help. But help never came. 
 
    It was April 1798 and Bartholomew was alone. Alone and scared at the age of twelve, forced to fend for himself. The boy managed to cope for two months, selling what was left of Gregory’s barrels to local businesses and saving as much money as possible. But funds soon ran out and in his desperation he was forced to beg. His previously well-kept clothes became frayed and filthy, and while his father’s warehouse continued to provide Bartholomew with shelter, news of Gregory’s death was beginning to attract frightening and unwelcome scavengers from the underbelly of Plymouth. It was a terrifying existence.  
 
    Early one day in June, as Bartholomew prepared to leave his corner of the warehouse to fetch breakfast, there was a sharp pounding at the door. He started at the unexpected clamour, then approached cautiously and opened the door a crack. He blinked into the morning light forcing its way through the narrow slit. Standing in front of him was a short man dressed from head to toe in a bright-blue captain’s uniform and holding a black tricorn hat beneath his arm. The ruffles of his white shirt burst from his cuffs. Neat, tidy and polished, the individual’s appearance was starkly different to that of the timid boy he now addressed.  
 
    “Bartholomew Mills?” It sounded more like an order than a question. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied Bartholomew. 
 
    “My name is James Morel. I am captain of the January Dawn. Your father and I were acquainted, and I heard of his passing. I’m sorry for your loss.” Morel’s tone implied little sympathy, however. Without waiting for a response, he continued, “The Dawn sails in two weeks and we’re in need of more hands. I thought perhaps you would welcome the change of scene?”  
 
    The question was left hanging for some moments, as Bartholomew remained rooted to the spot, unable to answer immediately.  
 
    Morel went on, “It will be a dangerous voyage, but should pay well…at least for those who make it back.” He smiled at his own quip. 
 
    “I’ve never been to sea, sir. I know nothing of ships,” Bartholomew managed to stammer, still holding on to the handle of the warehouse door and ready to quickly shut himself back into its relative protection. 
 
    “You’ll quickly learn. I presume there is little left for you here?” Morel sniffed dismissively as he pushed the door slightly with his foot and peered past Bartholomew.  
 
    The boy looked at the floor and weighed his options, not least the ever-increasing danger of staying in the warehouse alone. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could fend for himself and defend the warehouse from shady beggars seeking shelter. Worse still was the utter solitude, the lack of real company or friendship. Perhaps Captain Morel could solve all of these problems and offer the prospect of adventure.  
 
    Bartholomew made a decision. “I’ll come with you, sir. I have little left here.” He instinctively glanced back towards the inner recesses of the warehouse. 
 
    “Good lad. We’ve much to do before we set sail.” 
 
    “Where is the ship making for?” asked Bartholomew, forgetting his early uncertainty and keen to know more now that he had made up his mind to follow the captain. 
 
    “Barbuda.” Morel grinned broadly, spreading his arms wide. “Where fortune awaits.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 - The January Dawn 
 
    After leaving the warehouse, Morel led Bartholomew straight to the Plymouth docks, where the January Dawn had lain at her mooring since the last voyage. 
 
    The January Dawn, or “the Dawn”, was a one-hundred-and-ten-foot, two-masted brigantine that dwarfed most boats in the surrounding quay. While the smaller vessels were mostly fishing boats or cargo ships used to shuttle provisions around the south coast of England, the brigantine was capable of crossing oceans and this one had done so many times. To Bartholomew, the Dawn was impressive and terrifying in equal measure. He marvelled at her scale, and her hulking silhouette spoke of the Dawn’s strength and speed. Bart imagined her climbing, plunging and battling the infinite blue sea, and the thought of unimaginable distances, depths and creatures beneath made him very anxious. 
 
    The dockside was a hive of activity. Men hurried up and down the gangplank, dragging sails, rolling caskets, and loading food, weapons and other provisions. All around organised chaos ensued as other ships were tended to. From the Dawn there was plenty of shouting and most of it by a man who stood at the top of the ramp – he carried a withering, scowling look and a jagged facial scar. Morel strode confidently up the wooden slope and introduced Bartholomew to the first mate, Ivor Stanhope. 
 
    “Our new recruit,” the captain explained to the Dawn’s second in command. “He needs direction…and probably discipline.” 
 
    “That’s what I do best,” grinned Stanhope, revealing a mouth that was missing more teeth than it had left.  
 
    Looking at Stanhope, Bartholomew tried to guess his age, but life at sea was hard and the wind and sun had the effect of ageing sailors quickly. The first mate could have been anything from twenty-five to fifty-five, but the boy thought better than to ask.  
 
    As Morel turned on his heel and disembarked the ship, Stanhope pointed to the main hatch by the bow. “Take a look at the quarters below, boy, then come straight back to me.” 
 
    Scanning the long deck, Bartholomew made out the hatch some thirty feet away towards the bow of the ship. A sailor was in the process of rolling a casket through the open hatch and into the bowels of the vessel. It rolled into the blackness and could be heard landing with a dull thud on the planks of the lower deck below. Bart moved towards the sailor, just as the agile man leaped after his cargo, disappearing through the hatch with practised ease.  
 
    Reaching the hatch, Bartholomew blinked into the gloom below. As his eyes quickly became accustomed to the contrast between the morning sun outside and the shadows beneath, he could see the crew scurrying around like ants in a colony, pushing, stacking and growling at each other as they went about their work. There was organisation in the chaos. The boy cautiously descended. 
 
    “What do you want?” demanded a short man wearing nothing but threadbare trousers. He had a long metal rod in both hands which he had been using to manoeuvre a casket upright. 
 
    “I was told to look below decks, sir,” stammered Bartholomew, quickly backing up the ladder. 
 
    “We’re busy. Disappear.” 
 
    Not needing to be told twice, Bartholomew hauled himself back into the sunlight and scurried towards Stanhope. “I’ve checked it out, sir,” spluttered the boy breathlessly, “and it looks, er…fine?” 
 
    Stanhope scowled at the boy and shook his head. “Useless,” he muttered dismissively.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next two weeks passed in a blur. When Morel had said there was much to be done in preparation for the Dawn’s voyage, he wasn’t exaggerating. In addition to buying and loading provisions and weaponry, the crew needed to make significant repairs to sails and decking. Bartholomew asked some of the men what had caused the damage during the previous voyage, but the reply of “bad weather” didn’t seem to explain the many small holes which they were repairing around the vessel. The boy was learning a lot about the workings of the ship, whether mending the sails, attempting to remember the many types of knots required, cleaning and stripping weapons or helping to prepare the crew’s meals. Every moment was a new experience for him, and most of the time being busy served to keep his mind off a creeping uncertainty about what they may encounter on the journey to Barbuda. 
 
    Towards the end of these first two weeks, Bartholomew met Jonah Gastril. Jonah was also new to the Dawn and had appeared mysteriously only a few days before. He was slim and much taller than Bartholomew, almost as tall as some of the oldest crew, and he was quiet and seemed keen to keep to himself. His height and thick curly hair, which he twirled with his fingers when nervous, made him a target of fun for the rest of the crew. One morning, while halfway through his chores and keen to make a friend, Bartholomew made his way over to where Jonah was sitting. The lanky boy was peeling potatoes and aimlessly throwing them into a barrel of salted water. He was focusing intently on the job in hand, and as usual not looking up for fear of making eye contact and inciting an argument with someone.  
 
    “Hi. I’m Bartholomew,” the shorter boy muttered in a barely audible whisper, hoping not to be heard by Stanhope, who was yelling orders nearby. 
 
    “Shhhh,” hissed Jonah under his breath. “You’ll get us whipped!” 
 
    Bartholomew was stung by the response but clearly saw that the taller boy was fearful. The first mate shot them both a glance and Bartholomew quickly began scrubbing in the opposite direction.  
 
    The day was hot and soon the crew were given a short break to rest and rehydrate with weak beer. They lined up by the main mast, to be served a ladle of the warm brew by the ship’s purser, Elijah Stone. Stone managed to slop more beer over the side of each man’s cup than into it and was obviously keen to get his task over with in the shortest possible time. “Move on!” he sneered to everyone passing, brash and bold behind his barrel but a reedy, thin man who looked like a skeleton with skin.  
 
    Bartholomew gathered his nerve and approached Jonah again. Other crew members were chatting nearby, clearly enjoying the downtime. “Sorry about earlier,” he said. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble. My name’s Bartholomew.”  
 
    Jonah looked sideways at his young ship mate. “That’s okay. I’m Jonah.” The taller boy extended his hand. It was the first time since he had boarded the ship that someone had really spoken to Bartholomew, without it being to shout, bully or order him to do something.  
 
    “My father called me Bart, so that works too. I’ve mostly been called other things since coming on board, though.” 
 
    “I know that feeling…Bart it is then,” laughed Jonah. “Is your father also on board?” 
 
    Bartholomew lowered his head, a sudden pang of sadness engulfing him, and it was a significant effort not to sob. He clenched his jaw as he breathed deeply and composed himself. “He died a few months back.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry to hear that,” said his shipmate. “My father’s dead too, but it’s been ages since he passed. Anyway, sorry about ignoring you earlier, but I’ve been told not to talk to anyone while working. Stanhope doesn’t tell you twice.” As he spoke, Jonah pulled up the sleeve of his ragged grey shirt to reveal a deep-purple bruise on his left arm. “He used his baton last time.” 
 
    Bartholomew drew back in shock. He had come to know that Stanhope was savage, but could not imagine what had caused this quiet boy to have been struck with such force. “What was that for?” 
 
    “It was the night I was brought on board,” Jonah whispered, looking furtively in the direction of the first mate. “I tried to run as soon as I’d been dragged up the gangplank.” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t choose to be here?” Bartholomew whispered. 
 
    Jonah smiled sadly. “I think you’ll find most of the younger hands are the same. Maybe even some of the older ones.” 
 
    Bartholomew scanned the assembled men, wondering which of the crew were here against their will, brought into the employ of Morel and Stanhope against their wishes. They seemed content, but perhaps they had just become accustomed to life on board. Bart wondered whether he had really had any choice himself – what would have happened if he had declined Morel’s invitation? 
 
    “So how did you come to join?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m his stepson.” Jonah nodded in the vague direction of Stanhope. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 - Final preparations 
 
    “What?!” hissed Bartholomew, unable to believe Jonah’s words.   
 
    After his new friend had dropped the news of his relationship to Stanhope, both boys had hunkered down by a collection of abandoned boxes, close to Elijah Stone’s beer barrel. Nursing his drink, Bartholomew pressed Jonah. 
 
    “But I didn’t see you on board until a few days ago,” he said. “Where were you before?” 
 
    “My mother’s married to Stanhope – has been since my father passed. Five years now. She works in the tannery on the main street, right by the cooper’s warehouse. We live above it.” 
 
    “My father was the cooper!” exclaimed Bartholomew. “We must have lived right next door to you for years. How did I never see you?” 
 
    “Stanhope never let us out. He took everything my mother made at the shop, brought food and dragged in customers, but rarely let us leave the shop. She tried once and…well, never again.” Jonah stared at the deck and rubbed his bruised arm, clearly remembering the thrashing they had suffered. 
 
    Bartholomew inched closer. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Morel didn’t have enough hands on board and I think they were getting desperate.” Jonah shrugged. “As rough as this’ll be, getting out of the shop for a few months seems like the better option.”  
 
    Bartholomew nodded but wasn’t convinced. Trying to stifle a smile, he asked, “What attracted your mother to Stanhope? Was it the flat nose or the cauliflower-shaped ears? Maybe that fetching scar?” 
 
    “There was little left after my dad died. I don’t think she had much choice. But perhaps…” Jonah paused, seemingly with a sudden realisation. “…it was his aroma? You can smell him from a mile. It’s worse than a fishing boat. I don’t think the man knows what a bath is.”  
 
    The boys hooted with laughter, unable to contain themselves. Both cups spilled onto the deck, but they were beyond caring. It was a rare moment of fun in an otherwise tough few days. They noticed that they were attracting attention and somehow managed to control their giggling, if not the manic grins etched on their faces.  
 
    Suddenly, the ship’s whistle blew and Stanhope, from his position on the raised poop deck at the rear of the ship, yelled out, “All hands to stern!” 
 
    The two boys shuffled from their position at the main mast and towards the back of the ship. It was only as all the men congregated, emerging from the hold, down from the rigging and from the dock side, that it became clear just how many there were. There must have been over a hundred individuals clustered around the wheelhouse, jostling for position as Morel strode through the assembled mass. He swivelled around and scanned the crew below. While a good three inches shorter than Stanhope and much narrower, Morel possessed an air of authority and quiet menace. As a pair, they were formidable.  
 
    “We’ve spent two weeks preparing, and with effort tonight, we’ll be ready to cast off at first light tomorrow.” Morel pointed to Stanhope. “With us we have Mr Stanhope, who I’m sure you all know. He won’t tolerate insubordination or laziness, so expect severe punishment if you neglect his orders.” 
 
    Stanhope gave a sly grin. Bartholomew was fairly sure that the first mate would love nothing more than some misbehaviour as it would allow him to dish out a few beatings to pass the time. The boy had often seen Stanhope idly swinging his short, six-ended whip as he walked around the Dawn over the last week. “The cat” was a fearsome weapon, with small knots in multiple places on each tassel, every one capable of causing deep lacerations to bare skin.  
 
    With a sense of occasion, Morel then turned away from the dock and pointed south. “At first light we cast off, head south past Drake’s Island, and then between Rame Head and Heybrook Bay and into the Solent. We’ll skirt the tip of France near Brest before sailing across the Bay of Biscay. Then, near the northern coast of Spain, we’ll navigate ten miles from Coruna. The Spanish navy remains active, so at that point we will sail only at night and with minimal lanterns. If seen, we’ll have to outrun them.” 
 
    He let the reality sink in. “From Coruna, we’ll head west on a bearing of two hundred and forty degrees, making for Barbuda.” 
 
    Murmuring began immediately. This was clearly new information for most of the men, a number of whom had travelled with the captain for years – and had the scars to prove it. They were apparently used to Morel’s forays to southern Spain and the Mediterranean, and as far as the lower west coast of Africa. But this journey seemed considerably more ambitious. The whispering gained volume, and both Bart and Jonah could hear concerns not only about the distance involved but also the fact that Antigua, Barbuda and the surrounding islands were well-known staging posts for the British navy. King George III had recently made it his mission to stamp out Caribbean piracy, and as a result the navy had swelled its ranks in the region – to great effect. 
 
    “Silence!” bellowed Stanhope, glaring at the crew below. 
 
    Morel stepped forward and placed his hands on the balustrade. “Mr Stanhope will read out the responsibilities for each new crew member,” he said. “These will be your roles for the duration of the voyage. Any problems and he’ll happily see to it that your work improves.” With this he smiled. “So listen well.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 - Boatswain’s mate 
 
    Many of the men aboard had been brought on with specific skills and roles. These were seasoned veterans of the seas with years of experience, no doubt having served with the Royal Navy, as privateers, or on board ships such as the Dawn. 
 
    It was the junior members of the crew who stood in front of Stanhope awaiting their fate. The youngest members of the Dawn would be reporting to more experienced men – men who typically would not explain the specifics of the role more than once and would greet any confusion with a swift hand, foot or belt. 
 
    Stanhope yelled out the names of five young men before it was Bartholomew’s turn.  
 
    “Mills!”  
 
    As had those before him, Bartholomew moved submissively forward towards the first mate as soon as he heard his name. 
 
    “Yessir,” Bartholomew stammered, eyes on the deck. 
 
    Stanhope did not look up from the parchment as he ticked the names. He pointed towards the midship. 
 
    “Boatswain’s mate,” he instructed. “Report to Thomas. You’d better be good at the stitching and sewing, lad…and holding on tight.” Stanhope grinned with sinister glee. 
 
    Bartholomew stepped rapidly back towards the main mast, searching for whoever Thomas was. He passed the purser once more – by this stage Stone was attempting to secure the top back on the beer barrel, though Bartholomew wondered how he would manage with arms that looked as thin as a sparrow’s legs. As the purser of the ship, whose job it was to inventory every last item on board, Stone kept his darting, beady eyes constantly watchful for any signs of theft, which to his mind included second helpings of any food or drink on board the Dawn. 
 
    After approaching three of the older men and asking whether they were Mr Thomas, and each time receiving a grunt and shake of the head, Bartholomew found his target in a rotund man propped against the mast.  
 
    “Excuse me,” he said, “are you Mr Thomas?” 
 
    The man smiled broadly – the first time Bartholomew had seen any sign of sincere positivity from any of the crew. “I am indeed, and you would be?” 
 
    Thomas was dressed in a black smock and light-grey trousers. His face, as round as his stomach, was naturally weathered by years at sea, yet still jolly and warm, rather than harsh in appearance. Bartholomew allowed himself to feel optimistic for the first time since he had joined the Dawn.  
 
    “My name is Bartholomew Mills, sir,” the boy answered, putting emphasis on the “sir”. “Stanhope…err, I mean Mr Stanhope gave me orders to find you.” 
 
    “Very good! Ever been a boatswain’s mate before?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. I’ve never been on a ship before, sir,” said Bartholomew.  
 
    “No mind, you’ll get the hang of it,” Thomas told his new apprentice. “Now, the basic role of the boatswain is to ensure the ship can sail – that means that her hull, sails, anchors, keel and tiller are all in working order.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated,” Bartholomew mused, half to himself. 
 
    Thomas smiled. “You’ll learn quickly. And you’d better, because do it right and neither Captain Morel nor Mr Stanhope will worry us. Now come on, I’ll show you the ropes.” 
 
    The rotund man turned and, with surprising speed for someone with a paunch like his, moved swiftly down the hatch to the lower decks. Bartholomew skipped to keep pace with the darting figure as Thomas navigated his way through the throng of people. The lower decks were bursting with activity as men finalised preparations for the Dawn’s cast-off the following morning. 
 
    “Right,” said the boatswain as he neared the head of the ship’s hull, “the sails are currently stored here. We’ll bring them up for the main and stern masts. That’s the good news: we aren’t bringing them ALL out. Bad news? Still six big canvases!” 
 
    Thomas was still talking as he began dragging the first of the sails from its place, rolled tightly and held together by four thin ropes along its wrapped length. He grunted as he hauled this first one from the others.  
 
    “Take the end,” he sang out to Bartholomew. “And off we go – back up to the main deck.” 
 
    Bartholomew and Thomas struggled their way back through the men and up the stairs with no hint of assistance, before almost collapsing on deck. Having pulled the sail to the base of the mast, the boy fell, exhausted, on top of it.  
 
    “Great,” marvelled Thomas. “First one done – back for the other five!” 
 
    Bartholomew looked up at the boatswain from his prone position on deck. “Great,” he repeated, somehow managing a weak smile, but without any hint of enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    For the next two hours, the boatswain and his new junior lugged the remaining five sails from the bowels of the ship. While this was exhausting, the rest of the men aboard were also working like bees in a hive, and so Bartholomew’s efforts did not feel out of keeping. It seemed to him that the crew were already coordinating as though they had been working together for years.  
 
    By this time, it was well into the afternoon, and after a brief rest, work continued across the ship. For Bartholomew and Thomas, this meant being able to recruit three more assistants from Stanhope in order to begin rigging the Dawn. 
 
    With two masts – the main and stern – and three square sails on each, the brigantine was able to catch winds from any direction. In addition to the six colossal square sails, the ship also accommodated two triangular “jibs” situated between the main mast and bowsprit, and a larger triangular “mizzen” sail to the aft of the ship. Those would be rigged once the Dawn was well on her way to Spain’s northern coast. 
 
    Thankfully, the long hours of summertime allowed the men more daylight to rig the brigantine. Bartholomew was learning as he went and sticking close to Thomas, who explained everything he was doing and why. The boatswain showed his young charge the correct knots to tie, and explained how the sails worked and how the captain and the crew could capitalise on the winds with different sail combinations. There was a dizzying amount to take in, but Thomas showed patience and a genuine excitement to be teaching someone else his craft.  
 
    Furled sails tied securely, they finished for the night. As he had done each night previously, Bartholomew found his own sliver of space below deck and collapsed in exhaustion. He knew that learning about the sails and rigging was only one aspect of his boatswain’s mate’s role; tomorrow would be full of new lessons.  
 
    He wondered where Jonah was; busying himself with his own chores, Bartholomew had forgotten about the others. He fell into a fitful sleep and dreamt of an old map shown to him by a member of the crew some days earlier. On the chart were distant lands, huge oceans and pictures of fearful sea monsters, next to which was a caption: “Here be Dragons.” Were those sea creatures real, or a way to fill sailors’ hearts with terror and so keep the oceans the sole domain of the fearless, thieving few?  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 - Cast-off 
 
    After his friend had been assigned the boatswain’s job the previous day, Jonah had waited some time before his own name was called, twirling his tight curls as he watched nervously while others moved off. 
 
    The one thing, indeed the only thing, that Jonah wished to avoid was being sent to work below decks – unfortunately, this was exactly what happened. The decision had Stanhope’s grubby fingerprints all over it. Jonah was certain that in Stanhope’s twisted glee he had deliberately chosen the role of cook’s mate for his delicate stepson, knowing Jonah would struggle with the confinement and seasickness that came with life below. Jonah’s senior was a tall, lanky man who seemed to sweat constantly – much of it dripping into the food. “Cook”, as he was aptly called, did not speak, choosing to growl, point and gesticulate to Jonah as a way of explaining what needed doing.  
 
    Having been on potato-chopping duty for dinner the night before, the boy’s task early this morning was to make breakfast – a large urn of porridge with oats and water, which had to be prepared before the morning whistle blew. It was now five o’clock and Jonah and Cook were the only ones awake below deck. Once tens of cups full of dried oats were stirred into the thickening mixture, the porridge was quickly ready. While tasteless, it would fill the men’s stomachs and that was the only real aim.  
 
    Mealtimes were one of the few things the men had to look forward to aboard ship, as they were times when in addition to relaxing there was the opportunity to swap news, stories and banter.  
 
    A beautiful sunrise was breaking over the horizon far to the east and it bathed the docks in a soft orange glow. The tightly bound sails looked pink in the early-morning light and the calm waters of Plymouth Sound reflected the few small clouds scattered across the brightening sky. It was truly serene for a few minutes – until the ship’s whistle blew through the calm and wrestled the day from its slumber.  
 
    The men emerged like ants from their various sleeping areas, some from the upper deck, some from the lower, and slowly formed an orderly queue to receive their ladle of porridge, the line snaking down the steps into the lower deck. Jonah handed each a cup of the stodgy gruel. He figured he had prepared it well, as it was not half as lumpy as usual, but if he was hoping for praise, none was forthcoming. Still, there were no complaints, he could be glad of that, and not a scrap of oat could be scratched or scraped from the men’s bowls, for they knew that every bite would be needed to last them until midday.  
 
    Ten minutes after the last man had received his cup, the whistle’s shrill sound repeated and the crew scrambled to assemble once more towards the stern, awaiting the six o’clock morning address.  
 
    Morel, Stanhope and the second mate, Regis, were standing on the poop deck. The captain began without preamble.  
 
    “We’re ready,” he announced. “Wind is light, but we will proceed as planned. Once we’ve made progress into the Channel we will assemble again, this afternoon.  
 
    “Mr Stanhope and Mr Regis will address the armourer and boatswain directly. The rest of you go to your stations now and await the cast-off order.” 
 
    With that, Morel stepped back, allowing both the first mate and his second to move forward to the balustrade.  
 
    “Armourers with me,” yelled Stanhope and then all but leapt down the short stairs to the main deck. A group of six men formed up quickly behind him like ducklings and followed him through the hatch and below deck.  
 
    Regis then moved to the top of the poop deck stairs and pointed at Thomas and Bartholomew.  
 
    “You two, with me. Taylor and Cummins, follow ’em. Look lively.”  
 
    Regis moved down the steps and into the midst of the assembled crew. Most were moving off to their various stations around the ship, but Bartholomew, Thomas and two men whom the boy had not noticed before followed Regis. 
 
    A short, stout man, Regis took his cue from Stanhope, as threatening as his boss and just as mean. Whether his temperament had been moulded by working with the first mate or Stanhope chose men most like himself, Bartholomew was unsure. He just knew he didn’t want to get on Regis’s bad side.  
 
    While Regis had thick sideburns on his cheeks, his head was as bald as a baby’s backside. Bart had heard that when the second mate got angry, his head shone like a beacon, and when that happened (which it often did), the advice was to disappear.  
 
    “You two, up the main mast. Unfurl the sails.” Regis nodded at Thomas but ignored Bartholomew completely. “Taylor and Cummins, to the stern,” he then grumbled, pointing to the opposite mast.  
 
    As Regis moved off, Bartholomew looked at the other men. Thomas looked content and jolly as usual, but neither Taylor nor Cummins even acknowledged the boy. They were big, strong men and had confidence in movement which implied they had seen service for some time.  
 
    Thomas clapped Bartholomew on the back. “Let’s go!” he said cheerily.  
 
    Looking up into the bewildering mass of ropes strung from various points on the main mast, some of which fell all the way to fastenings on deck, Bartholomew wondered whether he would ever get the hang of the boatswain’s job.  
 
    Either way, his task now was to get back up the rigging, as he had done yesterday when placing the sails, and try to ignore the dizzying heights as he released the holding ropes. This would let the sails unfurl and allow the men to begin tying the trailing ropes into position.  
 
    Following in Thomas’s shadow, Bartholomew struggled to keep up as the two scaled the crisscrossed ropes. Giving himself a few seconds to breathe at the summit, Bart scanned the scene below. It was incredible.  
 
    The dockside area, now bathed in morning sunlight and teeming with men, was a hive of activity. Some were loading vessels nearby, some attempting to sell wares to anyone who passed, and some just appeared to be loitering, watching as the world buzzed around them.  
 
    Turning to face the stern of the Dawn, Bart could see miles into the distance. The low buildings to the east of Plymouth gave way to open fields and woodland, and along the coast he could make out another big town. He had never been out of Plymouth but knew the geography of the coast well and could see the hazy silhouettes of tall ships lying at anchor in Dartmouth.  
 
    Turning his head to the south, Bartholomew was able to map the route the Dawn would be taking later that morning. He could see Drake’s Island a few hundred yards south of the dock, and the open water of the English Channel a short distance beyond Rame Head.  
 
    Looking down, he saw two large rowing boats about twenty yards from the bow of the Dawn. He hadn’t noticed them before, but they were now tethered to the front of the ship. These were the tenders which would pull the vessel from the dockside and out into Plymouth Sound.  
 
    A chill of excitement rippled through him. It was thrilling to watch, and for the second time in as many days Bart felt happy, if only momentarily.  
 
    “Wake up, lad,” yelled Thomas from his position next to Bartholomew. “Pretty special, isn’t it?” the man grinned. “I do always love casting off!” 
 
    “Amazing,” replied the boy as he began untying the first of the ropes which fastened the top sail in its roll.  
 
    Working quickly along the length of the top sail, Bartholomew and Thomas released the canvas within minutes. The lower sail unfurled with a satisfying crack. With the top of the sail remaining in place, its lower ropes dropped, allowing the boatswain and his young charge to move down the rigging and fasten them loosely into their cleats.  
 
    Bartholomew and Thomas repeated the exercise for the mid and lower sails, and despite his hands being raw from climbing the rigging and untying the thick ropes, it was immensely satisfying for the boy to see the result of his labours. He looked up at what had been the skeleton of mast and beams and was now clothed with the sails.  
 
    Thomas grabbed one of Bartholomew’s shoulders and patted the other. “Well done, lad, well done,” he crowed triumphantly.  
 
    Taylor and Cummins had been back on deck for some time, already having finished the stern sails, but this didn’t concern Thomas. Maybe the boatswain was just relieved that Bartholomew had survived his second climb. It wasn’t unheard of for men to be catapulted from the rigging as sails were released, and the boy would need practice in these calm conditions if he was to survive scaling the ropes during much harsher conditions at sea.  
 
    As Thomas checked the last of Bartholomew’s knots, there was a shout from the starboard side, closest to the dock. 
 
    Both looked on as some of the crew untied the bow, midship and stern lines from the huge metal rings dotting the cobbled street below the Dawn. These had kept the ship firm against the dockside. Others on the ship pulled the ropes onto the vessel, yelling “Clear at stern” as the last rope flopped aboard.  
 
    “CAST OFF!” called Stanhope, now back on the poop deck. Next to him stood Morel, this time wearing his full uniform including the black tricorn hat, and clearly revelling in the sense of occasion.  
 
    The two tenders attached to the bow of the Dawn were full of men – five on both sides of each boat, every one with a long oar raised to the heavens. These twenty men responded to a yell from Regis, who now stood at the bowsprit of the Dawn. They moved their oars into the water with perfect synchronisation and began to pull hard.  
 
    As the lines attaching the tenders to the ship lifted from their slack position in the water and became taut, the movement of the Dawn away from the dockside was almost imperceptible.  
 
    “Here we go, lad!” whispered Thomas, a look of sheer excitement on his round face.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 - Into the Channel 
 
    The men in the tenders pulled hard through the stillness of the early morning, slowly dragging the Dawn from her dockside berth and well into Plymouth Sound. The rhythmic slapping of the oars against the surface of the water was one of the few clues that the brigantine was moving.  
 
    As the twenty souls aboard the two rowing boats overcame the larger vessel’s inertia, the Dawn’s speed picked up. Soon she was well into the U-shaped bay and in deeper water. At a yell from Regis at her bow, the men in both tenders raised their oars skyward and the little boats slowed to a stop. The Dawn continued its laboured movement for ten more yards until it too rested silently.  
 
    The second mate and another man untied the two ropes connecting the ship to the tenders from the horn cleats which held them in place. They dropped the ropes over the side of the Dawn, and these were quickly dragged into the smaller boats by the oarsmen.  
 
    With oars back in the water, the men in the two tenders pulled hard away from the ship and began their row back to the dock. It would be a busy morning for them, as a number of large vessels would be leaving Plymouth this morning, heading for France, the Mediterranean, Africa and the Caribbean.  
 
    With the Dawn now alone in deeper water, Thomas, Bartholomew, Taylor and Cummins sprang back into action. Retracing their steps back up the rigging, they ensured each line holding the square sails in place on the main and stern masts was secure. As each sail was checked, they called down to the four men who stood below each mast. When the final sail had been checked, all looked to Stanhope. 
 
    The first mate was now in position at the centre of the ship and content that all was as it should be. “Pull in the lines!” 
 
    Responding to the command, the four men on deck pulled hard on the ropes at the base of the masts, which in turn tightened the square sails. Each line ran through a thick wooden disc which the men called a “deadeye” and was then tied around a cleat bolted to the timbers of the deck.  
 
    The six canvases quickly lost their slack creases and billowed, catching the light breeze which had risen as the early morning progressed. The whole crew felt a gentle tug as the Dawn began to move out of Plymouth Sound under her own power. 
 
    *** 
 
    After passing Drake’s Island to starboard, the Dawn had glided through the neck of the bay between Rame Head and Heybrook, and was now into the English Channel.  
 
    Bartholomew scanned three hundred and sixty degrees and was amazed at how many ships he could see. The Channel was one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world and he counted at least twenty ships nearby. Many smaller craft could be seen, buzzing from southern coastal ports in England including Plymouth, Portsmouth, Falmouth and many further east. These boats would be travelling to and from France, Spain, Portugal, and Holland, and included caravels with their three triangular sails and small, single-masted sloops.  
 
    But Bartholomew was more excited by the much larger vessels in view. Two brigantines like the Dawn passed close by, and about three hundred yards away he could see a massive man-of-war moving slowly east towards the naval harbour of Dartmouth. This three-masted, tripled-decked behemoth bristled with cannons at the bow, stern and along each side. The alternating soft-yellow and black colours of the decks made the ship look like a huge wasp, and Bartholomew shuddered to think what it must be like facing such a colossal craft in battle.  
 
    The frantic activity which had accompanied the Dawn’s move from the harbour and into the Channel slowed, but there was still plenty to be done. Bartholomew saw Thomas speaking to another man by the forward hatch, before the boatswain caught the boy’s eye, nodded and moved over towards him.  
 
    “That was Jensen, the ship’s chief armourer,” said Thomas. “He said that they’re preparing the cannons and small arms in case of enemy contact.” Looking nervous, he continued, “I’m sure it won’t be needed.” The boatswain was clearly trying to convince himself rather than Bartholomew.  
 
    “Anyway,” he continued, forcing a smile, “let’s test the Dawn’s speed so we can report back to Stanhope.” 
 
    Thomas led Bartholomew back to the stern and up the steps to the poop deck. It was the first time the boy had been onto this part of the ship and it felt considerably higher than the deck below.  
 
    Passing the helmsman who was holding the Dawn’s course at a consistent one hundred and eighty degrees, they walked to the transom at the rear of the poop deck. Thomas pointed to a long, coiled rope. Bartholomew noticed that there were knots spaced equally along its length.  
 
    “You stand here” – Thomas pointed to a spot next to him – “and when I say ‘now’, you turn over the sand glass.” With that he handed Bartholomew the small ship’s timer, which he had hidden in his smock.  
 
    “I throw the end of the rope into the water and that flat piece of wood near the end catches the current to pull out the rope. The knots are spaced forty-seven feet apart. We need to measure how many of these knots are pulled through my fingers in the time it takes your sand glass to run through – that’s thirty seconds. And that, my young sir, is how we come up with the Dawn’s speed, measured in knots. You see? Simple enough.” 
 
    “Er, okay,” said Bartholomew, not entirely sure he understood. “Just let me know when to turn this timer over.” 
 
    “Now!” With that, Thomas threw a length of the rope over the transom.  
 
    When the last grain of sand dropped, Bart yelled “Stop!” and Thomas took a firm grip of the rope. 
 
    “Right,” said the older man, squinting as he paused in thought. “That’s eight knots. I’ll walk you through that calculation later. Go and let Stanhope know.” 
 
    Obediently, Bartholomew ran past the helmsman, down the steps and to the first mate.  
 
    “Mr Stanhope, sir. Eight knots.” 
 
    Stanhope gave the slightest of nods and nothing more. 
 
    Bartholomew wasn’t sure what to do next. Had he heard? Was there more to the message he needed to deliver? Should he stay where he was? There was no guessing Stanhope’s mood. So Bart stood there awkwardly rooted to the spot rather than returning to Thomas.  
 
    After what seemed like an age, Stanhope slowly looked down at the boy. “What do you want?”  
 
    “I, um, er, was wondering whether you needed, maybe, something else?” Bartholomew managed to squeak out.  
 
    “Sod off, lad,” snorted Stanhope, returning his gaze to the horizon.  
 
    “Yessir,” blurted Bartholomew, not needing to be told twice, and he bolted back to the relative safety of the poop deck.  
 
    Once Bartholomew was back, the boatswain decided that he would use the relative calm to describe the working of the helm and rudder to his junior. Should anything go wrong with the ropes connecting one to the other, it would be their job to fix it, and Thomas’s experience showed that these issues occurred when least welcome. Lives depended on a quick fix during desperate times.  
 
    *** 
 
    While the Dawn was making good progress in the Channel and on course to pass northern France as scheduled, churning sea swells were causing havoc for Jonah’s delicate stomach. Three times in the last hour, the cook’s mate had scurried from the damp lower deck to vomit over the side of the ship. His pale-green pallor marked him out against the leathery hides of the sea-weary crew. Most of the men found Jonah’s misery a source of great amusement, and a number mocked him by leaning over the side and pretending to wretch uncontrollably. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” laughed Stone. “And you’d better. I’ve seen bigger swells in a bath.”  
 
    “Like you’ve ever used a bath!” countered another man. 
 
    Elijah Stone mumbled something in answer, but Jonah didn’t hear – he was too busy staring into the grey water as his stomach lurched again.  
 
    Finally managing to settle himself, Jonah trudged miserably back to his station below deck. His stomach in knots, he was far from certain that he could make it across the Channel, let alone the Atlantic.  
 
    Sweating heavily as usual, Cook welcomed him back with little sympathy.  
 
    “Pull yourself together. No bloody good to me up there.” He raised his chin to the hatch. 
 
    In the galley beside Cook and Jonah’s workstation sat the ship’s stove. This small iron cage sat on a bed of clay and needed constant watching: one spark could light up the Dawn in an instant. Cook had a number of buckets full of sand ready to douse a fire. The stove was primarily used for cooking, but also proved helpful as a way of sterilising implements used by the ship’s surgeon, Finch. At the moment, it was heating water to boil the dough-buoys and salted fish that Jonah and Cook were preparing for dinner. The heat of the fire coupled with the smell from the fish and the lurching of the ship were an imperfect match with the boy’s weak constitution. 
 
    Somehow Jonah managed to get through the next hour in the galley, and once dinner preparations were complete and the cooked food sealed in a large barrel ready for the evening, he returned to the main deck. Jonah walked unsteadily over to Bartholomew and Thomas. The pair smiled, trying to sympathise, but like most of the crew they found it more than a little funny. 
 
    “Feeling better?” enquired Thomas.  
 
    “A bit. Where are we now?” 
 
    It was four o’clock in the afternoon and the Dawn had been sailing for nine hours. In seven more they should be nearing Brest, on the northern coast of France. From there the ship would shift course, crossing the notorious Bay of Biscay towards Coruna, where the threat of a vigilant Spanish navy would become very real indeed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 - On course for Spain 
 
    Keeping to schedule, as dusk approached the northern coast of France was just visible on the horizon.  
 
    The crew had eaten a few hours before – the boiled dough-buoys and mackerel which Jonah and Cook had prepared, supplemented with ship’s biscuit. There wouldn’t be much variation in the men’s diet over the next few weeks – salt pork replacing fish some days and perhaps the occasional boiled peas, but they would have to quickly get used to Jonah’s basic cooking.  
 
    It was a warm evening and as the sun set many chose to sleep on deck. The night helmsman took over from his daytime counterpart at his station on the poop deck, while Morel and Stanhope were in deep conversation by the transom. At eleven o’clock the helmsman hauled the wheel starboard onto a heading of two hundred and twenty degrees, heading south-south-west. As he did so, the ropes connecting the helm to the rudder groaned quietly, the Dawn shifted towards the Bay of Biscay and the large glass-domed compass by the wheel shifted accordingly.  
 
    The bay always made for a brutal passage and was feared by sailors of all make and manner for its tempestuous volatility. The prevailing westerly winds blowing from the Atlantic were known to cause rough seas and sudden swells from relative calm in a matter of minutes. Ships usually chose one of two routes across the bay, either tracking close to shore in order to run to port if conditions worsened or keeping further out into the Atlantic. The danger of the former was the risk of being thrown against the rocky shores, and the latter, the real risk of being stranded in the open ocean with no safe harbour. 
 
    Morel had chosen the second option, with a view to cutting straight across the long bay and then turning west on a revised heading of two hundred and forty degrees once nearing the Spanish mainland. The captain was betting on favourable winds and calmer summer weather and was very keen to avoid sailing anywhere near the ports of Santander, Bilbao and San Sebastián, which dotted the northern coast of Spain and were bristling with battle-ready Spanish galleons. 
 
    While England and Spain had not fought in the Channel for some time, they remained ardent enemies and continued to battle one another for territory in other parts of the world. Last year, King George III’s British navy had defeated Ferdinand VII’s armada at the Battle of Cape St. Vincent and Trinidad. With a force of eighteen ships, the British Sir Abercromby quickly forced surrender by the governor, but a series of skirmishes between the two naval powers followed, with each country keen to prove superiority. The last thing Morel wanted was to be captured. Though he was clearly not part of the British navy, it would be impossible to prove that he was not a government-sanctioned privateer, and so his fate and that of the crew would be sealed.  
 
    Passage across the bay was due to take a day and a half, and as that would mean passing Coruna in broad daylight, Morel planned to take in half of the sails midway, slowing the Dawn’s progress. After moving to full sail in the late afternoon of day three, which would include putting up the two jibs, they would be close to full speed as they passed the Spanish coast deep into the night.  
 
    Through the night of the second day the Dawn maintained its course, and while the swell picked up, the ship continued to make good progress. By early afternoon on the third day at sea, the vessel was halfway across the bay and, at ease with their progress, Stanhope gave the order to furl the six sails on the main and stern masts. Thomas and Bartholomew assisted Taylor and Cummins in releasing the ropes from the cleats and deadeyes, climbed back up the rigging and tightened the sails on the stern mast into their rolled-up positions. They left those on the main mast, as Morel still wanted the ship to be moving forward.  
 
    The three men and the boy returned to the lower deck and retrieved the two jib sails. While these would be placed between the main mast and bowsprit, for now at least they would stay coiled tightly so as not to flap in the steady breeze. They would provide much-needed power if required.  
 
    A crew member was stationed at the bow, stern, port and starboard sides, keeping watch for ships on the horizon, while Bartholomew was ordered all the way back up to the top of the main mast in order to look out from the crow’s nest. Each man would signal at once should another vessel be seen. In a quiet period the previous day, the crew had practised assisting the boatswain with an emergency drop of the sails in order to escape enemy ships, and they were ready for action.  
 
    Having completed the afternoon’s tasks, the men attempted to relax. This wasn’t easy, as anxiety and tension surrounding a possible altercation with enemy ships was palpable, and not helped by the fact that the Dawn’s progress was deliberately slow. To pass the time many sought sleep below decks or played cards; some sang shanties quietly and attempted to get their reticent shipmates to join in. All needed rest, however, because as they approached nightfall, each would be back at his post and ready to skim past the Spanish coast.  
 
    Bartholomew scaled the main mast and kept a look-out from the crow’s nest, the tallest point on the ship. He scanned the darkening horizon with a short telescope, and with the sun still providing fading light, the boy was able to see for miles in every direction.  
 
    It had been a frantic few days with little time to think, which was a blessing. As Bartholomew stood alone in the nest, above the scurrying sailors below and with the calm sea beyond, a gnawing sadness crept into him. While he and Jonah were becoming fast friends, there were times when Bart still felt incredibly lonely and missed his father dearly. Gregory had been much more than just his parent – he had been Bartholomew’s mentor, protector and best friend. The boy missed his father’s booming laugh and fair temperament, and the way he made Bart feel special. He would never be anybody’s son again, able to make his father proud of the things he had achieved. He recognised that this trip aboard the Dawn was as much about trying to run from his grief as it was about finding something new, but his grief would take a long time to dissipate. Standing high up in the crow’s nest, Bart realised that with many dangers just around the corner he only had himself to rely on. Still, he knew he should be grateful: it was all still preferable to scavenging the streets of Plymouth. 
 
    Something caught his eye, pulling him from dwelling too much on his own unwelcome circumstances. Looking through the telescope, he spied an object bobbing in the waves close to the bow of the ship, a large mound tinged brown and blue. Initially, it looked like a floating barrel. It wasn’t unusual to spot bits of shipping detritus floating past, but something told Bartholomew this was different. It drifted closer, growing clearer in the murky twilight. Was that a whale carcass?  
 
    Bart drew back in horror as he saw a waxy, white hand glisten as it caught a ray from the disappearing sun, before a head bobbed up and turned over to reveal a mottled blue face staring back at him. Dead eyes peered up at Bart through thick strands of black hair. Dread overwhelmed him as the sea swell pushed the corpse higher for a brief moment and it lolled to one side, its face disappearing beneath the darkening surface. As the body moved closer to the Dawn it became evident that it was missing its right leg, seemingly torn from the hip socket. Shark bait. 
 
    Bartholomew was unable to take his eyes off the corpse as it slipped silently past the ship. Judging by the rags on the body, this was no soldier, but more likely just another nameless crew mate aboard a vessel not unlike the Dawn. What infraction had led the poor man to such a gruesome end? Could Bart be risking a similar fate? He felt that he knew the answer to the last question but forced it out of his head, tearing his eyes from the body as it moved further past the stern of the ship and into the distance.  
 
    Bartholomew turned three hundred and sixty degrees, searching for any blemish on the horizon, any dot in his vision where this man may have come from. There was nothing for miles. Still, the sea could play tricks on the eyes, so Bart scanned again, and a third time for good measure. There was nothing. Nobody else on board seemed to notice the mutilated body drift past, or if so they paid no attention to it. Bart thought better than to let anybody know; though his mind was racing, the last thing he wanted was to draw unwanted attention. He turned back to the stern, searching for the shape again, but it had disappeared from view. 
 
    Some time later, while still scanning the horizon, lost in thought, Bartholomew heard a noise from below. Looking over the side of the nest, he saw another boy expertly scaling the ropes. He stepped back to give the lad some room as he hooked his leg over the side of the platform and hopped in with the practised ease of a veteran sailor.  
 
    “Hello!” said the boy. “Here to relieve you for a few hours. My name’s Sebastian.” 
 
    Sebastian held out his hand in introduction. They were both of a similar age and height, but Sebastian was significantly broader than his shipmate and had an enviable air of confidence; he appeared to be much more experienced and to have worked on this ship, or others, before. As they shook hands, Bartholomew winced.  
 
    “Sorry,” Sebastian said, releasing his iron grip. “Force of habit. I’ve seen you around the ship, but haven’t introduced myself.”  
 
    “Me too,” said the other boy. “I’m Bartholomew or, er, Bart.” 
 
    “First time on the Dawn?” enquired Sebastian. He was already looking out beyond the ship and over the open water, standing straight and proud as if he had done this a thousand times.  
 
    “It is. I’ve spent most of the last few days with the boatswain.” 
 
    “I’ve been with Finch for three years now,” said Sebastian self-importantly. “He’s the carpenter and…well, part-time surgeon when needed. Of course, it’s always helpful to have the tools which can be used for both jobs.” 
 
    Bart looked sideways at Sebastian, not fully understanding what he meant. “You use your carpentry tools on the ship and the crew?”  
 
    The other boy grinned broadly, clearly enjoying Bart’s discomfort. “Oh yes, but we make sure we sterilise them first. Seriously, though, I would rather Finch did it than anyone else – at least his instruments are sharp. Though he does seem to enjoy surgery more than he probably should…” Sebastian left the last sentence hanging in the air as his crew mate shuddered. 
 
    “Remind me never to get injured,” muttered Bart. “Look, I’m exhausted. I’ve been up here for hours. Are you alright if I head down?”  
 
    Sebastian nodded in agreement and patted Bart on the shoulder as the other boy climbed back over the edge of the nest and began scuttling down the rigging. Landing on the deck, Bartholomew quickly sought out a space in which to lie down, knowing it could be a long night. Finding one close to the bowsprit, he stretched out and tried to sleep.  
 
    *** 
 
    A few hours later, Bart was roused by Stanhope’s hissing command for full sail. He blinked into the inky darkness, at first unsure where he was, but he quickly came to as the throng of activity intensified. Most of the men had rested well, with the weather having remained warm and calm throughout the day, and they now readied themselves for what would be a tense few hours.  
 
    The six square sails and two jibs had been unfurled and the mizzen sail at the stern of the vessel was in place. Thomas had let Bartholomew sleep over the last two hours and had been assisted by Cummins in putting up the last of the canvases. With nine now in place, the Dawn was fully rigged.  
 
    With ropes pulled taut through the deadeyes and tied firm at the cleats, the ship immediately felt lighter, almost floating above the sea as she drove forward at speed.  
 
    The Dawn was running at twelve knots by the time she reached the point approximately ten miles from Coruna where the helmsman shifted her heading to two hundred and forty degrees. This compass point would take her in a straight line past the northern tip of Spain, out across the mid-Atlantic and towards the Caribbean. Morel, Stanhope and the more seasoned crew members of the January Dawn knew that it was from this moment that the journey’s challenges would really begin.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 - The Santa Ana 
 
    Felix de Tejada stood at the helm of the Santa Ana, surveying the ocean as the sun continued its descent towards the horizon. He and his crew had spent a busy week repairing and restocking the ship in the bustling port of Santander, before moving back into the Bay of Biscay a day earlier. The port of Santander sat on the north-eastern coast of Spain and was a critical part of the country’s naval infrastructure, providing refuge for ships in the Bay of Biscay and a launching point for the armada’s missions to and from the New World.  
 
    The Santa Ana herself was a massive, triple-decked man-of-war, one of the biggest ships in the Spanish armada, and at two hundred and thirteen feet long, she accommodated one hundred and twelve cannons along her flanks. De Tejada was incredibly proud of her, and had been her captain since the ship’s launch and sea trials fourteen years earlier.  
 
    In the last year, following defeat in Trinidad, a number of the largest vessels in the Spanish fleet had returned home, to be re-equipped and made ready to fight the British once more. For the past few months, the focus for the Santa Ana had shifted to coastal defence, and she had subsequently cruised up and down the northern shores of Spain many times.  
 
    De Tejada and his eight hundred men were bored and desperately longed to return to the Caribbean, where they could help retake Spain’s lost islands with the help of their new allies, the French and the Dutch. Unfortunately for them, the captain’s orders were to remain close to home, to ensure the protection of the northern ports and of the Spanish galleons as they returned from Peru, laden with riches from Spain’s South American colonies. The Santa Ana was not permitted to venture deep into the Atlantic, but only to go as far as Camarinas, to the west of Coruna, and thus act as convoy for the treasure ships as they entered the bay.  
 
    De Tejada scratched his thin, greying beard and motioned to the helmsman to take over.  
 
    “Maintain this heading,” he said quietly, lost in thought as he continued to scan the horizon.  
 
    The Santa Ana had stuck to her westerly course since leaving Santander, so the lack of change to the heading was of no surprise to the helmsman. The vessel travelled at a consistent six knots through the calm waters and would be close to Coruna by nightfall.  
 
    *** 
 
    At the stage the Dawn had altered her course north of Coruna, the summer twilight had long given in to darkness. It was ten o’clock and the crew remained on full alert at their stations. Lanterns were strictly forbidden, on pain of incurring Stanhope’s wrath. The crew had been ordered to speak only when critical, and then only in whispers.  
 
    Morel knew the course, having studied it closely before the voyage began and once more with Stanhope the previous night in the captain’s cabin. Maintaining their compass bearing, they should be able to make good progress overnight at full sail, although they would be doing so blind through the black waters. 
 
    The wind picked up and the Dawn pitched into the waves, forcing all hands to hold on tightly to whatever they could. Up in the crow’s nest, Sebastian was still on duty and watching the horizon closely. He shifted his bearing every minute to ensure he was watching three hundred and sixty degrees around the ship. This task was not made easy by the movement of the Dawn, with each shift on her axis at deck level exacerbated ten-fold high up the mast. The boy had tied one end of a rope to the rim of the nest and the other around his waist and was trying desperately to keep watch while his platform swung like a pendulum. Sebastian held firm, relishing a challenge but thanking heaven it wasn’t raining. The rain made everything more difficult. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a muffled shout from below, and Sebastian peered over the side of the crow’s nest into inky blackness. The hatch near the main mast flew open and a man scrambled up the steps. Around his waist was a flaming cloth and he was trying desperately to put the fire out, flapping and swinging his limbs every which way.  
 
    “Aaarrrrgh, put it OUT!” the man screamed in pain and panic. It was Cook, and the noise was so loud in the quiet surroundings that every crew member started. The man thrashed around as he zigzagged across the deck, the flames licking higher and higher every second as his ship mates dived for cover. 
 
    “For God’s sake, man!” hissed Stanhope with a mixture of fury and fear. The first mate, who had been standing by the base of the main mast, lurched towards Cook and grabbed the man with both hands.  
 
    Up in the crow’s nest, Sebastian could see the saga illuminated in the flickering light of the flames: Cook was being dragged across the deck at speed by Stanhope. Though helpless on his perch, Sebastian scanned the deck for a bucket of water.  
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Without another word, Stanhope approached the side of the ship and in one swift move hoisted the wild-eyed, terror-struck man over his shoulder and tossed him overboard. 
 
    There was a terrible scream as Cook plummeted twenty-five feet to the cold, black waters of the bay, the burning rags blazing a trail behind him. He hit the water with a muffled splash and immediately the ship returned to total darkness. Cook was gone in an instant – unable to swim, typical of seamen, and sucked under by the swift and silent current. It was over in a flash, with no time to absorb what had just happened. Many of the crew were rooted to the spot, frozen in shock. 
 
    “Back at your posts. Eyes to the sea,” Stanhope snarled, wheeling around in a circle so as to make eye contact with every man close by.  
 
    He stalked over to Morel, who, startled by the clamour, had run from his cabin and onto the main deck. Regis joined the first mate alongside the captain and ran through the sequence of events for Morel. Jonah saw the captain shake his head and gesticulate wildly with his hands, clearly furious but somehow managing to keep his voice low and controlled. After giving Stanhope a dressing-down, Morel turned on his heel and strode purposefully towards the darkness of his quarters. He too had avoided any lights this evening, and so the usual glow of candlelight from his cabin was absent.  
 
    Stanhope, clearly seething with fury from being castigated in front of the men, spotted Jonah across the deck. “You!” he snarled. “Make sure whatever caused that fire is out – and report back to me immediately.”  
 
    Jonah responded by launching himself through the hatch. He was trying desperately not to think about what had happened to Cook as he slid down the steps and into the galley below. As soon as the boy was below decks he saw smoke hanging in the fetid air near the stove. Finch was next to it, looking remarkably calm in the near darkness as he methodically placed sand from the nearby buckets around the stove, ensuring that there was no further danger of fire. Finch was of average height but looked strong and wiry, no doubt whittled from years of hard labour as a carpenter. In the flickering light, Jonah could make out the man’s shock of unruly red hair, which stuck out in places as if some of it had been glued on as an afterthought.  
 
    “A spark,” he stated simply. “Jumped from the stove as Cook was putting it out and landed on his apron. We couldn’t put the fire out and the poor sod went berserk. There was no stopping him.” Finch nodded towards the hatch, indicating the direction the cook had sped in terror when unable to extinguish the agonising flames. 
 
    Finch finished with the sand, then turned back to Jonah.  
 
    “Tell Stanhope I sorted it. I sorted it. He’ll want to check himself, no doubt.” With that, the carpenter headed further into the gloom of the lower deck and disappeared.  
 
    Jonah climbed slowly back up the steps, stumbling more than once in the dark before he reached the top. He couldn’t comprehend what he had witnessed. The swift, remorseless brutality with which Cook had been dispatched was frightening. Jonah was well acquainted with his stepfather’s temper, but even so he had never seen him kill a man. It made Jonah’s blood run cold. There was no room for error aboard the Dawn…no room at all. 
 
    The boy inched his way along the deck and found Stanhope where he had left him. After reporting what he had seen to the first mate, and the fact that Finch was satisfied that there was no further danger to the ship, Jonah returned to his post.  
 
    Sebastian was in a state of despair. He had not known Cook well, and nor had his friend Jonah spoken particularly highly of him, but the ferocity of the man’s death was sickening. Sebastian hadn’t seen anything like it on his previous voyages aboard the Dawn, and it made him realise that the stakes were much higher on this trip. Whether Stanhope was becoming more savage as he grew older or Morel was demanding more severe punishments to keep the men in line, he was unsure. Where was the real danger – was it lurking somewhere beyond in the sea, or was it aboard the January Dawn herself? 
 
    *** 
 
    A mile to the east and hidden in darkness from the men aboard the January Dawn sailed the Santa Ana. Ignacio Cortes was in the crow’s nest of the Spanish ship and had seen a flash of light from the west. Unbeknown to him, he had watched the last moments of Cook as he and his burning clothes fell into the bay.  
 
    The man leaned over the rail of the nest and yelled at the top of his voice, “Ship ahead to the west!” 
 
    The Santa Ana’s lower decks were lit with lanterns, but her gun ports were closed. On the upper deck darkness had been maintained. Cortes’s yell sparked an immediate rush of activity in a well-rehearsed drill. The duty officer, Galiano, sprinted to the bow of the ship with his telescope and scanned the darkness for any sign of enemy activity, and at the same time his second in command ran to wake up Felix de Tejada. The lanterns on the main deck were lit and the gun ports below creaked open, revealing the flickering lights within. 
 
    De Tejada rose quickly at the urgent rapping on his door. He was a light sleeper and was used to responding to late-night emergencies aboard the Santa Ana. Wrapped in his thick black greatcoat, he emerged from his cabin at a trot and headed for Galiano, now at the bowsprit. 
 
    “What is it?” he demanded. 
 
    “Cortes is up in the crow’s nest,” his duty officer replied. “He saw a flash of light directly to the west.” 
 
    “Have you checked the coastal shipping log?” asked De Tejada, referring to the detailed list of ships that were expected along the coast at any given time. The list was updated as often as the Santa Ana docked or was in a position to receive updated schedules, and typically served as the only record of what vessels were expected to be moving legally along the Spanish coast. 
 
    “We have, sir,” replied Galiano, “and there’s nothing due tonight anywhere near Coruna.” 
 
    De Tejada was already mulling over his options. To ignore the flash was to potentially let an illegal ship pass through their coastal defences, but to engage and find out subsequently that this was a friendly vessel was to risk killing his own men and causing a political storm. The captain felt that he was on safe ground, however, as all ships were required to log their route and inform the Spanish navy of their travel. If Galiano was correct then this particular ship quite clearly had not. 
 
    “What do you think?” De Tejada asked Galiano. 
 
    “Our ships are well aware of the danger of not logging their journey. I can’t see how it can be friendly.” 
 
    “You’re confident of the log?” pushed the captain. 
 
    The duty officer lowered his telescope and handed a sheaf of papers to De Tejada without speaking. The pages contained a list of all ships due along the Santa Ana’s route for the expected two weeks of their voyage. There was no listing for this night in proximity to Coruna. 
 
    “We engage,” stated the captain simply. “Move to starboard and hold the firing position until my command.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied Galiano, clearly excited to see action after what had been a quiet few days since leaving Santander. He looked to his right at a man who stood by dutifully, awaiting his orders.  
 
    “Relay to the helmsman that we’re moving to starboard and order the boatswain to let out the sails,” Galiano commanded. “And tell the powder boys to ensure there are sufficient cartridges for the starboard cannons.” 
 
    “Sir,” the man replied, although he was already at full sprint by the time he had finished the word, dashing across the immense deck of the Santa Ana on his way to the stern. He immediately gave his orders to both the helmsman and the boatswain, and the boat began its slow move to the right.  
 
    It was as though someone had shaken a hornets’ nest: dozens of men sprang into action, releasing the tightly drawn ropes which connected sails to cleats and thus slowing the ship, as the giant canvases failed to capture the wind as before. The skill and speed with which the crew brought the ship perpendicular to the unseen target far out in the darkness and at the same time slowed the mighty vessel was a testament to their many years of training. 
 
    While the ship lumbered, the powder boys were sprinting from the ship’s armoury on the lowest deck, hauling up kegs full of cartridges – parcels of gunpowder which had been accurately measured for each shot of a cannon and which would be inserted before the projectile itself. There were fifty-six cannons along the port side of the Santa Ana, spaced across the three decks, and Galiano was intending for each to be fired.  
 
    Beside each cannon stood four men – two hundred and twenty in total were roused from their hammocks and at their stations within seconds. As the powder boys delivered their cartridges of gunpowder, these were rammed deep into the neck of each cannon, to be followed by a thick wad of cloth – old clothing, spare rope, anything would do.  
 
    “Shot your gun,” yelled the on-duty gunnery master, a weather-beaten man who could not have been more than five feet tall, though it was difficult to tell in the cramped conditions below decks.  
 
    At each gun, two men picked up a heavy cannonball from a small pile sitting behind the weapon. For the Santa Ana’s massive cannons, these were twice the size of a man’s head. The men struggled over to the mouth of their cannon and drove the ball inside, allowing it to roll down the length of the slightly upturned metal tube.  
 
    “Ready,” shouted a man at each cannon when the ball was safely wedged into the weapon. The chorus of shouts resounded along the length of each of the three decks, and as soon as there was silence, the gunnery sergeant knew that his ship was ready to fire from each of the fifty-six port holes which the fearsome weapons faced. 
 
    Galiano and De Tejada stood together on the upper deck, staring blindly into the black night of the bay. Out there was their quarry, any lingering doubt that this may be a friendly ship having vanished in the hustle of preparing the ship for battle, or at the least a satisfying skirmish to warm up the crew and give them a bit of a story to tell.  
 
    “Fire when ready!” demanded Galiano, after a nod from the captain. He allowed himself a brief smile of excitement. 
 
    The chances of hitting whatever it was that Cortes had seen were infinitesimally small, not helped by the fact that there had been no other signals since that one flash of light minutes earlier. Still, Galiano and the captain knew that regardless of success, the exercise would serve to keep the men sharp and in practice for more significant enemy contact.  
 
    The message was relayed via runners to each of the three decks, and the men above waited in anticipation in the lantern-lit glow of the upper deck. Unlike the Dawn, the Santa Ana did not concern herself with staying concealed. The Spanish navy owned these waters and was not afraid to demonstrate its might. De Tejada knew the ship’s colossal armoury would be a threat to any vessel with the nerve to sneak by his watch and could reduce the foe to splinters once in the Spaniard’s clutches.  
 
    A crescendo of noise ensued – first one cannon, then another, and another, until the noise from each merged into the next and the ship rumbled, shaken by the vibration of cartridges detonating, driving their fearsome metal projectiles forward and each cannon backwards into its brake plate. The smell of burnt gunpowder was intense and on the gun decks it was impossible to see beyond the length of a man’s arm due to the smoke.  
 
    In a naval battle, the men would be cleaning, reloading and re-firing three or four times in five minutes. It was exhausting, back-breaking work. Tonight, however, each cannon would only fire once into the blackness, as the target was unlikely to be struck and De Tejada could not afford to waste cartridges firing at phantoms.  
 
    The deadly projectiles flew through the night, whistling softly as they pierced the cold air and moving only a few metres above the ocean swell. The crew waited silently, hoping for some sign that this was a real foe and that their aim had been true. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 - Attacked! 
 
    Despite the fire and what the captain would later label as “Stanhope’s altercation with Cook”, the Dawn had held her course and was only a few hours from the point where the Bay of Biscay met the Atlantic. The rest of the crew had maintained their lookout positions and state of readiness, and not a word was spoken as they thought about the rapid demise of their shipmate.  
 
    Still in shock, Sebastian moved unsteadily from his position in the nest and was about to climb down the rigging when he noticed a distant glow to the east. He frowned and raised his telescope towards the light, his heart immediately beginning to race. While he could not see the full outline of the Santa Ana, he could make out the shimmering lines of the upper deck and the random sparks of light coming from the gun ports. Orders to be silent or not, he screamed at the top of his lungs: 
 
    “Ship to the PORT SIDE!” 
 
    All eyes on the deck rose towards the yell from the nest above, before immediately shifting to the port side of the brigantine. The crew squinted through the darkness to the east.  
 
    Due to the inaccuracy of the Santa Ana’s guns at such a distance, many of the cannonballs fell well short of the Dawn, plunging into the bay harmlessly and sinking into the black abyss. Some bounced once or twice on the surface of the water like skipping stones, but these were harmless to their quarry. Unbeknown to the men aboard the Dawn, ten to fifteen of the deadly projectiles had the range but silently flew past her bow and stern, missing their target, but dangerously close. It was only when two landed right by the port side with an ominous splash that Regis responded. 
 
    “INCOMING!” he bellowed, realising what was happening, and instinctively ducked for cover. Anyone who saw him in the gloom followed his lead and dropped to the deck.  
 
    No sooner had the words left the second mate’s mouth than one of the Santa Ana’s massive metal projectiles slammed into the stern, rocking the ship and breaking the silence of the night with a fearsome crack as the ball splintered the Dawn’s hull. In the darkness, the crew knew they had been hit but could not know how bad the damage was. What they did know, however, was that people had been injured, as they could now hear screams emanating from the galley.  
 
    Sebastian moved quickly down the rigging, now concerned with being struck by incoming projectiles. Halfway between the crow’s nest and deck, he felt something graze his left ear and heard a loud rip as a cannonball tore a huge hole in the sail. In his panic Sebastian lost his grip on the rope and dropped ten feet. He instinctively cried out, but in the confusion nobody paid him any attention. Hugging the ropes, Sebastian was paralysed with fear for a moment, his rough hands aching as he clutched the rigging with all his strength. Then, breathing deeply, he manoeuvred down towards the deck, finding a shaken crew being corralled by Stanhope, Regis and the usually unflappable Morel. 
 
    “No lights above deck!” insisted Morel. “We can’t let them see us!” By this time, however, many felt it was too late to play hide and seek. But there was logic to Morel’s orders. There was still no telling whether the enemy ship had a clear indication of the Dawn’s position, or if so far the strikes had been achieved through sheer luck alone.  
 
    Morel was betting on the latter. He looked out across the port side with a telescope. He could make out the three lines of lights in the distance and knew immediately that they were dealing with a gargantuan battleship. Morel was aware they were outgunned, and so their best option was to stay the course, exploiting the Dawn’s superior speed to evade the enemy. 
 
    “We maintain full speed and heading,” he said to his first mate. “Considering the size of that ship, she’ll be slow, and we have to outrun her.” 
 
    Stanhope nodded in agreement. Pointing at Regis and Sebastian, he muttered, “Shut those screaming men up below deck! We need silence! Silence! You hear?” 
 
    Sebastian stepped forward, shaking from the adrenaline that was coursing through his body. “Sir, I think one of the balls ripped through the middle sail on the main mast.” 
 
    “Fetch Thomas! We can’t have that hole getting any bigger. We need all sails intact to outrun the buggers!” 
 
    As Regis moved towards the hatch, Sebastian began working his way through the men on deck, whispering urgently as he sought the boatswain and bringing his face close to each man he approached in order to make out his features.  
 
    “Bartholomew? Thomas?” he hissed. 
 
    He bumped into Finch. “Thomas is by the stern mast,” he told Sebastian.  
 
    With his arms extended, Sebastian felt his way to the mast and continued his search. “Thomas?” 
 
    “Here,” he heard in the gloom. 
 
    Inching towards the voice, the boy saw Thomas emerging from the blackness. As with the other men, the boatswain’s face was white with fear. By his side was Bartholomew. 
 
    “What is it?” Thomas asked.  
 
    “The sail, sir,” stammered Sebastian, “the mid sail on the main mast, it’s torn right through.” 
 
    Thomas nodded. “Bartholomew, with me, hurry! We need patches, thread and needle. They’re in the sail bag below.” 
 
    It was Bartholomew’s turn to navigate the deck, knowing the direction in which he needed to head but worried that he may fall through the hatch without seeing it. Finding the lip of the opening, he cautiously pointed his right foot down, feeling for the first step. He could hear moaning coming from below.  
 
    “Hurry up!” hissed someone behind him. Bartholomew turned and could just make out the shape of Regis. “Out t’way, lad,” he demanded.  
 
    Bart moved as quickly as he could down the steps and onto the lower deck, tripping as Regis shoved past him. The lower deck flickered with light from the candles dotted along the galley and around the now-extinguished stove. The boy could see men nailing a length of cloth over a gaping hole in the side of the ship. The hole was three feet wide and two feet high, splintered and jagged, and ten feet above the water line, so the men’s immediate task was to prevent light from escaping and highlighting their position to whoever had fired upon them. When out of range of the enemy, Finch and Sebastian, as the ship’s carpenters, would need to make proper repairs. 
 
    In his haste Bart slipped; there was something slick on the floor, as if he were sliding through fish oil. His eyes quickly adjusted and he spied what appeared to be a thick black puddle surrounding him, seemingly growing as he watched. He scanned left and right and noticed several bodies on the floor around him. He bent down to look more closely and shrank back in horror on realising these men had been impaled by many large splinters and bits of shrapnel. Images of his father flashed through his mind, lifeless in a pool of his own blood. Bart stood stock still, absorbing the scene around him. The cannonball had blown apart planks in the Dawn’s hull at lightning speed, sending dagger-sized splinters hurtling into the men in close proximity. Bartholomew could now make out limbs and torn flesh strewn across the timbers of the floor, and a host of the largest splinters were embedded in the hull on the opposite side of the galley. 
 
    Elijah Stone had been below deck at the time of the cannonball strike, and was now writhing in agony on the floor of the galley, held down by three other men, one of whom had a rag over Stone’s mouth to muffle his cries. Bartholomew could see a ten-inch length of thin wood projecting from the purser’s leg, and blood was streaked across his face from a number of smaller puncture wounds. 
 
    As the boy stood there, Finch brushed past at a run.  
 
    “Over here, Finch,” hissed the man who was holding the rag over Stone’s mouth. He pressed it harder into the purser’s face as Stone thrashed about in a fit of agony. 
 
    “We need to get this out,” one of the men said to Finch, pointing at the wooden dagger in Stone’s leg. “You’re the surgeon – how do we do it?” 
 
    Finch took a candle handed to him and, bending closer, held it near to the wound. The splinter was deeply embedded in the purser’s leg. The jagged edges rendered it like a fish hook. A simple yank would slice his leg to ribbons. 
 
    “We’ll have to cut around it.” 
 
    Stone’s eyes widened into saucers, his thrashing intensified and his muffled screams increased.  
 
    Finch surveyed the rest of the injured within the galley. “Dead?” he enquired of no one in particular. 
 
    “No hope for them,” answered one of the crew who was holding Stone’s legs to the floor. “Just concentrate on this one.” 
 
    Finch looked at Bartholomew, who remained rooted to the spot at the bottom of the steps. “Fetch Sebastian,” said the surgeon. “Now!” 
 
    Bart nodded vigorously and, without saying a word, turned on his heel and sprinted above deck. Thankfully, Sebastian was right by the hatch, having been sent to find Bartholomew and the sail repair kit, which the boatswain still needed. 
 
    “Finch needs you,” whispered Bartholomew to Sebastian. 
 
    “And you need to get those sails repaired,” replied the other boy. 
 
    “Of course. I almost forgot!”  
 
    Both darted back into the nightmarish scene below, one to retrieve thread, patches and needles for Thomas, the other to tend to a critically injured man. Life at sea was proving far more grisly than Bart had ever imagined. 
 
    On Finch’s command, Sebastian retrieved the surgeon’s tool bag from the front of the lower deck and ran back to the group of men who still had Stone pinned to the floor. Finch rifled through the tools and drew out a long, thin blade. Stone’s screams, though muffled, signalled the horrific cacophony of torture and pain to come. 
 
    Finch pointed to Sebastian. “Fetch a dram of rum and a poker.” 
 
    Stone began thrashing even more, and each man holding him leant in hard, trying to prevent him from escaping their grasp. If the purser were allowed to scream out, the men might be blamed and they did not want to suffer the same fate as Cook. 
 
    The long blade and the poker were placed into the flames of the stove, which had been quickly reignited. Finch drew the blade out first and dipped it into the cup of rum – this was as good as sterilising instruments got on the Dawn. He nodded to his handlers, and seeing that all were prepared for what was to come, he removed the cloth. Then, in a moment of mercy, the carpenter poured the rum into Stone’s mouth. He gurgled and spat with garbled screams.  
 
    Finch tore off the purser’s trouser leg and, without a flinch of hesitation, drove the long, thin blade into the skin. The pursuer screamed into the cloth held against his mouth once more; his wide eyes and twisted face were all the evidence needed of his agony. The surgeon worked his way around the splinter in a circular motion, and finally withdrew the blade when he had completed a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree journey around the offending injury. Stone shuddered and then went limp with shock, mercifully unconscious.  
 
    “Good, lad. Much easier,” smiled Finch.  
 
    The men holding Stone relaxed their grips and a few sat back on their haunches, sweat dripping down their faces. Finch took hold of the splinter, and with a tug, it slid out, along with the attached flesh. There was a lot of blood oozing from the open wound, but Finch seemed unconcerned as he leant over to the stove and drew out the poker, red hot at the tip. He pushed the poker into the gaping hole in Stone’s leg. The sizzle as it cauterized the wound was quickly followed by the foul stench of burning flesh. 
 
    The carpenter poured more rum into the wound. With luck, the burning and alcohol would prevent infection, but the surrounding men knew that the chances of surviving injury on board the Dawn were slim under any circumstance.  
 
    The men picked up the still-unconscious Stone and carried him to the far end of the galley, where they laid him on a couple of spare wooden planks which sat on top of the decking. This ensured that the purser was off the damp floor and so marginally improved his chances of survival – should he not be killed by infection or the inevitable raging fevers of recovery. 
 
    Finch, Sebastian and the other men started the clean-up operation in the rest of the galley. There were four bodies to remove and countless bits to pick up. The fish in the bay would eat well tonight. 
 
    *** 
 
    While the effort to save Elijah Stone had been going on below deck, the rest of the crew had been working frantically to ensure that the Dawn remained on course and at full speed. Bartholomew, Thomas, Taylor and Cummins had scaled the main mast, and with the middle sail loosened, they were all assisting in the repair operation. As the most experienced man, Thomas was sewing a heavy cloth patch over the large rip, suspended by a rope below the wooden yard from which the damaged sail hung.  
 
    The men spoke in hushed tones, and once Thomas was confident that his handiwork would hold, the other two men and Bartholomew hauled him back to the relative safety of the rigging. Taylor and Cummins then climbed back to the main deck and pulled the ropes controlling the middle sail tight, testing the repair and hopefully allowing that one to now work in concert with the rest. All held together, and so the boatswain and his young assistant clambered down.  
 
    “Good work,” Thomas said to the other three. “That tear could have opened from top to bottom; then we would have been in real trouble.”  
 
    Moving at around twelve knots again, the January Dawn sailed through the remainder of the night without incident. As day broke on the fourth day, she and her exhausted crew were well beyond the west coast of Spain and moving rapidly into the Atlantic. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 - Squall 
 
    “Easy, Bart…easy does it.” Gregory guided his son as they rolled the barrel down the ramp and into the cellar. As they reached the bottom, he let his son take over.  
 
    “How’s this?” Bart was moving ahead of his father with gusto, using the momentum to push the barrel toward the stack of supplies already housed in the corner of the cellar. Here, Gregory offered safe storage for some of his unrecorded customers. It was accessed via a hidden, recessed door in the closet at the back of Gregory’s workshop, a false wall dividing the light from the shade. The cellar was cool, damp and mouldy, and home to numerous spiders and rats, but it did the job of offering a well-camouflaged space for the contraband. Bart knew little of his father’s business with some of Plymouth’s less-reputable corners of society and Gregory wanted to keep it that way. From time to time, however, and on Bart’s insistence, he allowed his son to help move supplies into the secret cellar.  
 
    Bart broke into a light jog with delight, now growing confident in his stride.  
 
    “Good work, son. That’s it. Not too fast!” 
 
    The barrel came to a stop with a thud against a tall stack of similar barrels. Rolling was one thing, stopping was quite another.  
 
    “Do you need a hand?” Gregory chuckled warmly as he watched his son struggle to bring the object upright. 
 
    “I’ve got it…” Bart grunted through clenched teeth as he tried to pull the dead weight upright. His father watched with a mixture of amusement and pride. After considerable effort, the boy had the barrel standing upright.  
 
    “Nice work, Bart.”  
 
    The pair returned to the main warehouse to collect the next barrel – another of the considerable consignment which had arrived yesterday on a boat from the Azores. Slowly, they worked their way through the stack and moved each container through the main room and into the hidden chamber. It was back-breaking work, and once it was complete, they stood back to appreciate the fruits of their labour.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Get deckside, lad!” 
 
    Bart started awake, unsure of his surroundings. Was he still in the warehouse? Rolling over to look up, he saw Stanhope’s ugly face close to his own.  
 
    “Find Thomas. Squall’s coming.” 
 
    It would have been easier for Stanhope to allow Thomas to deal with his own young charge, but that would have denied the first mate the pleasure of tormenting his youngest recruit. Bart scrambled to his feet as others around woke to the ship rocking and swaying in an increasingly vengeful swell.  
 
    After last week’s skirmish, four fewer bodies meant more work for everyone, but it did make finding space to sleep a little easier. Bart had secured a corner at the stern but was now forced up.  
 
    As he arrived on deck he realised that the squall wasn’t coming, it had well and truly arrived. There was no time to waste. The seas surrounding them were a cauldron of choppy white foam and swells almost big enough to swallow the Dawn. Thick clouds raced and swirled in anger and rain pelted the sailors’ skin like needles. The brigantine tipped and teetered bow to stern, port to starboard, as though balanced on a large ball. Bart scanned the shadows for Thomas. 
 
    “Up here, lad!”  
 
    Bart could hear the faint voice of his mentor but struggled to look up and open his eyes against the force of the rain.  
 
    “Make haste! These sails won’t roll themselves.”  
 
    Bart ascended the mast, climbing the rigging so swiftly that he surprised himself. There was no time to be nervous.  
 
    Twenty feet above deck, every inch that the ship rocked and rolled at sea level was magnified tenfold. The water below frothed and the waves pounded the Dawn with unflinching ferocity. The lightning provided flashes of much-needed brightness against the early morning darkness, followed by a deafening crack so loud that it could have been mistaken for more cannon fire. 
 
    Now level with the boatswain, Bart found it far easier to follow Thomas’s instructions, though they were still muffled by the wind and rain. The boy had run through storm drills before and it was now time to put his newfound knowledge to use. The trick was to depower the ship whilst still maintaining control. This meant shortening the sails, a task far more difficult in the wind and rain – as he would often hear Thomas remark. 
 
    Together with Taylor and Cummins, they furled the mainsail, one hand over the other, drawing the heavy, soaking-wet canvas up. It was back-breaking work, but satisfying for Bart to see his skills put to necessary use. He balanced on the rope running parallel to the cross mast, securing his footing as best he could by wedging the rope against the worn heel of his boot, now sodden and blistering his foot. Once he trusted his footing he could put the rest of his weight onto the beam and focus on pulling up the sail. 
 
    Thomas was with Cummins on the opposite side, gathering up the vast swathe of material one metre at a time with practised speed and agility. Bart struggled to keep up. The sail was heavy when dry and almost doubly so when drenched. Taylor, on Bart’s side, shouted into the wind as he was tying up his end. 
 
    “Pull harder! Faster, lad!”  
 
    Thomas and Cummins tied their side securely before climbing up to the next. Viewed from the deck, the sail was woefully uneven as Bart struggled to keep up with his stronger, more experienced superiors. His arms ached and his legs cramped as he struggled to balance against the boat while she rocked and swayed in every direction.  
 
    “That’s it, Bart! Now secure it up!” Bart could just hear Thomas from above but did not want to look up as the rain was blinding. He tied up the sail and followed Taylor to the next beam. At such a dizzying height the boy was light-headed, as well as sore and soaked to the bone. But he knew he had to carry on and climbed towards Taylor, who was already making headway above. Taking up his position, he mirrored his shipmate, furiously clutching and pulling at the heavy canvas. Toiling in tandem made for slightly easier work. There was no telling how one man could have managed the task on his own.  
 
    Bart’s arms felt like lead, and whether it was his imagination or sheer exhaustion, every pull became slower and heavier than before. An ominous stillness settled across the Dawn as the stomach-turning lurching and swaying of the vessel stopped momentarily. An eerie silence fell over the ship and her crew. Bart turned to Taylor, and then Thomas and Cummins. 
 
    All three men stopped pulling and peered into the distance. With daybreak fast approaching, where before there had been only shadows of swells and foam, now a new image of the morning and what faced the crew was becoming clear.  
 
    Bart froze.  
 
    Dead ahead, a monster wave was rolling towards the Dawn with the might of Poseidon; a wall of water so high that Bart thought for an instant that he must be imagining it. Thomas’s face left no question, however, and his young charge saw something different in his mentor’s eyes – an abject fear which was mirrored by every man on the vessel. 
 
    Thomas found his voice. “PULL UP! PULL UP!” No sooner had he secured his side of the sail than he was navigating down the rigging, swiftly followed by Cummins.  
 
    “MAKE HASTE!” This time it was Taylor shouting, and in his panic he abandoned the sail and, leaving his half untethered and flapping wildly in the wind, he tumbled over Bart. The boy lost his precarious balance on the beam and slipped, winding himself painfully, before he just managed to cling on to the wooden structure with his fingertips.  
 
    Bartholomew was now alone, but securing the sails was an impossible task for one person in any condition, let alone a new recruit in the eye of the storm. He clung to the beam while his loose legs flailed around beneath him, searching for the rope, but this was slick with rain, which made getting purchase all the more difficult.  
 
    Stranded up high, he had never felt more petrified. Bart’s heart was racing and all he could hear was white noise and the pounding in his ears, as he hung forty feet above a raging sea, the wind and rain battering him. As Bart tightened his grip, his arms were cramping, and his legs swayed further away from the mast as the boat rocked once more. All sense of the task at hand abandoned him, as his only thoughts now were of staying alive.  
 
    As others had scrambled to tether themselves to the ship, Sebastian had noticed Bart holding on for all his life. Thomas was now at the wheel, fighting along with the helmsman to keep the Dawn’s bow facing in the direction of the oncoming beast.  
 
    “Mr Thomas!” Sebastian screamed. “It’s Bart! Look!” He pointed upwards as the boatswain turned his eyes towards the shout, and then skywards, following Sebastian’s outstretched arm. The man half-turned, bringing one hand up to shield his face from the sea spray and rain. Spotting Bart high above, Thomas instantly forgot about assisting the helmsman and sprinted back towards the mast, sliding as the soaking boat rocked violently. 
 
    “HANG ON, BART! I’M COMING!” 
 
    If he were to have looked below, Bart would have seen the rest of the crew girding themselves for the tidal onslaught, but he was focused on holding on with a vice-like grip and staring wildly at the oncoming wall of Atlantic water. His hands were starting to lose feeling and an agonising cramp now engulfed both forearms. He couldn’t hold on for much longer.  
 
    Bart’s fingers began loosening and there was nothing he could do to stop it. As the wave neared, the ship began her ascent up the watery mountain, her bow at forty-five degrees and rising rapidly. Bart closed his eyes, knowing that he would be unable to hold on once the Dawn reached the cap of the massive wave and started her uncontrolled descent.  
 
    Almost imperceptibly, at the point at which he was resigned to his fate, Bartholomew felt himself suddenly light enough to shift the grip of his hands more securely.  
 
    “I’ve got you, lad!” Thomas shouted at the top of his lungs. How he’d managed to reach Bart, the boy would never know, but there he was. The boatswain had one thick arm through the coils of a hanging rope and the other around Bart’s waist.  
 
    “We’re going down now, before she breaches the top!” Thomas yelled into the boy’s face so that he could hear. “Let go with your hands!” 
 
    Bart held on to Thomas for dear life and his grip loosened. The two, now only attached via the slippery rope around the boatswain’s arm, swung wildly away from the rigging as the Dawn continued her sickening march up the wave’s slope. Thomas was dropping three feet at a time and then re-gripping the rope, ensuring a rapid if stuttering progress towards the deck. 
 
    Just as the January Dawn reached the crescendo of her climb, Thomas and Bart landed on the deck, well towards the stern of the ship.  
 
    “Grab those deck ropes and hold on tight!” screamed the boatswain. “Here we go!” 
 
    For an instant, the Dawn was once again on the horizontal, but she was now sixty feet above sea level. Those who still had their eyes open saw only the grey of the sky in front of the ship, as she seemed to be floating above the waves. She then pitched sickeningly downwards, now facing directly towards the churning sea far below. Down she flew, gathering pace in the ten seconds it took to reach the trough of the monster wave. At the stage when the Dawn struck the sea below, no one had their eyes open but plenty were screaming for their lives, the sounds lost entirely as the storm raged around them.  
 
    The bowsprit disappeared into the sea, followed by much of the forward section of the ship. Any man in the submerged area who was not tied down securely was swept like an insect from the vessel. The bow suddenly reappeared through the water as the Dawn fought back against the elements, refusing to be defeated, but already badly wounded.  
 
    After a few seconds, and as the ship ploughed through smaller waves, the crew began to respond to the urgent shouts from Stanhope and Regis. The one-sided battle with the storm was far from over, and despite his near-death experience, Bart had no choice but to collect himself and follow Thomas, Cummins and Taylor back up the rigging to tie the last of the sails fast. They watched the sea around them closely in case of another mountain, fearful that the waters would rear up again, and this time prove the death of the Dawn and her crew. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 - Mid-Atlantic 
 
    The storm raged for hours more but abated slowly in the early afternoon. As relative calm returned to the ship, the crew were better able to survey the damage to the Dawn. Only then did they realise the work which would be required to make the limping vessel serviceable again.  
 
    The sails which had remained in place at the start of the battle with the largest wave were all badly torn, a host of cleats had been ripped from the deck from the force of the varied impacts over the last few hours, and the rudder was stiff and creaky.  
 
    While Morel remained in his cabin, Stanhope called everyone to the bow and began barking instructions, working with Regis to divide the crew into teams in order to commence repairs. The sea was calm and there was hardly a breath of wind – much to the relief of the exhausted men. Thomas, Bartholomew, Taylor and Cummins were put together with another six men and instructed to start sail repairs, with the boatswain charged with leading the group. Sebastian, Finch and the on-duty helmsman were tasked with looking at the steering issues – the carpenter was already convinced they were caused by the rope connecting the tiller to the rudder having broken, but further investigation was required. Jonah and six others, including Regis, would begin work to reattach the damaged cleats. 
 
    As the teams moved off, Thomas stood with his hands on his hips, looking up into the rigging and shaking his head. “The main and lower sails can be repaired, but that top one…shredded through. Let’s get the repair kit and bring the new sail out.” 
 
    Taylor and Cummins let out low grunts of reluctant approval and went to fetch the supplies. Bart followed swiftly behind, a note of boldness in his stride. After his brush with death, nearly a rite of passage aboard the Dawn, from somewhere deep inside welled a new confidence. He had faced one of a sailor’s ultimate tests…an impressive addition to his collection of memories!  
 
    A few hours later, Morel and Stanhope stalked around the ship, surveying the work and querying the men’s progress. On the main mast the new lower sail was up and the damaged main and top sails repaired. Thomas and the team had managed to sew up many of the tears, and only a few areas required patches where the storm’s winds had torn whole pieces of fabric from the huge canvas. Finch and his team had replaced a frayed rope which connected the ship’s wheel to the tiller, and most of the cleats had been fastened back in place. The wind remained subdued and Morel decided to wait until first light to unfurl the rest of the sails and continue on their way. 
 
    As the afternoon progressed, Jonah and another of the crewmen had been excused from duties above deck and had headed back to the galley to prepare dinner. Sadly for Jonah, his helper for the evening was no better company than Cook, and shared similar conversational skills and hygiene. As with after the attack by the Spanish, following the storm there were at least fewer men to feed. This evening’s extravagant menu included salted fish and potatoes, and as usual it was the sheer volume of food required to feed the crew that took the time. In the damp gloom of the galley, the boy tried to make conversation with his surly workmate, but with little success. It was a relief when they finished and Stanhope gave the call for dinner, the men hungrily jostling in the queue to receive the evening’s offering. For once, there was almost no moaning. Having had so little sustenance during the storm and today’s exertions, the crew was starving, and many were just thankful to be alive.  
 
    During his break from duty Jonah grabbed a bowl for himself and went to find his friends. A gentle evening breeze was cooling the Dawn as the sun began to drop below the horizon ahead of them. 
 
    “This food is just incredible,” grinned Bartholomew. “Did you put something special in it?” 
 
    “Well, well! Look who’s full of chat?” replied his friend, smiling broadly. “I took you for shark bait earlier. A real man of the seas now!” Jonah slapped Bart on the back. “You should be happy for any food!” 
 
    Bart thought about this for a while. For all the trauma of the storm, there was a part of him that did feel more at ease on board. As if the last few hours had invigorated his spirit.  
 
    “You’re right about that. And it’s great, Jonah. Really, I mean it!” Bart smiled as he inhaled his food with bites large enough to choke a horse.  
 
    Sebastian finished his meal and lay back on the deck, letting out a long sigh. “Today was hell,” he yawned. “I thought it would never end. I was at the point where I really thought about eating another portion of Jonah’s porridge, just to end it all!” He began sniggering, but quickly let out a yell as the young cook thumped him hard on the leg. “I was joking!” 
 
    “You should try being down there preparing that stuff,” Jonah huffed. “It’s horrible. Hot as hell and stinks. I can’t wait to get off this bloody ship.” 
 
    “How’s your new boss?” asked Bart. 
 
    “Charming company, as ever.”  
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    “It’s alright. Knows nothing about cooking and he staggers around like a blind man in the galley. Something’s wrong when I have to show him the way around a stove!” 
 
    “Something wrong indeed!” Bart chortled. They chewed in silence, but there was a question Bart needed to ask. “Sebastian?”  
 
    “Uh-huh?” 
 
    “Well, I’m just wondering. Today.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Had you ever sailed through something like that before?” 
 
    “No. Never. I’ve been in big seas, of course. But that was…well, that was something else.” Sebastian shivered slightly as he spoke. “And I’ve never seen someone hanging around in the rigging for as long as you did either!” 
 
    Bart finished his fish and, with a grin of satisfaction, said, “Believe me, it wasn’t by choice.” He was feeling something he had not felt for a long time: happiness. He was grateful to be alive and to have endured one of the hardest tests of the seas side by side with new friends. There was also a camaraderie he had not felt before. He thought of his father and wished he could have been there with him. 
 
    The boys slept outside on the deck that night, lulled to sleep by the gentle movement of the Dawn as she moved westward through the darkness. 
 
    *** 
 
    While the ferocity of the storm had been an immense test of courage for Bart and the crew, the next few days brought a different challenge as the Dawn drifted wearily in calm weather with barely a whiff of wind. The men’s mood soured steadily as the days dragged by – there was only so much fishing, singing and playing games to be done before the boredom became unbearable. To make matters worse, two of the crew were showing signs of scurvy, with sore gums, painful legs and ulcers developing on their bodies. The smell from some of those sores was appalling, and those unaffected stayed well clear of the sick individuals. A foul stench permeated the lower decks.  
 
    The ship’s purser, Elijah Stone, was being roundly blamed for the fact that the Dawn had already run out of lemons, only three weeks after the crew had joined the ship and just over one week since sailing from Plymouth. Years before, Captain James Cook had begun the tradition of feeding his men citrus fruit to ward off scurvy, and it was now considered critical to the health of naval crews around the world. Consequently, Stone was getting little sympathy from the men, despite his horrific splinter injuries and the fact that he was not recovering well from Finch’s clumsy surgery.  
 
    Mere days after the storm had subsided, the first man died of scurvy. Midshipman Samuel Goodman was a hardy sailor and well used to the rigours of life on the sea, but by the time he passed away his body was covered with ulcers and open sores, he had lost most of his teeth and his skin had turned a curious shade of dark plum. The man’s body was unceremoniously tossed overboard, and bobbed on the surface briefly before sinking out of sight. There was little show of mourning, even from supposed mates; such was the accepted fate for those whose life was spent at sea. Still, the midshipman had been well-liked and respected, and while the ship’s lack of movement was a source of significant frustration amongst the crew, that didn’t compare to the anger they felt towards Stone. 
 
    If revenge was what they wanted, the men of the January Dawn were handed it in spades. Elijah Stone’s splinter wounds and mangled leg soon became gangrenous and his cries of pain could be heard around the vessel. A soaring temperature caused him to spasm in fits of delirium.  
 
    “He won’t make it through the night unless we amputate,” the carpenter stated simply, “and even then he may not.” Finch, responsible for the wound and keeping watch over Stone, had approached Stanhope with the news. 
 
    Stanhope looked Finch up and down and grimaced. He shook his head with what almost appeared to be concern. Typically, this was short-lived. 
 
    “Do what you have to. I can’t bear the moaning any more. The rest of these men are losing their wits.” Stanhope gestured to the upper deck, where many were now spending their day, occupying themselves with anything rather than listening to Stone. 
 
    Finch nodded, turned and moved back towards the hatch. He motioned to Sebastian as he passed by. “Fetch a saw from the toolbox and a sharp knife from Jensen. I’ll get a tourniquet.”  
 
    Sebastian stared at his superior with horror, but had no choice other than to follow his orders. He descended into the galley, where two lanterns set up around the stove broke the gloom, and ran to fetch the short saw from the toolbox and the sharpest knife he could get from Jensen, who handed it over with a grim smile.  
 
    “Can you help, Mr Jensen?” Finch called over to the armourer. 
 
    “Certainly,” replied the man, his smile broadening with evident delight. 
 
    Sebastian, Jensen and Finch lifted up the now-unconscious Elijah Stone, still in the very spot where he had lain since being placed after surgery. As it had turned out, the storm had meant that what was meant to be a dry area was now dark and damp, and no place for recovery from such awful injuries. The stench from Stone’s wounds had become stomach-churning, and much to Finch’s amusement, Sebastian gagged as they placed the man on a chair next to the stove.  
 
    While the boy and Jensen held Stone in place, the carpenter tied his upper body to the back of the chair. Looking at his assistants, he said, “Hold him still. All your weight. He may wake with a little surprise.” 
 
    Finch took the knife from Sebastian and tore away what was left of Stone’s left trouser leg, before thrusting the blade into the stove, where he left it, no doubt to burn off germs from his earlier handiwork. Finch knotted the tourniquet tightly around the purser’s leg, three inches above the now oozing, gangrenous splinter wound. The cloth dug in, raising the flesh like a sausage so that it was more prominent and easier to cut.  
 
    Sebastian and Jensen braced Stone up against the chair. Sebastian’s arms were already aching from the task of holding up the purser’s dead weight. If the man woke, he could imagine what would happen. Jensen poured a dram of rum into Stone’s mouth, little of which actually made its way in, instead dribbling down the unconscious man’s cheek. 
 
    Finch drew the blade, now red hot, from the fire. “Hold on, lads…here we go.” 
 
    Burying the blade deep in the man’s leg where the tourniquet had raised the skin, with a rapid movement he cut all the way around the limb until he hit the bone. Dropping the knife, he turned and grabbed the short saw and in two quick strokes sawed right through. From start to finish the procedure took less than sixty seconds.  
 
    Stone’s left leg dropped with a muffled thud onto the floor. Sebastian stared at the severed limb for a long moment, unable to take his eyes off the lump of flesh, almost expecting it to twitch, get up and walk away. Tasting the bile rising quickly in his throat, Sebastian abandoned his post, turned and bolted for the steps. Finch looked at the smiling Jensen and shrugged.  
 
    The tourniquet remained tight and was stemming the worst of the bleeding. The carpenter then took a red-hot poker and cauterised the stump. The flesh simmered, embers flicked and sparks bounced to the floor. The smoke and stench compounded the already sickening aroma around them.  
 
    Finch stood back and beside him, Jensen nodded in approval and admiration at the carpenter’s swift and tidy handiwork. Meanwhile, Stone remained unconscious, mercifully oblivious to the butchery that had been performed upon him. 
 
    Finch picked up the grey and mottled limb, dragged it up the steps of the galley, walked calmly across the upper deck and tossed it overboard.  
 
    “Eat up, fish.” 
 
    He turned and went off in search of Stanhope, noting with humour that Sebastian was still vomiting over the side of the ship as he passed. 
 
    “All done,” Finch announced to the first mate. 
 
    “Good,” replied Stanhope. “What are his chances?” He was enquiring less out of concern for the individual than a need to know whether he would have to find a replacement for his purser. Though Stone was unpopular for miscalculating provisions and ultimately causing the death of another man, he had experience which would be missed.  
 
    Finch shook his head. “This may have saved him for the night, but I think he’s got blood poisoning already. It’s a close call, but if I had to bet, I’d say he’ll be dead by morning.” 
 
    The men’s discussion was interrupted by a hardy cheer from someone nearby as a noticeable breeze blew across the deck and caught the sails.  
 
    Stanhope’s face widened into an ugly grin. “Maybe our luck’s about to change.” 
 
    As darkness fell and assisted by the strengthening wind, the Dawn was lifted higher in the water and her pace quickened.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 - Vengeance promised 
 
    Bart and his friends were jolted awake by Stone’s screams. The purser’s roaring temperature had not abated and he was still delirious, but the pain was now so intense as to make him aware that something was seriously amiss.  
 
    “What have you done?” Stone cried, feeling the area where his left leg used to be and crying out in agony when he touched the now-septic stump.  
 
    Bart, now fully awake, stumbled over to the injured man, tripping on a groggy shipmate as he moved across the galley.  
 
    “Do you want water?” he asked, leaning towards Stone.  
 
    “Get away from me!” snarled the man, swatting Bart away aggressively and trying to push himself up on his elbows. “What have you done to me?”  
 
    “Leave him, Bart,” Sebastian urged from behind. “You can’t do anything now. It’s in God’s hands.” 
 
    “But shouldn’t we do something? He’s suffering!” 
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “He’s sick with infection. Leave it to Finch.”  
 
    Although feeling that these were harsh words from his more-experienced friend, Bart knew there was little he could do. Stone was sweating profusely and was hot to the touch, the infection clearly raging through his body now and unlikely to be defeated. As the boy stepped away reluctantly, Stone didn’t break eye contact, and the fury in his eyes suggested he blamed the young boatswain for the ills that had befallen him. 
 
    *** 
 
    As the sun rose and Jonah prepared breakfast, he tried to ignore the now-soft groans of Elijah Stone. As Bart had done earlier, Jonah had tried to give him some water, but the purser had swatted him away with a yell – which in turn elicited shouts from the crew around, who had been dragged from their slumber by the continued noise.  
 
    Finch eventually arrived to check on the patient – more due to the growing anger of his crew mates than out of genuine concern for Stone’s health. It was immediately clear that his patient was going downhill fast. 
 
    “Don’t bother making dinner for this one!” he muttered to Jonah as he walked past. With provisions tight, nothing could be spared for a dying man.  
 
    Still traumatised from witnessing the surgery the evening before, Sebastian busied himself with work above deck after breakfast. Having finished repairing two broken deadeyes, the carpenter’s apprentice volunteered for an extra stint on watch, desperate not to return to the bowels of the ship until absolutely necessary. 
 
    Bartholomew and Thomas were back in the rigging, repairing a new tear which had appeared overnight in one of the sails, much to the annoyance of Regis. The second mate stood at the base of the mast barking unhelpful observations at them as they sewed the split back together, and while Bartholomew found his presence threatening, the boatswain seemed to be enjoying the man’s angst.  
 
    “I may make another hole,” whispered Thomas to his apprentice, “just to see whether Regis’s head can go an even darker shade of red!” 
 
    The boy smiled broadly, as usual enjoying Thomas’s company.  
 
    “You know, Bart,” said Thomas thoughtfully, “you gave us a scare the other day. I bet it wasn’t easy to come back up here after that.” 
 
    At this hint of approval, Bart smiled proudly. “I’m trying not to think about it to be honest. It’s not really a matter of choice, so best to carry on.” 
 
    “Right you are!” Thomas grinned broadly, and side by side the pair continued to stitch. 
 
    Bart shifted the conversation away from the events of the storm. “I’m so glad we’re actually moving now. At least it feels like we’re making some progress.” 
 
    “Indeed. There’s no knowing the sea’s mood, but we’ve caught a fair wind. Let’s hope it lasts.” There was a faraway look in Thomas’s eyes. “I’ve been in worse situations, you know. I remember once being about fifty miles off the coast of West Africa with Morel. Fifty slaves on board which he’d bought for sale to the plantations in Jamaica. We must have sat there, lulling in the Atlantic, for an eternity. No sign of movement for weeks – seriously, weeks. We nearly ran out of food, and water. Lost almost all of the cargo, poor souls. Morel never made it to Jamaica and for a time it really looked as though the whole crew would perish as well…” 
 
    Thomas looked back at Bart. “So there you go, these last few days are nothing!” 
 
    Bartholomew shook his head, unable to imagine what it must have been like to watch the supplies dwindle and then make decisions about whom to save and whom to let perish. He continued stitching in silence until they had finished, and leaned back to check out his handiwork.  
 
    “Looks good!”  
 
    Thomas grinned. “You’re getting the hang of this, well done. Right, let’s go!”  
 
    The boatswain began moving down the rigging towards the deck, and Bartholomew packed the needle and thick twine into his trousers and followed. Regis was still standing at the base of the mast, looking up at the repair job and scratching his thick sideburns.  
 
    “Mills,” he grumbled, for the first time addressing the boy by his name, “I need you to sand the deck around the transom. Mr Stanhope got a splinter yesterday and wasn’t happy. Snap to it. Fetch the sandpaper from Finch. I want it smooth as silk when you’re finished.” 
 
    Bartholomew trotted to the hatch and disappeared below to find the carpenter, squinting as his eyes adjusted from the bright sun-splashed deck to the mottled light below. As he reached the bottom step, he spied Finch and Jonah kneeling next to each other beside the unmoving form of Elijah Stone. Jonah raised his eyes and looked at Bartholomew, shaking his head slowly as Finch rose.  
 
    “He’s dead, lad,” said the carpenter without ceremony, stepping back from the purser’s body. “You stay here while I let Mr Stanhope know.”  
 
    The carpenter bumped into Bartholomew on his way to the steps. “Out of the way!” Finch growled, throwing a filthy look at the boy.  
 
    Jonah looked at his friend and then back at Stone. “He never had a chance, Bart. After Finch’s first operation, the infection took hold and it was never going to leave him, even when Finch took his leg.” The boy shivered. “I think Finch knew that too but went ahead with the amputation anyway. He enjoys this a bit too much.” 
 
    Bartholomew put a hand on his friend’s shoulder in an attempt to comfort him, though he knew it was of little use. “I know,” he said, “and there seems to be a lot of people like that on this boat.” Just as he finished the sentence, Finch dropped back down into the galley.  
 
    “Right,” said the carpenter, “now you’re here, you can help too. Take one leg each.” He sniggered at his own joke. “I mean, one limb.” 
 
    Bart shot Jonah a glance of horror and reluctance. 
 
    The two boys and Finch struggled to move Stone’s body up the steps and onto the main deck, where they were watched closely by Stanhope, who offered no assistance. A few of the crew nearby stopped their various tasks momentarily, but then went back to work, clearly uninterested in the proceedings. The dead body of a shipmate was something most had witnessed many times before. 
 
    “Over the side,” said Stanhope, wrinkling his nose as he looked at Stone’s body. “Wait!” The first mate strode over to the corpse. “Check the pockets. Make sure there’s nothing of value on him.” 
 
    Bartholomew and Jonah flashed each other a look of mutual disgust. Thankfully, Finch offered to do the deed. He dropped Stone’s shoulders onto the deck, leaving the boys holding one leg and one stump as he rummaged through the purser’s pockets. To his great disappointment, the carpenter found nothing.  
 
    Looking up at the boys, he said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    He picked up Stone’s upper body and the three shuffled to the side of the ship. Struggling with the weight, Bartholomew and Jonah manhandled the lower part of Stone up and onto the balustrade, while Finch did the same with the top half. For a moment the body lay there, until the older man pushed hard and it cartwheeled down the side of the ship and into the water with a splash. 
 
    The three watched as Elijah Stone floated away, his body held up for a time by the air trapped in his tattered clothing. Just before he was too far away in the swell to be seen, he slipped beneath the surface to begin his journey to the sandy bottom. Bartholomew imagined Stone descending slowly into the cold darkness and shivered, promising himself that he would do anything possible to prevent the same fate befalling him.  
 
    Suddenly, he remembered that there was something else he needed to do. What was it again? He racked his brain, trying to dislodge the image of Stone’s bloody stump and recall his earlier discussion with Regis. Ah yes, the sanding! 
 
    *** 
 
    Two hours later, Bart was still on all fours, pushing down hard on the rough sandpaper and smoothing the timbers beneath. It was back-breaking work and his neck was stiff, his knees ached. It took another hour for him to begin the final area by the transom, his calloused hands working back and forth over the wood as he rid the timbers of the worst of the offending splinters. 
 
    Standing up, he arched his back for the hundredth time and stepped to the stern, looking out across the ocean. It was midday and there was not a cloud in the sky. The Dawn was maintaining her steady pace and a soft wake fanned out behind her as she slipped through the dark-blue water. Bart looked down at the huge rudder, which was being controlled by the helmsman close by, guiding the ship’s course. He was about to resume his gruelling task when he heard the unmistakable sound of Morel’s voice drifting up from somewhere below. The boy shifted back to the balustrade and, looking down, saw that the window to the captain’s cabin was wide open.  
 
    “…and we can’t afford to lose any more men!” he heard Morel say. “Keep this ship moving at full speed for as long as it takes to get to Barbuda. Then we can worry about the next step.” 
 
    “Two weeks, Captain, two weeks. The wind’s steady and it’s calm, so we’re in good shape.” Bart recognised Stanhope’s voice.  
 
    “I don’t want any more dead men, Mr Stanhope, or there will be no one left to sail this ship!” Morel paused for effect. “That is all.” 
 
    Bart heard shuffling, and expecting Stanhope to emerge from the cabin, he turned to dart back to his position and start sanding again.  
 
    “Wait!” The boy froze, believing he had been seen. With great relief, he quickly realised that Morel was addressing Stanhope again within the cabin. “How is your stepson getting along?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Who? Oh. Yes. Jonah. Useless rat most of the time,” snapped the first mate viciously, before softening slightly in concession. “Still, seems to do the job eventually. Cook going didn’t help, but the boy’s getting used to the job. Some hard work will do the lad some good.” 
 
    “And Gregory Mills’ son?” 
 
    Bartholomew’s spine stiffened as he heard his father’s name. Not only had it been a long time since he had heard it, but the way in which Morel had said it implied it was of special regard to the captain. As though it meant something. Bart’s heartbeat pumped loudly in his ears and his face prickled with heat. He leaned slightly over the balustrade to hear better.  
 
    “The boy’s fine enough,” replied Stanhope. “Thomas is doing a fair job with him. May even make a decent sailor one day…if he doesn’t kill himself up the rigging before then.” The first mate allowed himself a laugh before continuing. “Hope he doesn’t give us trouble like the old man. The lad’s probably better off without him.” 
 
    Above the window, Bart stopped pretending not to be listening, suddenly no longer concerned that one of the crew may see him. A lump rose in his throat and tears welled in his eyes as he tried to comprehend what he was hearing.  
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” Morel snapped from below. “You and that blundering idiot Regis were a calamity. Breaking in like elephants.” 
 
    Stanhope stuttered, clearly hurt by the rebuke. “Captain, as I said before, we couldn’t find the right casket immediately, the one with the coins in. All those barrels, it was impossible to find.” 
 
    “Now, as then, I’m not interested in your feeble excuses. You had a lucky escape. The boy could have seen you. And then…” Morel did not finish this thought.  
 
    “Lucky for him, or he would have joined his father.” 
 
    Bartholomew couldn’t listen anymore. He wobbled and dropped to his knees, trying to absorb the gravity of what he had just heard. Tears ran down his cheeks as he silently knelt on the deck, not moving, for a minute or two.  
 
    Collecting himself, he wiped his eyes with the filthy sleeves of his shirt and slowly rose to his feet, his jaw now clenched in fury. Morel, who had seemingly offered him an opportunity to build a life away from Plymouth, was in fact the architect of Bart’s misery. Morel, Stanhope and Regis had wrenched away everything that had ever mattered to Bartholomew and had then convinced him to accept a dangerous role on the Dawn.  
 
    The boy breathed deeply and closed his eyes, and then knelt back down and resumed the sanding, his mind racing. Bart knew he would have to control his anger and this new burning desire for retribution, but there and then he vowed to avenge his father’s death. He would take them down, Morel, Stanhope and Regis. He would take them all down one way or another.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 - Land ho! 
 
    Bartholomew sat below deck in a corner of the galley, as far as possible from anyone else on the cramped ship. It was four o’clock in the morning and the sun had yet to rise above the horizon. The only sounds were the lapping water on the other side of the hull and the incessant snoring of crewmen strewn across the floor and in hammocks strung above.  
 
    The boy had barely slept for two weeks. The raging hatred he felt for Stanhope and Regis had swelled in the days since he’d overheard them musing about the death of his father. Sebastian and Jonah had done their best to calm him, cautioning that he needed to ride this wave of anger before thinking about revenge, but it was almost impossible. He had only just begun to accept his father’s death and to build friendships with Thomas, Sebastian and Jonah, and now not only had the agony of Gregory’s death been reopened like a festering wound, but he had to contend with the unbearable knowledge that he was forced to do the bidding of those responsible. 
 
    Bartholomew promised Jonah and Sebastian that he would not do anything rash; he promised that he would bide his time and wait for the right moment, and that he would ensure the other boys were there to support him. He just wasn’t sure how he would be able to disguise his loathing for the two men responsible for much of the hardship aboard, and for the loss of the person Bartholomew had loved most in the world. When the end came for Stanhope and Regis, the boy would make sure they knew who was responsible and for how long he had plotted their demise.  
 
    On the other side of the galley, Sebastian had slept for a few hours, still haunted by visions of Elijah Stone writhing in his death throes. He pictured tourniquets and saws floating above his head and Finch’s earnest, stoic face as the carpenter went about his work. Something woke him. He sat up with a start and cracked his head against the side of the ship.  
 
    “Ow!” he yelped, rubbing his head. “What’s happening? Bart?” With blurry eyes he saw his friend, now standing across the galley.  
 
    “Listen!” said Bartholomew, excitement etched on his face. 
 
    There it was again, a muffled shout drifting through the hatch.  
 
    “LAND HO!” 
 
    The slumbering crew stirred and suddenly there was frenetic activity in the galley as the realisation dawned that they were perhaps close to reaching shore. Men leapt up and began barging each other out of the way in their efforts to get up the steps and onto the main deck. The excitement was palpable, and mixed with a real sense of relief.  
 
    Behind the Dawn, the sun was breaking to the east, shooting dappled light across the vast, unbroken expanse of ocean. The shout came again. 
 
    “Land HO! Land! Land ahead!” bellowed Regis from the crow’s nest. Even at this distance, Sebastian and Bartholomew could see the man’s head beaming bright red with excitement as he hopped up and down, pointing straight ahead towards the bowsprit.  
 
    Most of the crew were now amassed at the front of the ship, jostling for position as they squinted far into the distance. After being at sea for weeks, it wasn’t uncommon for a sailor’s eyes to deceive. The ocean was cunning and played tricks with mirages and false horizons. But this time it was becoming evident that in the distance was a noticeable bump, rising up against the flat blue horizon and almost indistinguishable from the rest of the featureless ocean. A few of the men in front of Bartholomew and Sebastian were arguing over a telescope, but neither of the boys cared. There was an elation they hadn’t felt since coming on board and each was just grateful to have made it through the doldrums, the storms, the sickness and the tastelessness of Jonah’s cooking. At last, the end of the crossing was in sight.  
 
    No one was happier to see land than Jonah himself. Ploughing his own furrow through the men to the bow, the boy gasped in relief. 
 
    “I need to get off this bloody ship!” he said loudly. “I may run away and live on Barbuda. I can’t cross that ocean again.” He shook his head but couldn’t hide a smile. “Thank the heavens! At last, land…Wait, I’m not dreaming, am I?” 
 
    Bart pinched Jonah hard on the arm. 
 
    “Ouch!” his friend squeaked. “Fine, I’m not dreaming.”  
 
    It had taken the January Dawn exactly thirty days to sight Barbuda, though Morel and his officers had planned that the journey would take twenty days at most. While battered and bruised and carrying fewer men than when she left England, the Dawn had fared well and was ready for the next step of her voyage.  
 
    *** 
 
    In his cabin, Morel had his sea chart spread across his wide desk. The old table had once been a gleaming, gilded treasure, “borrowed” from a fine merchant vessel, but years at sea and the exposure to the salt air had weathered it badly. Now more grey than gold, it still served its purpose.  
 
    The captain and Stanhope were plotting their course to the town of Codrington. 
 
    “We’ll skirt around the island’s southern coast,” the captain asserted. While Stanhope had studied the route and felt he knew it better than Morel, he chose not to speak over the other man. Pick your battles, he told himself.  
 
    Morel continued, “Then we’ll round the west coast, and sail all the way up Eleven Mile Beach and onto the north shore. We’ll then need to carefully navigate the channel which heads straight into the lagoon at Codrington.” 
 
    Stanhope smiled obediently, which was not something that came easily to him. He felt he may have to hit one of the crew just to get over it. There was a knock at the door.  
 
    “Enter!” barked Morel.  
 
    Regis walked in.  
 
    “Sir, we’re approaching the southern coast and the water is rapidly becoming shallow. We should maintain a distance of half a mile as we round the island.”  
 
    “Fine,” said Morel dismissively. “I want us in Codrington by mid-afternoon, so stay close to the shoreline. And send Jensen in now.” Regis nodded and left.  
 
    Jensen was the ship’s armourer, and rightly so. The man mirrored a human cannonball – squat and round, with arms that were too short for his body and a head that was a slightly smaller version of his spherical torso. He looked like someone who had been drawn by a three year old, only circles. While comically rotund, this was a man who lugged heavy metal balls and weapons around for a living, and was a veteran of many a sea battle. He was not to be trifled with. 
 
    “You called for me, Captain?” Jensen asked in a broad Glaswegian accent, pointlessly wiping dirt from his hands with a cloth that was twice as grimy as his fingers.  
 
    “We’re due in Codrington by afternoon. We need to have cutlasses and flintlocks ready for the men on watch. This place has a reputation and we need to be on our toes.”  
 
    “Understood, sir. I’ve had the pistols cleaned again and they will all be loaded before we arrive.” 
 
    “Good. See to it.” 
 
    “If I may, Captain, I’d like to request extra gunpowder for the cannons if we can find it on the island. I checked the stores this morning and much of ours is damp. It’ll take a few days to properly dry out and we can’t take the risk of misfiring if we have to engage.” 
 
    “Agreed,” interjected Stanhope. “We can add it to the provisions list which Regis is keeping. This time we can’t skimp on the lemons either. The men won’t tolerate another problem like Stone handed us.”  
 
    Jensen nodded with an air of conspiratorial authority, clearly enjoying the privilege of being invited into the captain’s chambers. This was quickly cut off by Stanhope, however. 
 
    “That’s all. Off you trot,” the first mate sneered, asserting his seniority over the armourer.  
 
    Morel surveyed Stanhope with disapproval. Though Stone’s budgeting and provisioning had certainly been the cause of the scurvy, he had for many years proven a valuable member of Morel’s crew, and he was now dead. The captain thought at least a modicum of respect was due.  
 
    As Jensen left, Morel turned back to Stanhope. “We’ll need to keep a large contingent of men aboard at all times; thirty or so. I don’t trust Codrington one bit – vipers’ pit of thieves and murderers. We can let the men have a day on the island, no more, and rotate those who stay aboard to guard the Dawn. In that time we also need to restock and repair, and then we’ll head south. Don’t get too cosy. We can’t afford for anything to hold us up.” 
 
    Morel exhaled thoughtfully, staring out of the cabin’s window towards the open ocean to the east. “Let’s just get through the next few days without a hitch, because then the real work begins. You and Regis take the first night’s watch.” He looked intently at Stanhope. “No mistakes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As the Dawn approached the island and the water became shallower, the blue sea turned turquoise and green. Leaning over the side of the ship, the crew saw turtles languishing by the surface and a pod of dolphins breaching in the bow wave as they made good speed around Gravenor Bay at the southern tip of the island. From what the men could see at this distance, Barbuda was a flat, rocky piece of land interspersed with palm trees and sparse ground vegetation. Around her circumference were beautiful white-sand beaches.  
 
    Bart had never seen creatures like these in his life, and the colour of the water, the bright sand of the beaches and the warm breeze were a feast for his senses. For a moment, it was enough to make him forget about his sadness and the festering focus on retribution.  
 
    The wind was steady and the waters calm as the Dawn sailed the length of Eleven Mile Beach, a long, thin strip of sand which ran all the way up the west side of the island and protected the lagoon which bordered Codrington. 
 
    Sebastian walked up behind Jonah and Bart and, standing between them, put an arm around them both. Trying to act the confident, seasoned mariner, he said, “Incredible, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I never knew places like this existed! It’s amazing! Look!” Bart pointed with giddy excitement at the breaching dolphins giving a show to the weary crew.  
 
    Jonah grinned as he leaned over the side of the ship. “I still hate the sea, but I’ll accept, this is pretty special.” 
 
    “Can you see Codrington?” Sebastian asked, suddenly pointing to the east. “Look over there.”  
 
    The boys’ gaze followed his outstretched arm, directing them past the sparkling beach to the lagoon beyond. The far side of the lagoon must have been only a mile away, and from their vantage point on the ship they could see the silhouette of a substantial settlement and two large ships anchored close by. The three young shipmates could hardly contain their excitement, thrilled not only to get back on solid ground but also to investigate the bustling town.  
 
    As the Dawn neared the entrance to the channel, she began sailing closer to shore. Sebastian had been called below to help Finch, but Bart and Jonah stayed on deck, looking into water so clear that they could see hundreds of brightly coloured fish rushing here and there, skimming over the sandy yellow sea floor. Neither boy had seen anything like it before and they marvelled at the incredible variety of wildlife below.  
 
    Up in the crow’s nest, Regis was monitoring the clear waters for sand bars that could ground the ship. Men lined the port and starboard sides and were positioned at the bow, ready to call out if they spotted anything which could impede the Dawn’s progress into the lagoon. As they moved through the narrow funnel, sand shores on both sides of the boat seemed to close in and at one point the waterway was merely a few feet wider than the Dawn.  
 
    As they passed safely through the gap and into the mile-wide lagoon, there was a collective sigh of relief and then building excitement as Codrington became clear in the afternoon heat. From the deck of the ship, the men could see low wooden buildings positioned right up to the waterline and busy narrow lanes snaking between the shops and houses. The dwellings were aligned in three rows, behind which stood the remains of a tall wooden barricade partly encircling a dilapidated fort. Once a significant staging post for the British, Codrington theoretically remained under their governorship, but the settlement was a shell of its former self where the rule of law had all but disintegrated. The crew didn’t care one bit, and every man on the ship was itching to explore the island. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 - Codrington 
 
    On Regis’s call, Thomas, Bartholomew, Taylor and Cummins scaled the rigging and furled all but two of the sails on the main mast. The Dawn slowed to a sedentary pace as she approached her mooring point off Codrington. Twenty yards out from this, the last two canvases were tied up. As the ship slowed to a stop, she gently rocked in the breeze and three men at the bow manhandled the heavy anchor over the side. After a loud splash, the metal weight fell silently through the crystal waters to rest on the bottom of the lagoon. While it was relatively shallow here, the Dawn was far enough from Codrington’s shore to be comfortably clear of the seabed, and more importantly her position offered some defence from any would-be attackers. The ship shifted slightly and the anchor dug into the sand, holding her fast.  
 
    The January Dawn lay around five hundred yards from the settlement. Two hundred yards to the west was moored a similar three-masted brigantine, and four hundred yards further south lay a carrack. The carrack had one main mast and two smaller ones fore and aft, and was much smaller than the brigantines. Squinting at the two vessels as the Dawn settled at her mooring, Bartholomew was unable to see signs of life on either – perhaps everyone was on shore. He himself was eager to rediscover his land legs and go exploring.  
 
    At Morel’s call, the boy joined the rest of the men at the stern. 
 
    “We’ll be in Barbuda for two nights and a day, and in that time we need to bring on board fresh food supplies, more gunpowder for Mr Jensen and a few other necessities. You will all have time on shore, but at no stage will there be less than thirty men on board this ship. I will say this only once: we leave at daybreak the day after tomorrow. All those unaccounted for shall be left behind. Before you get any ideas of settling into this…Caribbean idyll, believe me, this is not the kind of place you want to be stranded. It may look like paradise from a distance, but close up you’ll realise it’s quite the contrary. Finally, I want every one of you to ensure you eat some fruit when on shore. Load up on something other than rum.” His last words garnered a loud laugh among the men. 
 
    “Mr Stanhope.” Morel nodded in the direction of the first mate and took a step back, allowing his second in command to take the lead.  
 
    “In a moment I will read a list of the names of those men staying aboard tonight. With you will be Mr Regis and me.” He scanned the men below before continuing. “Milton, Turner and Jennings, you are to go with Mr Jensen and acquire the items on his list. Mills and Horatio, you will accompany Jonah Gastril to restock the galley – remember the fruit; we don’t need another scurvy outbreak.”  
 
    As Stanhope pointed towards Codrington, the crew noticed four large rowing boats making their way towards the Dawn.  
 
    “The incoming rowing boats will ferry you to and from the ship. You will draw wages from the new purser – congratulations on your promotion, John Bonney. You’re each responsible for paying for your own entertainment on the island, as well as for passage to and from this ship.” 
 
    Looking down into the crowd of men and pointing to a startled, grey-haired man who looked considerably older than the rest of the crew, Stanhope laughed. “We figured you wouldn’t be able to move too quickly with the money!” John Bonney smiled widely at the quip, revealing a mouth with only four teeth left in it, and tottered closer to the front of the assembly.  
 
    Stanhope and Morel had discussed the task list at length before settling on the names of those who would be first to go onto the island and those who would stay with the ship. They had been mindful to allow the most vocal and agitated of the crew to go ashore first, ensuring they could let off steam and not be a mutinous influence on the others. To leave these individuals cooped up well within sight of Codrington after all this time at sea was to invite trouble.  
 
    Jonah and Bartholomew began readying a list of food and drink provisions, and waited on the third member of their team to join them.  
 
    “Who’s Horatio?” 
 
    “Not sure. Never heard of him,” said Bartholomew, then screwed up his face. “I hope he’s not the really smelly one who sleeps near the stove every night…the one who can’t stop snorting and shoving his fingers up his nose!” 
 
    “Ha! You mean the guy they call Piglet,” laughed Jonah. 
 
    There was a tap on Bartholomew’s shoulder and he swung around, facing Sebastian.  
 
    “Let’s go,” said his friend.  
 
    “We’re waiting for some guy called Horatio,” replied Bartholomew, looking over Sebastian’s shoulder to see whether he could spot the mystery recruit.  
 
    “That’s me, you pillock!” 
 
    Bart looked at his friend closely, a smile spreading across his face. “Your surname is Horatio?”  
 
    “Horatio, as in…Lord Nelson?” asked Jonah.  
 
    Bart snorted in delight. “This is fantastic!” He roared with laughter. 
 
    “Shut up,” Sebastian replied, roughly pushing his friend on the shoulder. Jonah was struggling to contain his glee as well by this stage.  
 
    “Seriously, cut it out, mate,” continued Sebastian. “Or else you won’t need the rowing boat, you’ll be swimming.” He was now visibly agitated, which of course only encouraged his friends. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get our money and head for one of the boats. There are plenty of men desperate to get off this ship and I’m one of them,” said Bartholomew. 
 
    “Look who’s taking charge!”  
 
    “Quite so. Now let’s go!”  
 
    “Ohh, quite so!” Jonah mocked. “I like this new ‘take-charge Bart’. Sebastian, you heard him. Quite so, let’s go!”  
 
    With that, the boys collected their earnings from the doddering purser and managed to squeeze into the second ferry. Some of the oarsmen were white but most were black, sizeable, hearty and clearly well used to the hard work of moving sailors to and from the vessels which lay in the lagoon. 
 
    “Stop staring!” Bart hissed to a curious Jonah, who had never seen a black man before.  
 
    “These guys are huge,” whispered Jonah. “Look at their arms!” He was unable to take his eyes off the biceps of the closest oarsman, who smiled broadly as he noticed the boy’s intense focus. The man had a perfect set of white teeth which would have put many of the toothless crew of the Dawn to shame. 
 
    “Well, I’ve worked with plenty,” interjected Sebastian, keen to impart his worldly wisdom once again to his crew mates. “They’re as strong as oxen and could drink any man on the ship under the table!”  
 
    Bart had encountered many black men in Plymouth. The port was a magnet for traders from Africa and many European ships had crews which included these strong and capable recruits. There was also a considerable number of ships each year which brought black and white slaves to English shores, whether to work there or for sale to other parts of the world. Bart had witnessed the conditions endured by many of these individuals and they were appalling. 
 
    Nearing the settlement, they could now see the layout clearly. Forty to fifty tightly packed buildings rose up from the sand and rocks, each only one or two storeys high and painted in a kaleidoscope of greens and yellows. Behind this ramshackle group of houses lay two more rows of a similar number of dwellings, but unlike the cobbled street which lay before the front row, abutting the landing point, the other lanes and alleyways were merely sand. From left to right, the town was no more than half a mile wide.  
 
    As they pulled up to the cobbles, the oarsmen jumped out into the knee-deep water and held the boats firm, allowing the Dawn’s eager men to disembark. The boys were last to hop into the warm sea and they walked slowly up the cobbles, savouring their first taste of solid ground for weeks. 
 
    Codrington was a hive of activity, no doubt busier than usual due to the three ships now moored in the lagoon. The seafront was mostly taken up by merchants’ stores catering to sailors. Ropemakers, carpenters, blacksmiths and timber merchants all vied for business with fruit sellers, gunsmiths, farriers and sailmakers. Main Street was a mass of humanity, with everybody jostling for position, yelling orders and insults, arguing for the best deals and speaking languages the boys had never heard before. There were men and women darting to and fro, and the sights, sounds and smells were captivating for Bartholomew and Jonah, neither of whom had ever left Plymouth before. Even Sebastian dropped his guard for an instant and marvelled at the surroundings.  
 
    “Let’s check out the other streets,” suggested Sebastian.  
 
    They crossed the cobbled Main Street and walked through a narrow sandy alley leading to the second row of buildings. These houses looked in a much poorer state of repair than those on Main Street: many had shattered windows and sagging roofs and were missing doors. Some distance down the street was a tavern, with raucous laughter emanating from the open door and echoing off the walls of the neighbouring dwellings. A rusty green sign swung from a metal spike in the wall above its doorway and the boys could make out the words “The Christopher Codrington” in faded black letters. It was clearly no place for three boys to loiter. 
 
    “Looks like trouble,” mused Bart, already looking past the tavern and further down the dusty street.  
 
    “Exactly!”  
 
    Sebastian’s curiosity got the better of him, and ignoring his friends’ apprehension, he walked toward the entrance. As he approached, two men exploded noisily out of the doorway and into the street, swinging punches wildly at each other. They screamed expletives as they attempted to land a defining blow, and quickly attracted a baying crowd of onlookers. Through luck rather than skill, one managed to connect a punch with one of his windmilling arms, and his taller, seemingly tougher opponent went down hard onto the sand. There were no rules of gentlemanly sportsmanship, and as soon as the larger man was down, his shorter foe dropped to his knees and continued to rain punches on his hapless enemy. The three boys looked on with open mouths, equally horrified and hypnotised by the sight. Eventually, a group of sailors close to the fighting men decided enough was enough and dragged the winner away from his still-prone opponent.  
 
    “On second thoughts, maybe we should explore the rest of the town first!” agreed Sebastian, turning on his heel and attempting to look supremely casual as he walked past Jonah and Bartholomew, heading towards the other end of town.  
 
    The three boys spent the late afternoon investigating the back streets of Codrington, discovering taverns, merchants selling fruits and vegetables they had never seen before and exotic trinkets purported to be from Peru, and even a cartographer who tried to sell them a map of a lost city called Atlantis. While this was all exciting and new, the further the boys ventured from Main Street, the more threatening it felt. There were eyes everywhere and an undercurrent of danger which had not been obvious when they first stepped from the rowing boat. It didn’t help that even though there were only three long streets in Codrington, between them was a host of blind alleys and mews, a warren of dark corners, and men huddled there, whispering conspiratorially, casting furtive glances as the shipmates passed.  
 
    “I’m ready to go back,” Jonah announced finally, nodding towards Main Street. “We need to get something to eat, pick up some provisions and then head to the ship. I’m not sleeping here tonight.”  
 
    Bartholomew and Sebastian nodded quickly in agreement. For all its bare amenities, the Dawn was looking preferable to finding a bed on the island. The sun was setting in Codrington and lamplighters had started their evening’s work. Standing somewhere between Second and Third Street, the boys were increasingly anxious to leave. If they felt uncomfortable in the twilight, they could guarantee it would be far worse in the dark.  
 
    “I think this way takes us through Second Street and onto Main.” Sebastian pointed in the direction of an alley which they had not been down before. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Jonah. “We didn’t come that way.” 
 
    “Let’s not hang around – come on,” said Bart, trying to hide his concern. “Mr Horatio can lead the way.” 
 
    “Shut up, Bart,” countered Sebastian, attempting to hide his own building anxiety as they began walking. “This has to be the quickest way.” 
 
    For want of a better idea, Jonah looked at his two friends and shrugged. The shadows were lengthening quickly and twice Sebastian, who was ahead, stumbled on loose cobbles and rubbish in the alley.  
 
    “Bloody hell!” he swore under his breath as his knee made contact with the corner of an upturned barrel. “Honestly, I can’t see a thing,” he complained.  
 
    Bart took the lead from his friend. “Wait a moment,” he said, and reaching out his arm, he walked slowly forward, his hand sweeping the air in front of him gently. He brushed a solid wall.  
 
    “Dead end.” 
 
    The three boys were together, lined up against the wall of the blind alley, and could barely see each other, let alone the end from which they had just come.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go back,” whispered Sebastian. He wasn’t sure why he was speaking so softly, but in the darkness it felt like the right thing to do.  
 
    The boys edged their way back, and were approaching the mouth of the alley when they suddenly heard voices. Familiar voices. Bartholomew, Jonah and Sebastian dropped instinctively to their knees and crouched low in the darkness, barely daring to breathe.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 - The governor’s plot 
 
    “In here,” grumbled a man’s voice.  
 
    The boys stared in the direction of the sound, eyes like saucers as they tried to make out what was going on ahead of them and beyond their sight. There was rustling at the mouth of the alley and a scratching noise, and suddenly the far end of the narrow passage was bathed in a soft glow. A candle had been lit and now illuminated three men standing close together about twenty yards from the boys. The men’s shadows danced in the flickering light and their faces were illuminated from below – while one was unknown to the boys, they could not mistake the features of Captain Morel and Ivor Stanhope. Bartholomew, Jonah and Sebastian remained crouched and hidden in the darkness, listening with increasing panic. 
 
    “Tell us again, Governor Font,” whispered Morel to the third man.  
 
    The captain had addressed a stooped figure who wore a fine-looking coat with the collar turned up so that it brushed his long chin. He had thin grey hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, and the metal buttons on his tunic flashed regularly in the candlelight, their reflection dancing on the walls around him. 
 
    “I’m informed of a Spanish galleon well on her way from Peru, laden with silver coin and destined for the royal court in Madrid. The ship is called the Nuestra Señora de Cadiz, and she rounded Cape Horn three weeks ago, then skirted the coast of Brazil. She’ll pass some way off the island of Trinidad before she strikes out across the Atlantic. With the British now controlling the island, I hear the Cadiz is wary of being spotted by their navy, so she’ll stay far enough from the British – and close enough to us here. That will leave her vulnerable to attack from, let’s say, enterprising individuals.” 
 
    Morel allowed himself a smile in the darkness. His initial plan for this voyage had been to sail between Barbuda and Antigua, picking off smaller ships and reselling their cargo to the merchants on the islands while avoiding the British navy patrols. But here was a considerably more profitable opportunity and a possible windfall beyond his wildest dreams.  
 
    While the British had largely left Barbuda to its own devices, the governor still nominally reported to the British Crown. In reality, Governor Font was as corrupt as most of the crews landing on the island, demanding a personal cut of most shady deals conducted here and often instigating the pillaging of merchant vessels as they sailed close to the island. Font was enterprising, crafty and always looking for ways to make money, but he was very cautious. British naval spies had infiltrated much of the Caribbean in their efforts to clamp down on piracy and corruption, and the governor did not want to be ensnared. 
 
    While Morel had only just landed on the island, he was arrogant enough to believe that his reputation had preceded him and had been flattered when Font approached him. Morel agreeing to meet after dark had given the naturally suspicious Stanhope a few hours to make discrete enquiries about Governor Font. The first mate had spent a good amount of money buying drinks and loosening tongues in the Christopher Codrington, and was now happy that Font’s stated intentions were genuine. He addressed the island official. 
 
    “You have our attention, Governor. Where would we intercept the Cadiz?”  
 
    “Here, to the north-east of Barbados,” replied Font, pulling a worn chart from his coat pocket and stabbing a position on the paper with a stubby finger. “Just as she heads into the Atlantic, so close enough to here, but far enough from the prying eyes of the British naval forces.” 
 
    He continued, dropping his voice further so that the three hidden boys had to strain to hear: “And I want my cut. Fifty per cent of the haul, no less. My sources tell me that the Cadiz moved past Georgetown a day ago and should be in sight of Barbados in one more. Once she’s spotted, you should sail and intercept within three more days, before she’s moved too far into the Atlantic.” 
 
    Stanhope and Morel shot each other a glance, and an unspoken agreement passed between them.  
 
    “Okay,” conceded the captain, “but we’ll need to meet again tomorrow morning to run through her route in detail. I also need to know how well she’s protected – I don’t like surprises. We have around a hundred men and carry fifty cannons, so while we’re fast and nimble, the Dawn won’t win a firefight with a well-armed vessel.” 
 
    The governor smiled. “The Cadiz has even fewer – maybe twenty cannons. She’s been stripped out to make space for as much silver as possible, so she shouldn’t give you too many problems on that front. But…” He paused for effect. “…her crew are well-trained, so your men need to be ready for some resistance when you board.” 
 
    Morel nodded. “We’ll come to your house tomorrow at ten o’clock.” Turning to Stanhope, he said, “Let’s go. We’ll stay at the Christopher Codrington tonight and return to the Dawn tomorrow.” 
 
    Font, Morel and Stanhope moved off towards the end of the alley, putting more distance between themselves and the hidden trio. As they neared the mouth of the alley, where it met Third Street, Font blew out the candle and the passage was plunged back into total darkness.  
 
    Twenty yards back, Jonah shifted his weight as he prepared to stand up. Having been in the same position for a few minutes now, his left leg had become numb and it suddenly gave way. He tipped over, instinctively throwing his hands out to the side in an effort to steady himself, and in addition to unconsciously emitting a yelp, he struck an empty bottle. It clattered to the ground and the noise split the darkness like a gunshot. The boys froze, petrified, and the three men ahead of them stopped dead in their tracks. 
 
    Stanhope growled into the darkness, “Who’s there? Show yourself, damn it!”  
 
    The three men began inching their way back into the passage, each silently drawing a pistol from his belt. 
 
    None of the boys dared to breathe. 
 
    “Oh God!” Sebastian hissed. 
 
    “Find something, anything, to throw at them!” whispered Bart. 
 
    “That’s your plan?” said Jonah, aghast. 
 
    “Shh! Hide your face and stay close. We stay together. Pick something up – come on!”  
 
    Without waiting for any more debate, Sebastian felt around the area he was crouched in and his hand brushed against what felt like a pipe. “I’ve got mine.”  
 
    Jonah found the bottle which he had knocked over and also readied himself. 
 
    “Bart?” 
 
    Bartholomew pivoted through one hundred and eighty degrees before he came upon what felt like a short plank of wood.  
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “NOW!” Sebastian launched himself from his crouching position and half-sprinting, half-stumbling, made for the mouth of the alley as fast as he could, hoping that sheer aggression would drive him past the three men. About ten steps into his sprint he let out a blood-curdling scream and hurled the metal rod as hard as possible in front of him. A loud grunt was followed by a crash, and Sebastian knew that he had made contact with someone. He dared not slow down and maintained his dash for the mouth of the passage.  
 
    A heavy hand grabbed at him in the darkness and he was wheeled around by the momentum. Just as he feared he would be stopped, Sebastian felt something graze his ear and heard a smash, as the bottle which Jonah had just thrown blindly into the darkness broke on impact. It had struck the man holding Sebastian full in the face.  
 
    “Aaaaargh!” the man cried out, loosening his grip on the broad-shouldered boy and falling away. 
 
    Unbeknown to the boys, Sebastian’s metal pipe had struck Font on the side of the head and knocked him clean out, while Jonah’s glass bottle had broken Stanhope’s nose.  
 
    The two friends careered out of the alley and into Third Street, scanning wildly for Bartholomew but not wanting to reduce the pace of their escape. The street was dark, but a half-moon illuminated it enough for them to make out silhouettes and rough shapes. Two seconds later Bartholomew broke out of the alley, swinging his short wooden plank like a maniac. He hadn’t struck anyone in his bid for freedom and looked slightly shocked when he emerged at speed from the passage, almost knocking his two friends over. 
 
    “Go, go, go,” he urged, barely slowing. The three sprinted through the gloom of Third Street, trying to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the three men.  
 
    *** 
 
    Finally satisfied that they weren’t being followed, the boys stopped running when they reached the cobbled Main Street and, breathing hard, they leant against the doorway of the empty ropemaker’s shop. While there was plenty of activity still going on in Codrington and a number of groups walked the streets, the merchants had shut for the day and many of the visiting sailors were on board their vessels.  
 
    “Do you think they knew it was us?” asked Jonah, horrified at the thought of being recognised by his stepfather.  
 
    “It was pitch black,” said Bartholomew, his voice shaky with adrenaline. “Surely they couldn’t have.” 
 
    “What about our voices? They know our voices,” Jonah countered. “If Stanhope knows how anyone sounds, it’s me. He’s lived with my mum and me for ages.” He dropped onto his haunches, exhausted by the panic and exertion and seemingly resigned to his fate at the hands of his stepfather.  
 
    “Well, I put on my deepest voice,” said Sebastian.  
 
    “That does it. We’re doomed.”  
 
    Bart broke in, “Let’s hope the element of surprise helped us. Come on, we need to get back to the Dawn, but we’d better break up. The last thing we need is to be spotted as a group.” 
 
    Over the course of the next hour the boys found their own way back to the ship, picking up what provisions they could in order to fulfil their various lists. All three stayed well away from one another once back on board but exchanged frequent fearful glances. They had no idea whether their identities were known, or what Morel and Stanhope may be planning in retribution. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 - A long night 
 
    The ship was lit by the half-moon and lanterns on her deck, and bobbed gently in the calm waters as the tide drove water into and out of the lagoon. The men chosen to form the first watch were armed with flintlock pistols and cutlasses held in place by their bandoliers, and those not on duty by the sides of the Dawn sat together in the centre of the upper deck and played cards, told stories of past adventures or slept soundly in the calm, warm air.  
 
    Jensen had brought more supplies on board for the armoury and was now ensuring that the gunpowder was dry and stored correctly below decks. The purser, Bonney, still couldn’t quite believe his new role and was telling anyone who would listen that he had inventoried the ship’s stocks twice already. Finch was nowhere to be seen but had presumably stayed on shore to drink himself into a stupor that night. 
 
    Bartholomew was asleep by the transom; Jonah was below decks trying to take his mind off the events of the evening by playing cards with one of the younger helmsmen, an extrovert Irishman named Johnson; and Sebastian had decided to join Thomas in the crow’s nest. While the boy had told the boatswain that he was worried about an attack on the ship and wanted to help, he really just wanted to talk to someone and take his mind off the possible mess they had got themselves into. 
 
    About two hours after returning to the ship, and as Sebastian was smiling at yet another one of Thomas’s tales of far-flung places, there was a call from below.  
 
    “Attention on DECK!” 
 
    To his horror, Sebastian spied Morel and Stanhope pulling themselves up the ropes which hung over the side of the vessel, and they leaped onto the deck of the Dawn. 
 
    “I thought they said they were staying in Codrington tonight!” Sebastian stammered to no one in particular. 
 
    “What’s that, lad?” asked Thomas. 
 
    “Nothing, sir,” Sebastian muttered, now focused entirely on the two men below. 
 
    Captain Morel and his first mate stood on the upper deck, illuminated by the flickering lanterns and soft glow of the moon. Was Sebastian imagining it, or were the two men scanning the crew, working out who was there and who was missing? Had they seen the boys’ faces briefly as they had broken past them in the alley? All three lads were placing faith in the fact that neither the captain nor the first mate bothered too much with the young recruits.  
 
    Sebastian’s heart was pounding so heavily, he was sure Thomas would hear it.  
 
    “Are you okay?” frowned the boatswain, noticing the boy’s skittishness. 
 
    “Yes, fine, and all, er, correct.”  
 
    Thomas looked at Sebastian sideways. “Did you go onshore with Bartholomew this afternoon?” he asked. “I’ll need him to help me tomorrow morning with some small sail repairs.” 
 
    “I did…well, I did, but then we parted ways when we got to Codrington…and then I…I didn’t see him again until, well, I spotted him this evening back on board.” Sebastian wondered if he was saying too much. Stay calm, he told himself.  
 
    “Right…” said Thomas, wondering whether the boy had managed to sneak a few cups from the rum barrel when no one was watching. “Look,” the boatswain continued, “if you’re okay to stay here, I’d like to head down as I’ve been in the nest for three hours now. I can ask Bonney to come up in an hour or so. Actually, I’m not sure the old codger can get up the rigging…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” replied Sebastian. “I’ll stay here.” He was happy to remain well away from the deck and keen to be without company for a while in case his nervous chatter brought further attention.  
 
    The boatswain hauled his large frame over the side of the crow’s nest and scurried down the rigging, landing on the deck below in less than a minute. Sebastian saw him move towards the captain and first mate, and the three remained deep in conversation for some time. The boy’s head told him that there was nothing to be concerned about, but his pounding heart told him otherwise. Was Thomas being quizzed about which of the crew had returned to the ship? Were they discussing Sebastian specifically? 
 
    In a sliver of light from one of the deck lanterns Sebastian saw Thomas turn and head towards the hatch, no doubt wanting to get some sleep below decks before the morning. The boy watched the boatswain move down the steps and into the darkness, then returned his gaze to Morel and Stanhope. Morel was walking towards his cabin, but to Sebastian’s horror, the first mate was standing stock still, his face upturned towards the crow’s nest and his eyes locked on Sebastian. The boy instinctively drew back, then caught himself – he shuffled back towards the edge of the nest and tried to look casual as he scanned the dark lagoon for any sign of danger. His hands were shaking as they held the side of the nest for support.  
 
    He knew that Stanhope couldn’t see him clearly, as the top of the mast was only dimly lit by the moon, and in a way this made the stare from the first mate even more unsettling. Was he sending a message to Sebastian? The look seemed to be saying, “I know what you did.” Not knowing what else to do, the boy looked straight ahead without moving a muscle.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, Stanhope’s gaze returned to the men on the deck and he moved off slowly, engaging with those on watch and ensuring they were ready for the unexpected. Sebastian desperately wanted to run and wake up Bartholomew to triple-check that both he and Jonah remembered the alibi. Although they had been through it a few times before making their separate ways back to the Dawn, what if they mucked it up on close interrogation? He ran numerous scenarios through his head and none of them had a happy ending. 
 
    An hour later, well beyond midnight, Sebastian looked over the edge of the nest to see Regis scaling the swaying rigging. The man’s bushy sideburns always gave him the look of someone who was permanently furious, though his features were largely hidden as he climbed further from the lit deck and up towards the top of the mast.  
 
    It would be so easy to just push me off the top, thought the boy in a panic. He looked around the tiny platform for a weapon of any kind, but Regis’s shining bald head was already visible, rising above the edge of the nest. As his face emerged, he smiled crookedly at Sebastian.  
 
    “Ah, it’s you up here,” sneered the man. “What news?” 
 
    “Umm, nothing, sir, nothing to report,” responded the boy. “Should I go down now?” Sebastian tried not to sound desperate to move away from the officer. 
 
    Regis looked at him closely. “In a hurry?”  
 
    “I’d just like to make sure that Mr Finch’s tools are clean and in good order for when he returns to the ship, sir,” stammered the boy. His best effort at a smile came out as a pained grimace, as if he had just stubbed his toe. 
 
    “Get going, lad,” replied Regis. “And if Finch doesn’t return to the ship tomorrow then you’re the one who’s going to be in charge of the carpentry…and surgery!” He chuckled at his own joke. “In fairness, you couldn’t be any worse than him at the latter.” 
 
    Without asking for a second time to be dismissed, Sebastian all but leaped over the edge of the nest and scuttled down the rigging, relieved as each rung put distance between him and Regis. Trying to look nonchalant when he reached the deck, the boy ambled over to the hatch and moved down the steps onto the lower deck, scanning for Jonah in the gloom. In the near pitch black of the galley area, it was impossible to make out who was who. 
 
    “I’m here,” he heard a voice say, and out of the shadows stepped his friend. “Let’s not talk here. I haven’t slept a wink.” 
 
    The two headed back up the steps and looked around the upper deck, hoping not to see Stanhope or Morel. If they did, they would split up immediately, but the two men were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Okay, let’s go over it again,” said Sebastian in a low voice. 
 
    “Haven’t we been over this enough?” asked Jonah. “You make me more worried every time you bring it up!”  
 
    “I just want to be sure, in case they interrogate us. Our story has to be watertight.”  
 
    And so, sitting by the main mast, the boys went over their alibi once more. Once they had arrived on shore, they had walked around the streets and bought dinner in the Christopher Codrington, before splitting up to pick up the provisions that each had been tasked with. They had not seen each other until back on the ship later that night. 
 
    “Perfect,” smiled Jonah, secretly hoping that no one else from the ship had seen them. That was far from impossible with so many from the Dawn having been on shore that day. 
 
    “Okay,” said Sebastian, “I’m going to speak to Bart, but you and I shouldn’t talk again until morning.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be talking now!” replied Jonah as he yawned, rather annoyed. “I’m going to try to get some sleep again.” With that he disappeared back into the galley.  
 
    Bartholomew was snoring gently as his friend approached. Nodding to the crewman who stood at the helm, Sebastian continued towards Bartholomew and prodded him awake with his foot.  
 
    “Bart! Wake up,” he hissed. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Bartholomew asked, jerking upright as he woke.  
 
    “We need to check our alibis again. Jonah and I have just been through it.”  
 
    “I was finally asleep!” Bartholomew looked at Sebastian with a steely gaze which the other boy had not seen before. Bart shrugged. “If they saw us, I’m ready.”  
 
    With that, he drew up his left trouser leg slightly, revealing the hilt of a short dagger.  
 
    “Where did you get that?!” screeched Sebastian, immediately tempering his volume when he saw the man at the helm shoot them a look. 
 
    “From the armoury, when Jensen was busy storing the new consignment of gunpowder. He’s been handing out weapons to those on watch, so I figured he wouldn’t miss it. And when the time’s right…” Bart let the thought linger.  
 
    “Bart,” said Sebastian, “I’ve told you before. You may be able to injure Stanhope or Regis, but not both of them and probably not fatally before they grab you. Think hard about this.” 
 
    “Sebastian, I’ll get vengeance for my father, whatever it takes. You’re right, though: it’ll require patience, and I have the patience to wait. But if they know that it was us in the alley and they make their move first, then I have to be prepared.”  
 
    Sebastian nodded. He could see his friend growing in confidence before his eyes, and just hoped that he would have the bravery to back Bartholomew up when the time came. He smiled. “Well, well, young Bart, not so innocent anymore. I’m with you. We both will be. Just say the word.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 - A stranger in the tavern 
 
    Sebastian had managed only a few hours of sleep, Jonah none at all, but Bartholomew seemed well-rested and ready for the day.  
 
    All three were tasked with further restocking of the Dawn’s food supplies over the course of the next few hours, and this would require a number of trips. Jonah took charge of the salted meat supply, which was mainly pork but needed to include some fish in the event the crew were unable to catch it fresh as they sailed. Sebastian would focus on rum and hard ship’s biscuits, and Bartholomew, the fruit and vegetables. At ten o’clock the boys agreed to meet back at the landing point in two hours, when the sun was directly overhead. Each would acquire as much as he could carry back to the Dawn, and they would then repeat the journey as necessary until all the provisions were restocked. 
 
    The island felt friendlier in the daytime and Bartholomew enjoyed the relative solitude away from the ship. At one with the jostling crowds, he felt a quiet self-confidence building. It was a new sensation but a welcome one. While he quickly found a fruit seller, the merchant’s wares were rotting in the heat and giving off a sweet, sickly smell which was attracting flies. Moving along, he found the next man’s produce looked much better and so the boy inched into the store.  
 
    The proprietor sat cross-legged on a stool at the back of the narrow room, his darting eyes all too familiar with the petty thievery which plagued the island. The smell of the fresh plantains, oranges, lemons and other exotic fruit was intoxicating to Bartholomew and he leant in to have a sniff and touch the skins.  
 
    “Oi, lad,” said the storekeeper from the gloom at the back of the store. “You touch it, you buy it. Understood?” 
 
    Bartholomew looked up and was now able to see the man more clearly, out of the blinding sunlight of the street. The shopkeeper was a tall, lean black man dressed in a white shirt and brown trousers, and his head was completely shaved. He was staring intently at the boy. 
 
    “Yessir,” replied Bartholomew quickly. “I’ve come with a list from the January Dawn.” 
 
    “Ahh, very well. Let’s see it, boy.”  
 
    He nodded as Bartholomew read out the extensive list. “Quite the handful. Can you cope with it all?” 
 
    “I’m happy to make more than one trip. I’ll give you all my business if we can agree a suitable price now,” the boy offered.  
 
    The man bristled at the enterprising youngster before him, but then allowed himself a smile. He patted Bartholomew on the shoulder.  
 
    “I can give you everything, and I’ll even help you back to the landing with it. It’s been a good morning so far. I’ll even throw in these baskets.” 
 
    “That’s kind, sir. Thank you!” 
 
    “Of course. Just be sure to come back. My name is Fortune. Where have you come from?”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr Fortune. We sailed from Plymouth around a month ago. My ship is the January Dawn – the brigantine,” said Bartholomew. He was about to tell Fortune that they were sailing again tomorrow, but quickly caught himself – he had no idea who this man was or what he would do with the information.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to go to England,” said Fortune, then shook his head. “I’ve heard it’s cold, though…and they don’t have plantains. Probably wouldn’t suit me at all, but still, the adventure is always tempting.” 
 
    “That it is, Mr Fortune. I must admit it’s been something just getting here. Most of it hard, but an adventure, as you say.” 
 
    Fortune liked this boy. As the merchant began chatting about life on the island, Bartholomew thought about how far he had come in the last six weeks – from the abject loneliness after his father’s death and the solitude of the warehouse in Plymouth, to the harsh realities on board ship, the friendships that he had forged and the distances that he had travelled. It was indeed some journey. 
 
    “All done!” Fortune had interrupted Bart’s self-reverie. 
 
    The baskets were overflowing and ready to go. Both stepped out into the sunshine. Fortune bolted the flimsy plywood front door and returned moments later with a small two-wheeled cart. Looking very much as though it had been put together by a five year old, the wagon was effectively three short planks of wood with two wheels bolted to the sides and handles nailed to the back. Bartholomew did as he was instructed and held the handles while Fortune lugged the three heavy baskets onto the planks, careful not to tip it up.  
 
    The pair worked together plodding down the cobbled avenue, Fortune pushing while Bartholomew walked at the front facing forward, his two hands supporting the wagon behind him. It wasn’t easy going – the cart was heavy and the cobbles unforgiving, and more than once they had to stop to retrieve fruit which had bounced from the baskets.  
 
    The street was still busy and navigating through the crowds was challenging. When they were about halfway to the landing, Bartholomew called for a rest. 
 
    “Can we wait for a minute?” he pleaded with Fortune, struggling in the Barbudian heat, sweat beading on his forehead, rolling into his eyes and blurring his vision.  
 
    Once recovered, Bart stood up slowly and immediately noticed someone looking directly at him through the melee. While people moved backwards and forwards across the boy’s line of sight, the man’s gaze remained unnaturally focused on Bart. Suddenly, as if noticing that the boy was staring back at him, the stranger broke eye contact and darted away. He was of medium height and had light-brown shoulder-length hair pulled into a tidy ponytail. Bart could make out a smart grey shirt and brown trousers as the man walked purposefully towards the southern end of Main Street. The confidence of his stride somehow reminded Bartholomew of the military men he had so often seen in Plymouth. In an instant the man had vanished and the boy’s gaze returned to Fortune, who was frowning at him. 
 
    “Are we ready?” he asked.  
 
    “I thought…I thought I saw someone watching me. Over there.” Bartholomew nodded in the direction in which the stranger had disappeared.  
 
    Fortune shrugged. “There are eyes everywhere on this island.” 
 
    Bart wasn’t so sure – the way the man had darted away made it feel as though this was no random glance. Had Bart been followed? 
 
    “Of course.” He attempted to shrug off his uncertainty. 
 
    At the landing, Fortune bid the young mate goodbye and began the trip back to his shop. Bartholomew watched him for some time as he disappeared into the crowd, standing head and shoulders above most others on Main Street.  
 
    Jonah was already at the landing, waiting for his friends. “Beat this, Bart! Fish and salted pork. Lots of it!” he announced proudly. “You’re welcome.” He smiled in the knowledge that he had helped provide something different from the unchanging menu of fish which the crew had endured over the past few weeks. 
 
    Sebastian arrived last, and came with two others assisting – one was rolling what must have been a barrel of rum, and the other was helping the carpenter’s mate with a massive wooden box on the side of which was the simple label “TACK”. 
 
    “All set?” Bartholomew asked. 
 
    “Sebastian, do you need to make another trip?” 
 
    “One casket of rum? With that lot of drunkards on the Dawn? What do you think?” 
 
    With the baskets, boxes and barrels, the three friends and the oarsmen, there was no room to spare as the craft lurched back towards the ship.  
 
    Once the first load was transferred aboard, Sebastian was ready to return to Codrington, but Bartholomew grabbed his arm.  
 
    “Wait, Sebastian,” he said to his friend. “Let me go, please.” 
 
    Sebastian looked at Bartholomew with suspicion, but reluctantly agreed. 
 
    “Just don’t be late, Bart, or you’ll get us all in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    By the time Bartholomew was back in town, the ale houses and taverns were beginning to fill. The bustle of the morning had been replaced with a more languid crowd. Bart enjoyed his time alone and it was a privilege to walk the streets with time to think and without distraction. 
 
    At the liquor merchant where Bart figured that Sebastian must have bought his rum, barrels of the potent liquid were stacked outside the dilapidated storefront. Written in faded white letters above the shop was “Tobias’s Liquor Store”. A sense of déjà vu overwhelmed Bart. It was the barrels. They looked so familiar, and with a pang of remorse he thought of his father crafting ones very similar. Could Gregory’s barrels have travelled as far as the Caribbean? Bart marvelled at the thought and a smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Something amusing, lad?” The shopkeeper interrupted his thoughts.  
 
    “Pardon?”  
 
    “Something funny?”  
 
    It was less a question and more an accusation.  
 
    “My friend Sebastian bought a barrel of rum earlier,” said Bartholomew quickly, “and I need to buy another. Please.” He added this last bit in an effort to build some kind of rapport with the frowning man.  
 
    Just as he was reaching for some coins to prove he had the required funds, Bartholomew stiffened. There, only fifteen yards away across the street, was the man he had caught watching him earlier on Main Street. There was no mistaking him.  
 
    Almost without thinking, Bart yelled, “HEY!” 
 
    The stranger, realising that he had been compromised, bolted away like a startled cat.  
 
    Without saying a word to the rum merchant, Bartholomew forgot all about the task of buying more barrels for the ship and began running in pursuit of the ponytailed individual, who was already partially hidden by the dwindling throng of people on the street. 
 
    “Stop! Come back!” the boy yelled as he sprinted along the cobbles, barely recognising his own boldness and trying not to turn his ankle on the uneven surface. Bartholomew’s feet slid on the sand-covered stones and he had to pick himself up when he careered into an alley and collided with a man walking the other way. 
 
    “Oi, you!” the boy heard as he rose quickly and continued pursuing his quarry, not even looking back to see what damage he may have caused the man he had smashed into. 
 
    Breaking out of the alley, he slowed, unsure which way the fleeing man had run. He stopped completely and scanned up and down Second Street. Swearing under his breath, fearing he had lost his target once again, he noticed the Christopher Codrington close by. 
 
    Bartholomew stepped tentatively towards the bustling tavern. A number of men and women were drinking, smoking and chatting outside in the street and from inside came the noise of many more. He paused for a moment midway across the cobbled street, hesitating as he heard a crash from within the pub and fully expecting another fight to erupt from the gloom of the open doorway. Advancing cautiously, Bartholomew attempted to put on a confident smile as he passed a group of men who were hotly debating which of the brigantines lying out in the lagoon would be fastest. He entered without challenge. 
 
    As soon as he crossed the threshold of the tavern, the sensory overload was intense: the air was thick with smoke and reeked of ale and men long overdue a bath, and raucous laughter rebounded from every angle. Bartholomew’s common sense told him to turn and walk straight out of the bar, but he overrode it and stepped further into the room, scanning the faces within. He saw black and white faces, faces with jagged scars, faces with only one eye and a patch covering the other, faces which followed his movements and some which didn’t even acknowledge him. No face matched the man in the street.  
 
    Taking as deep a breath as he could muster without coughing, Bartholomew paused to think. Even if the man wasn’t here, perhaps he would come in for a drink before too long, and the boy had a couple of hours until he had to be back on deck. He stood by the bar and scanned the gloom for a spare table, resigned to have to wait for a short while. But then, suddenly, Bart remembered the rum – he couldn’t go back without the extra barrel, and that didn’t leave him much time.  
 
    He heard a cough beside him and, looking up, noticed two tall sailors eyeing him with a mixture of surprise and humour. Each had an elbow on the bar top and a drink in one hand. Across the bar, the barman put his hands on the countertop and leant down to the boy’s level. He grinned, revealing a set of blackened teeth.  
 
    “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “A bumbo…please,” Bart replied, placing one hand on the countertop in a failed effort to show nonchalance. He felt in his pocket for some change and dropped it on the bar. The barman moved a small tumbler in front of the boy and poured in a measure of rum, followed by a spoonful of sugar and nutmeg powder. 
 
    “Thanks,” Bart murmured, his manners betraying his innocence.  
 
    Noting the wry smiles of a few of the men around him, he moved off into the grey, smoky gloom and quickly sat at an empty table which moments earlier had been vacated by two men who were so full of bumbo that they could barely walk. There was room for only two stools, and Bartholomew was grateful when no one immediately sought to occupy the one next to him. He looked on intently as the bar’s population ebbed and flowed, and was fascinated to watch the sea of humanity drift into and out of his line of sight. There remained no sign of his mystery man, however.  
 
    The bumbo was strong and quickly helped Bartholomew to relax a little. Just as he was thinking of waiting only a few more minutes, he noticed a dishevelled figure hobble into the tavern and approach the bar. The man’s height was difficult to fathom as he shuffled forward with a pronounced stoop. He had a wispy grey beard and scraggly grey-black hair, which when combined with his threadbare brown shirt and knee-length trousers painted a picture of an ageing man down on his luck. Those loitering at the bar moved back when the man approached, almost recoiling at the sight of the individual. The barman did the opposite, though, standing tall and staring directly at the limping figure as if to immediately challenge his right to be there.  
 
    “Got money?” he demanded. 
 
    The man got to the counter with supreme effort and held on to the side of the bar with a death grip which made his knuckles white. “Rum,” he croaked. “Double.”  
 
    The crooked man looked intently into his right pocket and rummaged around with shaking hands for what felt like minutes, before finally wrestling two small coins from the filthy trousers and placing the money on the countertop.  
 
    Without taking the coins, the barman placed a tumbler on the bar, poured a double measure of the light-brown liquid into the glass and pushed it towards the man. Without a word, the patron took the glass with an unsteady hand and turned slowly away from the bar and towards the rest of the tavern. Numerous people could be seen shaking their heads at his approach, indicating that there was no room for the unkempt stranger near them. Before Bartholomew realised what was happening, the man began hobbling towards his table.  
 
    “Spare seat?” he croaked. 
 
    “I, er, I’m waiting for someone,” Bartholomew stammered unconvincingly. 
 
    “Well, that’s perfect. I’ll hold his seat.” The old man slowly pulled the stool from under the small table and with intense effort manoeuvred it so as to collapse into a sitting position. “Thank you.” 
 
    Bartholomew looked more closely at the man. His face, lank hair and thin beard were as filthy as his threadbare clothes, but it wasn’t clear whether he was old or young – his features were consumed by an appearance of wear and hardship. The boy felt a tinge of guilt for almost refusing him a seat, but still wasn’t ready for a conversation when the man began to speak.  
 
    “What ship are you on, boy?” he asked in his low, croaking voice. “I haven’t seen you here before. You’re no local.” 
 
    It was clear that the man already knew Bartholomew was from one of the vessels docked in the lagoon, so the boy replied cautiously, “The Dawn, sir.” 
 
    “HA!” the man cackled loudly. “I haven’t been called ‘sir’ in about twenty years!” He grinned broadly, and it was only then that Bart noticed his teeth. They were all there, and were relatively white and straight, totally out of keeping with the rest of the old man’s appearance. The stranger continued to laugh, clearly finding his new title amusing. “Call me Robson.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr Robson,” stammered Bartholomew. 
 
    “So, the Dawn, eh? Beautiful ship. Came in yesterday? Don’t tell me – young new recruit from England?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Ha! No mystery. One, you’re English, and two, you’re paler than a ghost.” 
 
    Bartholomew smiled, beginning to like Robson in spite of himself. “Did you come on a ship as well, or do you live on the island?”  
 
    “I travelled to the islands as a young lad, about your age I’d say, but I was injured a long time ago – pistol shots to the leg and lower back. After that…well, after that I wasn’t much use to anybody.” He stared wistfully at the table for some moments. “So I decided to stay here. Tried to make a living as a chandler, but the work’s hard, and worse for a man handicapped like me. So after a while, a friend gave me a job as a fruit picker, and that’s what I do now from time to time. That’s getting harder at my age now, though.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Bartholomew, finding sympathy for his table mate. “I’m on my first voyage. I’ve been working as the boatswain’s mate and it’s been a tough few weeks. I’ve made good friends and know a lot more than when I started back in Plymouth.” He felt a surge of emotion as he thought about home, but clenched his jaw and breathed in. 
 
    “It’s not for everyone,” the man said, then smiled kindly. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t cut it. Just takes some people a bit longer.” 
 
    He sat quietly for a moment, hunched over his glass on the table, moving it around slowly with his hand. “Some people come here because they’re running from something, some because they’re searching for something. Those who are running soon learn that they can’t do it forever, and those searching are never satisfied with what they find. These men” – he swept his hand across the tavern to indicate the sailors within – “will never be content. They’ll always fight for more, and most will die trying. Never fall into that trap – it only leads to unhappiness. Be satisfied with the little things. Work hard and graft well. There are no shortcuts. Despite what some may think.”  
 
    The boy looked intently at the frail man sitting opposite and found himself nodding. “I was running from something at first, I think,” Bartholomew said. “But during the last few weeks I’ve found myself driven by another force. I’m not sure I’ll ever find happiness. I don’t know if that’s in my future.”  
 
    The stranger stared back, and for the first time Bart realised that the man’s eyes were a sharp, clear blue and seemed to have a fervour lacking in the rest of his decrepit body. “Nonsense, boy. You’re too young to say such things.” 
 
    Relaxed by the bumbo now coursing through his veins, Bartholomew briefly forgot the need to rush back for another barrel of rum and he began describing life before the Dawn, his close relationship with his father, and the loneliness and uncertainty he was plunged into after Gregory’s death. Bart had joined Morel’s crew in an effort to escape Plymouth but had come to learn that some aboard the ship were responsible for his situation, all of it: his father’s passing, his new servitude aboard and a life he had never planned for. He wanted revenge but knew that even if he achieved it, it may not bring an end to his grief and anger. 
 
    The piercing blue eyes of the man opposite had not wandered from the boy once. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “many don’t have the opportunity to right the wrongs done to them and to seek justice for those they love. If that opportunity arises then take it, and perhaps you’ll find your peace.” The man pushed himself to his feet using both hands on the table and grimaced as he tried to straighten his back. He raised what was left of his rum with a trembling hand and downed the dregs in one go. “To justice.” 
 
    With that, he winked at Bartholomew, turned slowly and hobbled painfully away, moving through the throngs of people within the smoky tavern. His silhouette was framed in the doorway before he disappeared into the late-afternoon light.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 - The plan 
 
    The sun was low in the sky when Bart exited the Christopher Codrington. He had lost track of time and suddenly realised that he needed to pick up another casket of rum before returning to the Dawn. He scratched his head, trying to remember which way it was to the liquor merchant’s – the bumbo had dulled his senses and was making it hard to regain his sense of direction. As he walked, Bart had to admit that he was now lost. He tried to contain a building sense of panic as he randomly chose alleyways in his bid to find Tobias’s Liquor Store, but as the evening shadows grew longer, he only became more confused.  
 
    Halfway down a passage which he hoped was leading him in the right direction, Bart heard a soft scraping from behind. Suddenly, he was grabbed roughly and shoved against the wall of the passage, his arms pinned to his sides in a vice-like grip. He managed to cry out just before a sack was tossed over his head, but his screams were quickly muffled by the thick, rough hessian cloth. Bartholomew struggled as hard as he could, but the grip holding his arms only grew stronger and he quickly tired, resigned to his fate.  
 
    It had to be Stanhope! Bart’s mind raced as his muscles ached. This would be a catastrophic end, one without the retribution which he so desired for his father. The first mate must have known all the while that the individuals who had surprised Morel, Font and him in the alleyway last night had in fact been his own shipmates.  
 
    Without warning, Bart was off the ground and was thrown over a shoulder; he grunted as his stomach struck a hard collarbone, winding him. After what felt like only a few moments, the momentum of the man carrying him appeared to slow, and he felt himself rising in jolts – they must be ascending some steps.  
 
    Bart tried to squint through the sack, but could see nothing aside from flickers of light every now and then. The man came to a halt and there was the sound of a dull knock on wood.  
 
    “Come in!” the boy heard, the voice clearly coming from within a room beyond the door. He felt himself being lifted again, and then, with surprising gentleness, he was set down so that his feet found the floor. He began to speak. 
 
    “Please, sir, I was –” 
 
    “Quiet, boy!” came the reply, the new individual cutting him off immediately. This wasn’t Stanhope’s voice. Perhaps he was going to get someone else to do his dirty work? 
 
    “Keep moving, straight forwards. That’s it.” 
 
    Cautiously, Bart moved forwards, putting one foot in front of the other while still unable to see a thing. An iron grip remained on his shoulder, directing him, as he heard the door open and was moved inside a room. 
 
    “That’s fine, take the hood off.” 
 
    Bart blinked as the sack was whipped off his head. His eyes, accustomed to the darkness, were now blinded by the light of more than ten candles which bathed the small room in their glow. He heard the door close behind him. As his eyes quickly became used to the new surroundings he saw a man sitting behind a wide desk, his elbows resting on its top and his fingers intertwined.  
 
    “Hello, Bart.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The voice was familiar, but Bart was confused. This was definitely not Stanhope, or Morel, or even Regis. From his standing position in front of the desk, he peered closely at the man who had uttered his name. He sounded like Robson and he looked like Robson, but the posture was so different as to make the boy wonder whether he was going mad. As his captor spoke again, the cadence and tone of his voice shifted, and instead of being weak and croaking, it became deep and steady. It carried a soft accent which Bartholomew immediately recognised as Scottish. 
 
    “I’m sorry we had to make this such a drama,” said the man, “but it’s safer this way, for all of us.” 
 
    Confused, but immensely grateful that he was not facing the wrath of Stanhope, Bart stared, open-mouthed, at the individual in front of him. He wasn’t sure whom he was addressing, or what he was doing here.  
 
    Robson smiled broadly and with evident glee at the boy’s bewilderment. Slowly, he began tugging at his wispy beard. It came away in his hands, and he chuckled as Bart’s mouth opened wider. With a damp cloth which lay on the desk, the man wiped his face vigorously. He then scratched his head, and a cascade of white powder descended onto the surface of the table in front of him, revealing a shock of dark-brown hair. The transformation was astonishing, as now sitting before Bartholomew was no decrepit old man, but a strong, square-jawed fellow of no more than thirty years with the same piercing blue eyes. 
 
    “Mr Robson?” stuttered the boy, unable to believe the transformation he had just witnessed.  
 
    Robson smiled wryly. “Hello, Bart. My name is Captain Ethan Courtney.” His Scottish lilt was now obvious. Courtney raised his chin, indicating that the boy should turn and look behind. Shifting his head slowly, Bart saw two men standing close behind him. One was the mysterious fellow whom the boy had been chasing and the other was well known to him.  
 
    “Hello, my friend!” grinned the fruit vendor. 
 
    “Fortune?!”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but Captain Courtney insisted that it had to be this way. I hope we didn’t frighten you too much.” 
 
    The captain rose from the desk, strode purposefully to the window behind and sat on the sill as he looked Bart up and down. “I’m sorry for the surprise, Bart, honestly, but let me do some proper introductions. I’m captain of His Majesty’s Ship Mediator.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” began Bart cautiously, still not sure whether he was in deep trouble but knowing that he should choose his words carefully. “But sir, I don’t understand why I’m here.” 
 
    “I know, Bart, don’t worry. Mediator had been a frigate moored in Antigua and acting as a Royal Naval supply ship, but my men and I are now using her on a clandestine mission for King George. We’re part of the effort to help eradicate the evil of piracy in these seas. 
 
    “Behind you are two of my best officers. Benjamin Robinson is first lieutenant on the Mediator.”  
 
    Glancing at the man with the ponytail behind him, Bartholomew attempted a shy smile. Robinson, arms crossed, nodded to the boy. 
 
    “How do you do.” He had a cut-glass English accent which would not have sounded out of place in the House of Lords. He also stood as straight as a pin, distinct and just as Bartholomew had noticed when he first saw him in the street. He looked every inch the well-drilled military man. 
 
    “And this,” continued Courtney, pointing to the fruit vendor, “is Captain Emmanuel Cody. Captain Cody is head of the Marine contingent aboard the Mediator, and a braver, more accomplished man you are unlikely to ever meet.” 
 
    Ethan Courtney spent the next few minutes explaining the British Navy’s presence in the Caribbean, much of which centred in Antigua. The island served as a staging post for the defence of British merchant ships crossing the Atlantic but had also acted as a strategic port for some of the largest naval skirmishes of recent times. These fierce sea battles were typically against Britain’s neighbours Spain, France and the Netherlands, and included the recent Battle of Trinidad. It was here that Courtney had earned his captainship and Cody had been awarded his freedom for outstanding bravery. It was unusual for a man of African descent to be in a senior position on a naval vessel in 1798, but the tall, proud man had led charge after charge when his ship’s crew boarded a Spanish man-of-war, winning the respect and eternal gratitude of the many British sailors he saved – including Captain Courtney.  
 
    “You’ll want to know what you’re doing here,” said Courtney to Bartholomew, noting the boy’s bemused face with humour.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said his young prisoner. “I don’t know how this is anything to do with me. How could I possibly be of assistance?” 
 
    Courtney nodded and held up both hands. “Let me explain. Our mission, as I’ve said, is to weed out Caribbean piracy, but to do that we need to rely on more than just luck. Years ago, we used to give letters of marque to pirates, which allowed them to attack our enemies’ ships with impunity. Over time many of these men decided to push this temporary grace and favour, and see any ship as fair bounty – Spanish, French and British. It’s now costing us more than we had ever hoped to gain. We need to snuff it out. Entirely. But we can’t win this war by hoping to chance upon the odd pirate ship. We need intelligence from people on the inside.” 
 
    “On the inside? You mean spies?” questioned Bart.  
 
    “Exactly, though we prefer to call them ‘assets’. We need to know who’s captaining these ships, the strength of their crew, their intended course and their targets. And even with this information, it isn’t easy to apprehend these men. Many privateer ships are faster and more agile than our own vessels, and so we need to be one step ahead at all times. Then, with the Mediator’s superior firepower and Captain Cody’s highly trained Marines, we’re able to actually find and engage these pirates.” The captain left this last sentence hanging in the air, before concluding: “And that, Bart, is where you come in.”  
 
    The boy looked from the captain to Robinson and then to Cody. If he had hoped for backup from either, he was disappointed.  
 
    Cody smiled broadly, revealing his exquisitely white teeth, and said, “We need you. Without your assistance to bring Morel to justice, it will be almost impossible to catch him in the act and then apprehend him. We’ve gained valuable intelligence of the Dawn’s itinerary, but even armed with this information, we lack specifics – and she’s faster than our own ship…” 
 
    Bartholomew shook his head. “I don’t think I can help,” he said in a pleading tone. “I’m just one boy. I’ve got about a month’s experience on the sea and there are about a hundred men on that ship. What am I meant to do?” 
 
    It was Robinson’s turn to speak up. He hadn’t shifted from his position, arms crossed over his chest, in the time Bart had been in the room. The lieutenant looked like a formidable character and someone the boy would not want to cross. Robinson did, however, give the briefest of nods now, perhaps acknowledging that this was no easy task for the young sailor. “We can give you ways to slow the Dawn down,” he said, “which will allow us to intercept her.” 
 
    “And you won’t be alone,” interrupted Courtney. “You have a pair of loyal friends, I gather? You would effectively be saving them before they gave their lives over permanently to piracy. We appreciate that you’ve seen much hardship over the last few weeks and that life’s been tough for you. But believe me, it’s nothing compared to what you would encounter over years of service with Morel and Stanhope…if you even survived. The Dawn has been known for, how shall I put this, a high turnover of men. I also know that you want nothing more than revenge for your father’s death, and we can help you achieve that.” 
 
    “I know where they’re heading,” stammered Bartholomew. “I can give you that. But slowing the ship without being caught, I’m just not sure that’s possible.” 
 
    “Okay, then let’s start with the Dawn’s exact heading then,” said Courtney gently. “What’s Morel’s plan?” 
 
    Bart described in detail the frightening experience in the alley the previous night, and what he, Jonah and Sebastian had overheard about a Spanish treasure ship and her route back to Spain. The boy described the man they had addressed as Governor Font, and Morel and Stanhope’s promise to meet with him again before the Dawn sailed tomorrow morning.  
 
    Courtney shot Robinson and Cody a glance. “This is the first time that we’ve heard hard evidence of what we’ve long believed,” the captain said, jaw clenched. “Governor Font is as corrupt as they get. We’ve suspected that he’s been aiding and abetting piracy against merchant ships and that he’s been the source of tipoffs for these thieves. Font is like many officials in these far-flung outposts – greedy and abusing of his powers.”  
 
    Addressing his two officers, Courtney said, “I want an agent on Font at all times. Bartholomew said he was due to meet Morel and Stanhope again at ten o’clock this morning. We need to stick close to him, and once we have proof of his villainy, we’ll arrest him. But remember that we can’t grab him before the Dawn has sailed, in case he somehow alerts Morel and Stanhope that their plan has been compromised. As soon as she leaves the lagoon, we take him.” Both men nodded.  
 
    The captain then explained his part of the plan. The Mediator, his forty-four-gun, double-decked naval frigate, lay in the harbour of St. John’s on the nearby island of Antigua. When the Dawn sailed on the morning tide tomorrow, she would head north through the channel, leaving the lagoon, and then move south down Eleven Mile Beach. She would soon be heading past Antigua and into the Atlantic. On seeing the Dawn leave the lagoon, Courtney, Robinson and Cody, with a contingent of Marines stationed in the old fort in Barbuda, would confiscate the second brigantine in the lagoon and make for St. John. On reaching Antigua, they would board the Mediator and prepare to give chase, in hot pursuit of Morel and his crew.  
 
    “But,” said Cody quietly, still looking closely at Bartholomew, “we need you to do two things for us. One, we need you to slow the Dawn, and two, we need you to help us keep track of her in order to ensure we’re moving in the right direction.” 
 
    The boy was shaking his head slowly, beginning to feel nauseous. “How am I supposed to do that?”  
 
    From behind the desk, Courtney smiled. “We think a combination of a few things will do it. They may not all be possible without your being discovered, and so you need to make your own decisions when back on board. Ideally, we want to be engaging the Dawn two to three days after she leaves the lagoon and when she’s well south-east of Antigua. You can discuss the methods with Jonah and Sebastian, but only if you’re absolutely sure that neither will give you up to Morel. The question is, how much do you trust your new friends?” 
 
    Bartholomew thought this through. The loyalty the friends had built between them was strong, and Jonah’s hatred of Stanhope was almost as intense as Bart’s. He was sure that he could rely on both boys, and indeed each had already committed to assisting Bart in avenging his father. This would have to be a task which the three executed together, but he remained concerned about their chances of genuinely being able to help Courtney.  
 
    “How can I possibly slow a ship as big as the Dawn? I’m just the boatswain’s apprentice…and a very inexperienced one at that.” 
 
    Courtney shook his head. “You underestimate yourself, Bart. The vessel can only move with the wind, and if, for example, her sails are compromised then she can’t cover distance as quickly. A simple cut to the sail or perhaps stitching that comes loose looks less obvious.”  
 
    Bartholomew thought of the patches that he and Thomas had woven into the sails after the storm. “Okay, that may be possible…” 
 
    “And the hull,” Courtney continued, “if the hull is damaged then the Dawn will need to slow for repairs. Our agents have seen a mend in the port side of the ship. If there’s some way to exploit the ship’s weakened structure, even ever so slightly, it would buy us precious time.”  
 
    Bartholomew shivered at the thought of the cannonball which had ripped through the Dawn and ended the life of Elijah Stone.  
 
    “Both of those require us to do something without any of the crew seeing us!” argued the boy. “There are a hundred men on that ship – we’re never alone.”  
 
    “We understand that,” said Robinson coldly. “It’s no small ask and we’re putting a lot of faith in you, Bart. We want to take the Dawn and bring Morel and Stanhope to trial. I believe you do too. We all have to take our chances.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing.” The captain pushed his chair back and opened a drawer from which he drew a small paper parcel tied with string. Courtney unfolded the delicate wrapping with care. There in the centre of the sheet were about fifty flat, light-brown seeds. Bartholomew looked at them closely with suspicion, wondering how on earth these would help him.  
 
    “These are strychnine seeds,” said Courtney, “from the Strychnos tree. If you grind these into the crew’s food, there is enough here to induce vomiting, severe muscle cramps and even convulsions. Very dangerous. Two problems, though…” 
 
    “I’m not sure we need more problems. This seems difficult enough!” huffed Bart.  
 
    The captain smiled. “I understand. The first problem,” he continued, “is that the seeds are very bitter, and so you’ll have to find a food that masks the taste. And the second concern is that the effects wear off in time…it takes hours, or in some cases days. Again, though, this at least may lend us valuable time. A window in which we can pursue.” 
 
    “An incapacitated crew means fewer hands to sail the ship or to fight effectively,” added Cody. 
 
    Bartholomew leaned closer to the desk and took a look at the seeds. They appeared harmless and he was able to picture Jonah slipping these into dinner more easily than he could imagine creating holes in the sails or hull. He remained uneasy, however. “Won’t it be obvious that the men have been poisoned?” 
 
    “Not likely,” Courtney said coolly. “Two years ago, HMS Alfred lost over one hundred and fifty men to yellow fever when they were in Jamaica, and that disease causes pain, fever and vomiting, much like these seeds. Such are the perils of a life at sea. At every turn are disease and illness, enough to disguise a bit of poison.”  
 
    The captain continued, “So, how do we communicate?” He leant down, picked up a small lantern from behind the desk and placed the square metal and glass object next to the seeds on the table. “The Mediator will try to follow the Dawn just beyond the horizon during the day, but sail at full speed during the night. We’ll watch for your lantern signal each night – three flashes. Do it whenever you can without being seen, and make the three-flash signal a few times. Hopefully, we’ll see it and know that we remain on the right course. When at last you feel the ship is slowing or the men are ill enough to allow for attack the next morning, flash five times. We will then sail through the night as before but maintain our speed at daybreak and attempt to engage the Dawn.” 
 
    Feeling deeply uneasy about the whole plan, Bartholomew looked at the lantern and the seeds, and he thought of his father. He could do something to actively bring about the ship’s demise, and if he failed, at least he would be able to say he had fought for justice. “Yes,” he said simply. 
 
    “Well done, Bart!” grinned Courtney. “You’ve far more courage than you think.” 
 
    Cody and Robinson both nodded in agreement, as each man knew the harm that this twelve-year-old boy was voluntarily risking. 
 
    “We have the element of surprise, and don’t forget that you have a frigate full of Marines ready to back you up. If we work together and stay vigilant, we can do this.” 
 
    The captain deposited the lantern in a hemp sack, and refolded the paper package of seeds and then threw these in as well.  
 
    “Keep these safe, Bart,” Courtney instructed.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied the boy, terrified but determined to carry out the task in front of him. It was now getting late and he would have to hurry back to catch the ferry. Once again his pulse quickened as he realised he still had one task left. 
 
    “Captain! Forgive me, but I’ve got to go. The crew will wonder what’s taking me so long and I still need to get more rum!” Bart was panicking at the thought of their careful plans unravelling before they even started. 
 
    “Don’t worry, lad. You’ll find a cask waiting downstairs.” Cody smiled and walked over to the boy, clapping him on the shoulder. “And Fortune will help you get it to the landing point again!” 
 
    Captain Courtney watched as Bart secured his provisions. “I have every faith in you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 - Friendship tested 
 
    The boys were slightly more at ease having made it through a whole day since the events in the alley. While still on their guard, each felt that Morel and Stanhope would have already made their move if they had suspected the three. With Regis, Morel and Stanhope back on the island, Jonah, Sebastian and Bartholomew sat together by the transom. As before, the upper deck was lit by the soft glow of lanterns and the lagoon remained flat and calm.  
 
    “So what was the matter with you earlier, Bart?” enquired Sebastian.  
 
    “How do you mean?”  
 
    “How do I mean?” Sebastian gently chided his posher friend. “I’ve never seen anyone so keen to fetch rum before.” 
 
    “I just needed to get off the ship for a while.” 
 
    “Not sure I believe that,” said Jonah, lying on his back and staring at the dark sky. 
 
    Bart was startled. Did they know?  
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked again.  
 
    Jonah eyed him suspiciously. He propped himself up on one elbow and then shifted into a sitting position alongside his friends. Sebastian raised one eyebrow quizzically and cocked his head to one side, clearly waiting for Bartholomew to continue.  
 
    “Sooooo…?” Sebastian pushed.  
 
    It was now or never. Bart had no choice but to trust his friends. 
 
    “You remember when you said you would do anything to avenge my father’s death?” He stared hard at the two other boys, looking for any hint of hesitation from them. 
 
    “I remember,” replied Sebastian, nodding, “and I also remember telling you that we had to wait until the time was right, or it would be our necks.” 
 
    “I remember that second bit clearly,” said Jonah. 
 
    Bartholomew looked at the deck and ran his hands nervously back and forth over the rough wood around where he was sitting. “I may have stumbled upon an opportunity. A big one.” 
 
    He looked from Jonah to Sebastian, noting the concern and intrigue etched on their faces.  
 
    “What do you mean by ‘opportunity’, Bart?” enquired Jonah, one of his fingers twirling his curly hair nervously.  
 
    Bartholomew shuffled closer to his friends and there, in the flickering lantern light, with only the gentle lapping of the water against the Dawn’s hull to mask his voice, he whispered the plan to his friends.  
 
    Sebastian and Jonah listened, mesmerised by Bart’s tale of his afternoon on shore. The disguised fruit vendor, his return to the Christopher Codrington, his abduction and the unveiling of Captain Courtney, Robinson and Cody.  
 
    “Incredible. There are dozens of fruit sellers in Codrington,” said Sebastian. “What are the chances you hit upon a British Marine?” 
 
    “I thought that too. But I think they have eyes everywhere. If I hadn’t gone into his store then they would have found another way, I’m sure. I know it all sounds crazy, but this plan may just work!” 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Bart? I mean the whole story – it all sounds very far-fetched! After all, I know how well you take your bumbo!” Sebastian joked. 
 
    “That’s exactly right. It all sounds like madness,” said Jonah sceptically. 
 
    “Look, I accept that it may not work, but I also know that I have to try and it’s probably the best chance we have of bringing Morel down. I’m doing it. With your help or without it – but I’d prefer with.” 
 
    “Bart, think about what they’re asking you…or us…to do. If it all goes wrong, it’s our necks on the line, not theirs! What are the chances that you can re-tear a sail, or Sebastian can create another hole in the hull, or I can put those seeds into the food without anyone finding out? You’ve seen what happens to those who don’t follow Stanhope’s rules – just imagine what happens to those caught actively trying to sabotage the ship!” Even in the flickering lantern light Jonah looked pale as he spoke. “I still say we need more time. You need more time.” 
 
    “Time?” Bart hissed with a look that sent shivers down Jonah’s spine and left him with no question that his friend was going to move forward with the scheme. “You think they gave my father ‘time’ when they beat him to death? Your stepfather killed the only person I ever loved and I won’t give Stanhope a second longer to live than absolutely necessary. How many times in the future do you think we’ll have the backup of a naval frigate?” 
 
    “Bart, be reasonable,” pleaded a bruised Jonah. “All your new mate Courtney cares about is taking down Morel and this ship. He doesn’t care about you or avenging your father – he’s only using you for his own means. Our fate won’t really be his concern.” 
 
    Bartholomew shook his head vigorously. “You’re wrong, Jonah.” Then, looking to Sebastian, he continued, “I stood in front of Cody, Robinson and Courtney. The way they talked to me, the way they listened and how they told me not to try anything that may compromise us…I trust them. Like I trust you.” 
 
    Bart reached out to the boys and grabbed each one by a shoulder. “I’m doing this, and I’m doing it to the schedule discussed with Courtney. I respect your decision if it’s not to help me, but this is happening with or without you.” 
 
    Jonah stared at the deck and then out into the lagoon, while Bartholomew looked from one to the other, waiting for a decision. With a deep sigh, Sebastian finally spoke. 
 
    “I’m with you. Bart’s right, Jonah. This may be the only chance to get Stanhope. And maybe, just maybe, change the future for us all. The hull will be hard to break, but I’ll see what I can do.  
 
    “But listen to me, Bart, and listen hard,” Sebastian continued. “Sure you can manage to tear the sail again, but beware…someone will get the blame for not patching it up well enough after the cannonball damage. Either you” – he nodded to Bartholomew – “or Thomas. It could mean the lash for either of you, or both. If they decide to punish Thomas, you absolutely can’t tell him anything. Can you do that? Can you betray a good man?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Bart conceded. “But I have to take my chances. It’s a means to an end.”  
 
    “So that leaves the poison then…” Sebastian looked pointedly at Jonah, who was staring intently at the stars above. Jonah’s focus slowly shifted back to the other two, and without a word he nodded. 
 
    “You’re the only one with access to the crew’s food,” said Bart. “What about putting it in the salt pork?” 
 
    Jonah shook his head, clearly resigned to helping his shipmates. “Coffee would be best. It’s already bitter.” 
 
    “Especially yours,” Sebastian jibed, trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    “Did Courtney tell you how long before it takes affect?”  
 
    Bartholomew nodded. “A few hours, then comes the vomiting and muscle spasms. That gives us about a day after the effects of the poison begin, to signal the Mediator to come and assist, because the crew here will be weakened and less able to fight.”  
 
    Bart turned to Sebastian. “One more thing. You or I need to be taking watch each evening in order to signal our position to Courtney.”  
 
    “That should work. It’s my rotation tomorrow night,” said Sebastian. 
 
    The three friends became silent, wary grins fixed on their faces in an effort to appear relaxed and positive. In truth, none was confident that the plan would work, but each knew that once it was in motion, there was no turning back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 - Sabotage 
 
    The January Dawn was fully restocked, repaired and ready to set sail on time. Regis stood on the poop deck ticking names off the ship’s register. Once he was finished, he nodded to Stanhope and Morel and took a step back, allowing the captain and first mate to address the crew. A glorious sunrise was breaking to the east and its light reflected like sparkling jewels on the calm waters of the lagoon. The men shifted with nervous energy on the deck, an air of eager anticipation amongst them as they prepared for the next leg of their journey.  
 
    “We have news,” began Morel, “news of bounty. Enough to make us all rich, if we get this right.” He paused for effect, glancing at Stanhope and then back to the crew. “A Spanish galleon, Nuestra Señora de Cadiz, is en route from Peru to Spain and has recently sailed past Georgetown. I am informed that she carries with her a haul of silver so large that her captain has had to strip the ship of her guns in order to make room.” A low murmur rose from the men and excited glances were exchanged. “As she sails past the north-east coast of Barbados and into the Atlantic, we will engage her. With our weaponry and your ferocity” – he pointed to the men – “we will take her!”  
 
    There was a roar of approval from the motley group and Morel smiled. “We will sail hard past the fortifications of Antigua and aim to intercept her in around two days. Mr Stanhope…” 
 
    As Morel stepped back, Stanhope moved into the position of authority at the front of the poop deck. “We’ll navigate back through the channel and sail down the western side of the island, along Eleven Mile Beach. Once past Governor’s Bay we will set a heading of one hundred and fifty degrees. We maintain that course for a day and seek out the Cadiz. Where is Mr Jensen?” 
 
    The stout armourer moved forward through the crew and in his broad Glaswegian accent said, “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “I want all cannons, muskets and flintlocks ready for action. We will have to maintain a constant watch twenty-four hours a day, keeping an eye out for any British naval vessels as we approach Antigua. We’re confident that we can outrun any of them as well as catching the Cadiz, but if our quarry fires upon us, we need to be ready to retaliate!” 
 
    “Aye, sir.”  
 
    “Return to stations,” continued Stanhope with a growl, “and on Mr Regis’s command we will raise anchor. Thomas, Mills, Taylor and Cummins – sails unfurled and ready. We move at half sail through the channel and then full sail as soon as we are moving along the west coast. Dismissed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As the Dawn pulled up anchor and began her slow manoeuvre towards the channel, five rowing boats left the landing point on Codrington and headed into the lagoon. On board were Captain Ethan Courtney, First Lieutenant Benjamin Robinson and Captain of the Marines Emmanuel Cody. Each was in full naval uniform and they were joined by a contingent of twenty Marines from the old fort. Their arrival at the side of the Caledonia, the second brigantine at anchor opposite the town, caused incredulity amongst the ship’s crew. The men aboard were used to seeing naval personnel, although it was rarely a welcome sight. What they were not used to was a demand for their vessel and a black man in full dress uniform. 
 
    “Who’s in charge of this ship?” growled Courtney as, having scaled the side ropes, he leapt onto the deck of the Caledonia.  
 
    “I am, sir! Captain Davis,” came a shout from across the deck. It sounded like a challenge. A thin, weaselly man in a faded blue coat and black britches emerged from the assembled men. His white hair was sticking out at improbable angles and clearly had seen neither comb nor soap in months. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “My name is Captain Ethan Courtney of HMS Mediator and I’m requisitioning your ship. You’ll have control back within the day, but until then my men and I are in command.”  
 
    Davis’s men – around fifty in total – shifted forwards, forming a semi-circle in front of Courtney. All were alternating their glances between the naval captain and Cody, still unsure what to make of the newly arrived guests.  
 
    “On what authority? This is a private vessel,” challenged Davis with as much confidence as he could muster. While he had numbers on his side, the Marines were clearly armed to the teeth and he was well aware of their reputation as fighting men. It would take a brave man to disobey a direct order from a commanding officer of King George’s Navy.  
 
    “On the authority of the British Crown,” came the calm reply from Courtney, his blue eyes flashing a warning as he stared intently at the greasy man opposite. “Only to Antigua. We leave now and will be in St. John within six hours. Your crew will sail the ship as usual; we are merely passengers. Passengers in charge,” Courtney underscored with a grin.  
 
    Davis realised he had little choice but to accept. “As you wish,” he sneered, and nodded to the men closest to him, who turned on their heels and began preparations for an immediate cast-off. 
 
    Courtney knew that he had no time to lose, and once he and his crew reached HMS Mediator, they could begin the pursuit of the January Dawn. What he feared most was not losing the ship but letting down the boy who would be risking everything to assist him.  
 
    *** 
 
    The winds were light that morning as the Dawn progressed down the length of Eleven Mile Beach and past Governor’s Bay. Morel felt that luck was with him but was taking no chances, and so his first mate maintained a full watch on deck. The captain was confident in Governor Font’s information and he knew that it would only be a matter of waiting for the Spanish ship to cross their heading on its way into the Atlantic. 
 
    Bartholomew and Thomas spent much of the morning assisting Jensen in the preparation of arms, while Sebastian and Finch were below decks making new deadeyes. The orders from Morel were stern and unequivocal. Nobody wanted to be responsible for getting their task wrong. Being the only cook on board, Jonah needed assistance, but he dared not approach Stanhope for the extra hand. He didn’t need to ask, however, as the first mate decided to send old John Bonney to help.  
 
    “Mr Bonney,” said Jonah, “could you get twenty lemons from the barrel?”  
 
    “Lemons? Of course.”  
 
    “No, Mr Bonney, those are ship’s biscuits.” 
 
    “Ah!” said the purser, looking bewildered. “Lemons, right.” 
 
    “Never mind,” said Jonah through gritted teeth, holding up his palms to the frail man in an effort to prevent him from “helping” anymore. He managed to find a few things for the purser to do to keep him out of the way for the rest of the morning.  
 
    For the rest of the day, the Dawn maintained her course. As evening drew closer, and following a meal of salt pork, biscuits and lemon juice, Regis gave the crew its schedule for the night’s watch. Thomas was to be first in the crow’s nest and would then be replaced by Bartholomew. Sebastian was given first watch on the bow; Jonah would be on second watch at the stern. The sky quickly turned dark and the January Dawn went into full blackout – no lanterns on any part of the ship which may give away her position. As in the Bay of Biscay, this meant that she should be able to maintain her course in secrecy, and assisted by a decent wind, the vessel ploughed on in the darkness, making good headway towards Barbados. 
 
    Bart was grateful; busy with a list of chores from Regis, he had little time to dwell on the dangerous task ahead. Nevertheless, as time passed and the Dawn made her way through the dark seas, his anxiety grew. Bart had tucked away the lantern in the galley, near the stove, where few would see or question it, while Jonah had decided to keep the seeds on his person at all times. All three boys had reviewed their individual tasks over and over again, but there was no escaping the fact that the odds of success were stacked against them. If Regis or Stanhope had any hint of the conspiracy, however, the men gave no sign of it, assigning the lads their jobs as usual. Still, Bart worried, of course – not for his own fate but for that of his friends. 
 
    *** 
 
    Some miles behind the Dawn, Captain Courtney and his crew were on the chase. The Mediator had seen plenty of action over the last few years, battling the French, Spanish and Dutch navies. She was a well-proven fighting vessel, but Courtney’s concern was her speed, as he knew that the Dawn would be able to move at more than eight knots – twelve knots without cargo – and far faster than the Mediator. The captain had ordered full sail from the moment they had left St. John, and he was following the heading he assumed his quarry would be on. It was now pitch black and Courtney had ordered his own blackout in order to maintain a stealthy pursuit. 
 
    Benjamin Robinson had given orders that cannons be in position by their ports. The gunpowder which would be used as charges remained on the lower deck in the ship’s magazine, as they could not risk this getting wet and thus rendered useless. Emmanuel Cody’s Marines, now numbering over one hundred, were fully briefed and either on watch above deck or trying to get rest below. In total, the ship’s company consisted of around three hundred men.  
 
    Courtney, Robinson and Cody were assembled in the captain’s cabin at the stern of the ship. 
 
    “We maintain the current heading,” said Courtney to his officers. The two men looked at him across the captain’s desk in the flickering candlelight. A blanket was nailed over the window to prevent any light escaping into the night and giving away their position.  
 
    “I presume we stick to the plan if we see a signal, but if we don’t, I say we maintain full sail tomorrow morning – risk being spotted and give chase,” said Robinson. “If they decide to shift course then we’ve lost them.” 
 
    Courtney looked from Robinson to Cody. “Cody?” 
 
    Cody stared at the nautical chart stretched across the desk. “Agreed. There are many variables at play.” Too many, he thought. “Sabotage in the hands of boys.” He shook his head, the first real sign of doubt that this entire scheme may be foiled before it even began. “The boy may struggle to signal in a full blackout, and poison the crew, and wrench a hole in the hull. We can’t match them for speed and so our only hope is that Bartholomew has managed to convince his friends to help…and, of course, that they succeed under the nose of Morel.” 
 
    The other two nodded in silence. Courtney knew the plan was a long shot and dared not allow himself to calculate the odds of success. Doubt was a luxury he couldn’t afford.  
 
    He looked up. “Okay. Full speed, and I want every man on watch to be looking for that signal.”  
 
    Cody and Robinson left Courtney sitting behind his desk. The captain leaned back in his chair and exhaled deeply as he ran his fingers through his hair. The plan was hardly foolproof, but it was the only one he had.  
 
    *** 
 
    Four hours into the night and it was time for Bart’s shift. He brushed past Sebastian and whispered, “It’s time.” 
 
    His broad-shouldered friend winked and disappeared from view as he dropped down the steps to the lower deck. So far it would seem that luck was on their side. A rare chill in the night air meant Bart could don his coat without arousing suspicion, and there was enough room under the garment to conceal the small lantern, held by the belt of his britches. The boy met Thomas at the base of the main mast as his rotund master landed on the timbers, having dropped the last three feet from the rigging above. 
 
     “All good?” Bart enquired.  
 
    Thomas replied, “There’s a thick blanket of fog up there. I couldn’t see a thing, but no drama…” He smiled. “Which in itself is a small victory!” As he ambled away, the boatswain turned back to his apprentice. “Be careful going up there,” he warned. “Sea’s choppy…we know how that can end.” 
 
    Bart nodded with a smile, grateful for his mentor’s concern. After making sure his coat was buttoned shut, he quickly scaled the rigging and clambered into the crow’s nest. Thomas had been right, the seas were rough, and every dip and surge saw Bart grasp the side of the platform until he had secured himself with a rope.  
 
    He scanned three hundred and sixty degrees but could barely see a thing. He could recognise the vague shape of the deck below and every now and then some movement as one of the crew shifted position, but beyond that it was like a cave, without the merest glow of moonlight. He was meant to be looking for light from any ships which may prove a threat to the Dawn, and thankfully none was evident. The absolute darkness was a blessing and a curse: tearing a sail was easy under the cloak of darkness, but lighting the small lantern and signalling without anyone on board seeing was a trickier proposition. The plan to ensure Captain Courtney and the Mediator remained on course to intercept the Dawn seemed doomed before it had even begun. 
 
    Below decks, Sebastian was looking intently at the previously damaged section of the hull and working out how he may be able to compromise it again. While in the lagoon, he and Finch had cut three short lengths of timber and inserted five treenails in the ends of each. The nails were little wooden plugs which slotted into small holes drilled into the existing timbers of the hull. When the new timbers were pushed into the gap made by the cannonball, they were held firmly in place by the nails. These were then soaked with water so that they expanded and created a tighter seal, and finished with a thick tar. It was a nice and tidy repair job. Too tidy. Re-opening it would be more difficult than creating an entirely new hole elsewhere on the ship, and with forty or fifty men in the galley Sebastian knew immediately that it would be impossible to achieve without alerting attention. He felt a surge of frustration and guilt at the failure. He closed his eyes and curled up by the unlit stove, pulling filthy blankets over himself. Sebastian would let his friend know as soon as Bartholomew came off duty.  
 
    Up in the crow’s nest, time was running out. Gathering his nerve, Bart felt under his coat with trembling, numb hands and lit the lantern. He gritted his teeth as he waited for the Dawn to reach the trough of a small wave, and turned towards the stern. Hopefully the Mediator would be behind them as planned. As soon as he felt the ship settle – for he couldn’t see it – Bartholomew opened the coat enough to let the light from the lantern stab into the night. He closed it quickly. The boy repeated this action two more times in close proximity, so that he had signalled with three flashes.  
 
    His pulse quickened. He held his breath, waiting for an angry shout of rebuke from below. There was nothing but silence. Bart waited for the next lull in the swell, then three times in quick succession he revealed the light again and covered it. After another minute of silence, he executed the same process for a third and final time, for he dared not chance his luck again. On completing the final set, he extinguished the flame and wrapped the coat tightly around himself, crouching on the floor of the nest to calm his racing nerves.  
 
    The boatswain’s mate allowed himself a brief smile, but with little more than an hour left of his shift, he knew he had to get on. He would need to make quick work of tearing the sail that he, Taylor, Cummins and Thomas had repaired. The safety rope which fastened him to the crow’s nest was way too short to allow him to move all the way down to the middle sail, and so he untied himself, swallowing hard as he realised what would happen if he lost his grip.  
 
    In the darkness, with the sound of the sea around him and the lurch of the ship on each wave, Bartholomew climbed from the crow’s nest, past the top sail, and felt his way to the long wooden spar above the middle sail. Knowing Thomas had tied himself to a rope midway along the spar when they were repairing the sail, the boy inched along the rough tube, gripping either side as hard as he could with his knees, hands and feet. It felt like an age before he felt the thick rope in the centre of the spar, and it took an immense amount of courage to relax his grip so that he could pull up the rope and tie it around his waist. More than once he almost slipped, managing to stifle a scream each time. 
 
    Shaking like a leaf and finally tied to the spar, Bart let out the rope as he moved down the sail, feeling for the repaired patch. Tearing a new rip through a perfectly good sail was far too conspicuous, but poor stitching seemingly loosened by the wind was easier to disguise – if equally unforgivable by Stanhope’s measure. Using his left hand to hold the rope while feeling across the surface of the sail with his right hand, Bart eventually found the edges of the patch. He reached for his belt, pulled out his dagger and worked to nick the thick threads which held the patch in place. After a minute or so of effort, he heard a quiet tearing sound and the noise of wind rushing through the new gap.  
 
    Believing he had done what he could, but without being able to see it, Bart reversed his course and as quickly as possible hauled himself up the rope and back to the spar. Once untied, he carefully slid along the wooden beam until he reached the rigging, then clambered back up into the crow’s nest and dropped onto the floor of the platform, exhausted.  
 
    *** 
 
    Ten miles to the north, the duty watch on board the Mediator had been staring intently into the darkness, slowly scanning left and right in the hope of seeing a flash of light. It was four o’clock and Emmanuel Cody had not slept a wink. He felt partially responsible for bringing the boy into harm’s way and was keen to repay Bart’s trust and courage by adding himself to the watch. There was a sudden call from the lookout on the bow and one of Cody’s men sprinted to where the Marine stood at the helm.  
 
    “What news?”  
 
    “Sir, I saw a light straight ahead – three flashes, twice over.”  
 
    Cody grinned broadly. “That’s him. Maintain the watch.” He ran down the steps from the upper deck and rapped on the door to Captain Courtney’s cabin.  
 
    Courtney emerged from his quarters almost immediately, clearly not having slept and still in full uniform. “What is it, Mr Cody?” 
 
    “Cartwright saw a light, Captain – three flashes which were repeated twice. The heading was one hundred and fifty degrees, right on our course. Unsure of how far, but that’s our boy.” 
 
    Courtney smiled at his head Marine and grabbed him excitedly by the shoulder. “We maintain our speed for another hour, and at five o’clock we bring the Mediator back to seven knots. That should maintain our position just beyond the horizon, but maintain a full watch – in the crow’s nest specifically. If we catch sight of her, then she will also be able to see us.” 
 
    The captain was about to close his cabin door when he turned back to face Cody.  
 
    “Emmanuel?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “The hunt is on!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 - Punishment 
 
    “Up there! Look!” 
 
    Bartholomew woke with a start. Having been relieved just one hour before sunrise, he had been deep asleep by the transom when he was awoken by the shout and the sound of feet running across the deck. Rubbing his bleary eyes, he stared groggily into the early-morning light. A few of the crew were at the foot of the main mast, looking up and gesticulating. Above them, in the centre of the middle sail, the patch which had mended the large tear was now gaping open, held by only a few threads as the wind rushed through it. Bart realised instantly that he had achieved his aim, and more. The original patch had not only covered the cannonball hole but served to prevent it tearing even more in the wind – now that the boy had unstitched that patch, a few hours’ worth of gusting air had created far more severe damage. The sail tear was almost nine feet long and three across, rendering the entire canvas almost useless as the air howled through it.  
 
    Regis was by the helm and he let out a roar as he leapt down the steps and towards the mast. “What in hell’s blazes?” He jumped onto the rigging and began climbing up towards the offending sail.  
 
    A mixture of pride and fear swelled inside Bart. He had achieved his goal with far more success than he’d ever imagined, but he wondered if he was now doomed to suffer the consequences. His heart beat faster. Could Regis work out that this was an act of sabotage? Bart watched the second mate intently as the man scaled the ropes to inspect the damage and then paused to look closely at the patch work.  
 
    After some minutes, Regis shimmied back down the rigging and dropped onto the deck, almost cat-like despite his frame. “You!” He pointed to the young boatswain’s mate.  
 
    Bartholomew’s knees almost buckled in horror. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Get me Thomas, Cummins and Taylor. Now! Move!” 
 
    The boy almost tripped over and knocked Thomas back down into the galley as the older man surfaced from the lower deck, blinking in the morning light.  
 
    “Thomas?” 
 
    “What is it, Bart?” 
 
    “The sail, it’s torn! We’ve got to see Regis, now!” 
 
    Thomas’s face turned pale and all he muttered was, “Oh no.” He inched to the top of the steps and out of the hatch, before trotting with Bartholomew to the main mast. It was now around six o’clock and the sun was bright enough to reveal the full extent of the damage. The boatswain and his apprentice quickly reached Regis. Taylor and Cummins, seeing the tear for themselves, had made their own way to the second mate. 
 
    “This…this…” Regis spluttered, in such a fury that he was barely able to speak. “What is this?” 
 
    As the man in charge of the repair, Thomas took immediate responsibility. “I don’t know how it happened, Mr Regis. I repaired it myself and it was holding firm at the point we left Barbuda. I checked it yesterday morning as well.” 
 
    Regis grabbed Thomas roughly by his collar and pulled his face to within an inch of his own. The two men were of a similar height, but Regis was by far the more threatening, his face now puce with rage and the bristles of his thick sideburns seeming to stick out like a porcupine. The others shrank back, unsure what the second mate would do to the boatswain.  
 
    “Get up there and fix it. NOW! We have lost speed and distance, and if Captain Morel and Mr Stanhope see that” – he pointed up without moving his eyes from Thomas – “it’s the whip. Now move!” 
 
    It was Thomas’s turn to shake now, but his tremors were driven by fear rather than anger. He looked around for Bartholomew. “Bart, get me my tools, and get back here quickly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied the boy, already running to the hatch. He jumped into the gloom of the lower deck without bothering to use the steps, and rummaged around in the area at the bow, pulling pieces of rope and old sail out of the way as he searched for the large needle, more cloth for a patch and the heavy ship’s twine. Having found what he needed, he sprinted back up the steps and to the mast, where Thomas was talking quietly to Cummins and Taylor. 
 
    “We have to let the middle sail out so there’s flex in it again,” said the boatswain, “and then I’ll re-stitch. It’s bigger now, so it’ll take some time.” 
 
    A wave of guilt washed over Bart as he realised that he was letting one of the only men who had been good to him take the blame for his sabotage. It was just as his friends had warned. 
 
    Cummins and Taylor raced to release the sail ropes from their cleats and let some of the rope run through the deadeyes. Thankfully, the early-morning wind was light and so the flapping of the canvas would be manageable as Thomas tried to fix it. Indicating that Bartholomew should follow him, the boatswain scaled the rigging as quickly as he could, moving all the way up to the spar at the top of the middle sail. He shimmied across without stopping and grabbed hold of the safety rope which, unbeknown to him, the boy had used only hours before. After tying it around his waist, Thomas moved down the face of the sail until he came to the point where the tear began and the old patch still hung loosely.  
 
    Bartholomew was now also on the spar, and with a smaller piece of rope he attached himself to the safety line which the boatswain was using. He inched down the rope to a point just above Thomas so that he could offer his master the twine, new patch and needle which he held in his pockets. The two were at least thirty feet above the men below, and Regis was staring intently at them both. 
 
    “This hasn’t pulled out, Bart,” whispered the boatswain. “Someone’s cut it!” As he said this, Thomas pulled the patch towards him and took a closer look at the stitching. “Look! There are clear cuts in the thread; it hasn’t just unravelled.”  
 
    Bartholomew’s heart skipped a beat. Taking a closer look at his own handiwork, he saw it would be obvious to the trained eye that this was not a case of poor repair skills but of sabotage, and only two people had been anywhere near the main mast and its sails last night. Still, the priority was to get the tear fixed and then worry about how to cover his tracks, so he tried to calm his voice as he said, “We just need to fix it, Mr Thomas. We can worry about the rest later.”  
 
    Thomas looked at his young shipmate and started to reply, “But we need to tell…” His voice trailed off and he looked closely at Bartholomew. “Only you and I were up here last night, Bart.” 
 
    The boy hung next to the usually jolly boatswain and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know how it happened, Mr Thomas.” His tone and the look on his face told a very different story.  
 
    Thomas blinked and gave the briefest shake of his head before saying, “Come on, let’s get this done.” He held out his hand and, looking away from his apprentice, said casually, “Do you have a knife I can borrow?”  
 
    Bartholomew thought quickly. He realised he still had his knife on him, hidden from view by his coat. Taking it out now would only incriminate him further. “I don’t, but can’t we just pull the old patch off?”  
 
    Thomas smiled sadly. “It would take a lot less time if we could use yours. I don’t want to have to go all the way down again.” 
 
    The boy stared at his master and the pair seemed to form an unspoken understanding. “Sure, we can use this one,” Bartholomew said, and drew his knife out from under his coat. Thomas nodded grimly.  
 
    The boatswain and his apprentice worked together for two hours, pulling the old patch off and then replacing it with a much longer length of cloth which they sewed tightly over the tear. By the time they were finished it was gone eight o’clock and they were both sweating profusely, Bartholomew even more so as he still wore his heavy jacket. 
 
    “We’ll get Regis to check this over,” said Thomas as he began climbing back up to the spar. Once they were both straddling the wooden pole, he signalled to Cummins and Taylor below. The men grabbed the ropes and worked to tighten the middle sail back up. The patch held firm and the canvas billowed out, now working at full strength again with the others.  
 
    As the two began descending the rigging, they noticed that Regis had been joined by Stanhope and Morel, and all three were watching Thomas and Bartholomew’s progress as they moved towards the deck.   
 
    The boatswain and his mate reached the deck and had no chance to say a word before Stanhope launched himself at Thomas, landing a sickening right hook on the man’s jaw. Bartholomew yelped in surprise and there was an audible gasp from the surrounding crew. The boy stepped back and tripped over a broom, landing hard on his backside. Stanhope moved towards him and bent down to drag Bartholomew up by his collar. The boatswain lay unconscious on the deck where he had landed, and for a moment it seemed as though the first mate would repeat the act with the boy. 
 
    “Wait,” a commanding voice said. Bartholomew’s eyes were clenched shut and he barely dared to open them. Morel was pointing to the motionless figure of Thomas.  
 
    “He’s to blame. String him to the mast and show the men what shoddy workmanship brings them. Thirty lashes.” 
 
    Bart breathed hard. He wanted to say something, should say something, but instead he hung speechless in Stanhope’s clutches.  
 
    The first mate, both hands still holding Bartholomew by his coat collar, drew him close, his hot breath flowing into the boy’s face. “I’m watching you, lad…”  
 
    He then pushed Bart away roughly before turning to Regis. “Help me with this idiot!” he demanded, and the two men grabbed Thomas, dragged him to the mast and began to tie him up, with the unconscious man’s back facing outwards and his face pressed hard against the wooden pole.  
 
    *** 
 
    The mood of Morel and his officers was foul. The tear had succeeded in slowing the Dawn down considerably, and her speed was further impeded by the light morning breeze. The captain’s fury was increasing by the minute as his fear of missing the Cadiz grew. 
 
    Bart, meanwhile, could only watch helplessly as his mentor remained roped to the mast, suffering for no reason other than the boy’s own clandestine actions. What sort of person would Bart be if he let Thomas take severe punishment…or even death?  
 
    As he came to, the boatswain found his mouth was parched and his jaw ached intensely. Then Thomas realised that he had been stripped to the waist, and as he tried to move, he became aware that his hands were strapped above his head. He looked up warily, noting the main mast rising directly above him. He had never been whipped before, but he had seen it done plenty of times and was fully aware of the agony which was coming. The man had also seen Stanhope’s cat-o’-nine-tails hanging by the transom and knew of the damage that could be done by the knots tied into those lines. He tried to mentally brace himself for the pain that would come, but didn’t once consider voicing the suspicions he had about Bartholomew.  
 
    “Mr Thomas!” a distinctive voice bellowed from behind. “Thank you for joining us!” 
 
    Stanhope’s grisly face came close to his own, his foul breath almost making Thomas gag. “You can’t see them all, but we’ve got about a hundred men around you, keen to see some action taken for our lack of progress last night. Believe me, if we miss the Cadiz, you’ll be begging for the whip – these men will tear you apart.”  
 
    There was a chorus of “Whip him!” and “Give him the cat!” from the assembled crew. Bartholomew was flanked by Sebastian and Jonah, both of whom had a steely hand on their friend’s shoulder in an effort to prevent him yelling out a confession in order to stop the boatswain’s punishment.  
 
    Tears were running down the boy’s face as he hissed, “He’s taking my punishment. I can’t let him do that.”  
 
    The other two held him more firmly as Jonah whispered, “We talked about this, Bart. Either he takes the lash for something they think is a mistake, or you’re killed for something they realise is deliberate. This is the better option.” 
 
    “Thomas will come to understand,” agreed Sebastian, “and the plan to avenge your father remains in place.” 
 
    Through blurred vision, Bartholomew saw the first mate move a few paces so that he was facing Thomas’s naked back. Stanhope raised the knotted whip high, then brought it down with such ferocity that blood sprayed some of the men close by. The knots on the nine “tails” of the whip dug gouges in the boatswain’s back, the flesh carved and sliced to ribbons with each repetition. The boys couldn’t watch, but still heard the agonised screams of the innocent man. Even the most hardened of the crew stopped cheering and stood quietly, now no longer sure where they should be looking as the merciless beating continued. 
 
    After what seemed like ages, Thomas’s screams stopped as he lost consciousness. The torture was complete. 
 
     Stanhope turned to the crew and stated triumphantly, “Let this be a lesson: do your jobs, and do them well.” He handed the whip to Regis, who ceremonially walked to the transom and hung it back in its place. Stanhope was covered in blood and sweat, and was grinning like a madman.  
 
    Sebastian looked down to see Bartholomew’s fists were clenched, the knuckles white, and he knew what was racing through his friend’s mind. “Pick the time, Bart,” he cautioned quietly. 
 
    Fresh tears continued to stream down Bart’s face and he was shaking uncontrollably with a combination of burning rage and fear and abject shame for his own actions. 
 
    Captain Morel, who had stood on the poop deck for the duration of the beating, now turned to look at the crew below. “Heed Mr Stanhope’s words. Now…where’s Finch?”  
 
    The surgeon pushed his way through the crowd on deck. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Take this man down and tend to his wounds. We need him alive, so don’t you be getting over-excited at the prospect of more surgery.” Smiling at his own sick joke, Morel turned on his heel and walked to the stern.  
 
    Finch replied, “Yes, Captain, absolutely!” He motioned furiously at Sebastian to assist him.  
 
    Before leaving Bartholomew’s side, Sebastian squeezed his arm again. “I’ll make sure he’s okay. Try not to worry.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Throughout the remainder of the afternoon, Sebastian and Finch tended to Thomas’s deep wounds. They cleaned them as best they could and applied dressings to help staunch the blood loss and lessen the chances of infection. The reality was that Stanhope’s whip was filthy and had no doubt been covered in bacteria and pieces of rotting matter which would find their way into Thomas’s body. He would be lucky to get away with only a minor infection; gangrene or even death was possible. Both Finch and his apprentice were well aware of the threat which Morel had made, and would try their hardest to prevent the boatswain’s demise.  
 
    As evening fell, Jonah – assisted, as before, by John Bonney – served the crew their dinner of salt pork, potatoes and biscuits. There was a lot of discussion amongst the men about Thomas’s punishment and there was deep division of opinion. While a number believed he had deserved it, many more were showing unusual compassion for one of the Dawn’s crewmen. Thomas was known to be hard-working, conscientious and helpful, and if someone like him could be punished so mercilessly, it was a worrying signal for the other men. They were well aware of Stanhope’s thuggery, but the frustration at the lack of headway made by the ship that day was making him even more volatile. All agreed that keeping their heads down and out of the first mate’s way was the right course of action. 
 
    Those not on the first watch went to rest or sat in small groups talking quietly. Many told stories of past pursuits, of bravery and cunning, and while most were highly embellished, it made the tales more fascinating for the assembled listeners. The three boys offered to watch Thomas while Finch slept, and the surgeon agreed without hesitation. Curling up by the unlit stove, he was asleep within minutes, snoring loudly while the friends discussed the day. 
 
    “The sail,” began Bart quietly, “achieved nothing. We slowed the Dawn down by what, a few knots? And only for a short period of time…that was it. And see what it’s done to him.” Bart glanced with concern at his mentor, lying mutilated and unconscious close by.  
 
    “Look,” said Sebastian, “even if it helped the Mediator make up a mile then it was worth it. We won’t know how near or far she is until we see her. Besides, you managed more than me!”  
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I couldn’t let you try on the hull now, Sebastian. Not after what happened to Thomas. If you breached the repair, they would think it was poor repair work again, and then you and Finch would be thrashed to within an inch of your life, for what?”  
 
    The boys shot a glance at the boatswain, who was now groaning softly on the floor beside them, blood staining the bandages which were strapped around his shredded back.  
 
    “The only option now which will slow this boat down for more than a few hours is those seeds,” concluded Bart. 
 
    He and Sebastian looked at Jonah, who was sitting on his haunches and staring at the timbers of the deck beneath him. Without raising his head, he nodded and said, “I know. And I’ve thought about this. I’m doing it tomorrow at breakfast. The only thing that can hide the taste is the coffee, and so I’ll grind the seeds tonight and put them into the brew first thing. You both need to remember to steer well clear, but at least one of us needs to look as though we have the symptoms. If they suspect poisoning, I’m dead, so we have to hope that they’ll believe it’s something else – like yellow fever.” 
 
    The boys slept beside Thomas for the next few hours, and at two o’clock in the morning it was their turn to join the watch. Sebastian was at the bow this evening and Jonah was stationed on the port side. Bartholomew donned his thick coat, tucking the small lantern under its folds again, and moved towards the main mast, assuming he would be in the crow’s nest once more. He had one hand on the rigging when a heavy hand clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Wait, lad!” came a thick Scottish accent in the dark. Turning around, the boy could just make out Jensen’s round shape. “You’re helping me with weapon cleaning. Mr Stanhope’s orders.” 
 
    Bart was about to protest, but stopped himself – orders were orders and he couldn’t be seen to question them. “Yes, sir,” he said, following the armourer back towards the lower deck. Just before he moved down the steps, Bart took a few seconds to look into the darkness beyond the stern of the Dawn. He could give no signal tonight. Courtney and the Mediator were somewhere out there – the boy just hoped that the captain would stay on course and maintain the chase even if there was no light to follow from the Dawn.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 - The pursuit 
 
    Courtney and the crew of the Mediator sustained a strong pace throughout the night and unbeknown to them had drawn four miles closer to their quarry. With no visible signal that night, the captain and his officers had agreed that maintaining full speed was the best approach to ensure they remained as close as possible to the January Dawn, while knowing they may be spotted at any time.  
 
    As the sun’s light spread across the ocean and the horizon stretched before them, the watch on board scanned the water closely. Ten men at the bow of the ship looked slowly left and right, while three men in the crow’s nest of the frigate gazed through spyglasses, searching for any silhouette ahead. Those at the front were closer to sea level and on a clear day would be able to see about three miles, and those in the nest should have been capable of seeing almost ten. This morning, however, was overcast and Robinson gauged that at best those at the top of the mast would see a shape at six miles. If the Mediator was unable to spot the smaller ship despite having a taller mast, then Robinson felt safe that the naval frigate was invisible to the Dawn. For the moment, at least.   
 
    Breakfast on Courtney’s ship was a much better organised affair than on Morel’s vessel. With three hundred men on board, meal times had to be scheduled to the minute, and three different sittings were required in the messes below decks. As with dinner, this was an opportunity to socialise and for light-hearted banter, but today there was an air of tension and excitement as the crew were aware that they were advancing on their target.  
 
    After their breakfast in the officers’ mess, the senior men joined Courtney in his cabin. The officer class aboard the Mediator included Robinson and Cody, as well as the surgeon, purser, navigation officer, boatswain and gunnery captain. These seven men stood in a semi-circle around the front of the captain’s desk, on which the Caribbean Sea chart was spread out again.  
 
    “Mr Shropshire,” Courtney said, nodding to the ship’s navigator, “run us through the course for the next few hours.”  
 
    Shropshire, a lean man dressed impeccably in his dark-blue naval uniform, moved stiffly to the table and turned to address the remaining officers. He had only one ear, having lost his left ear and most of the hair on that side of his head as a result of a shrapnel injury suffered during the Battle of Genoa three years previously. He turned his head slightly to the left so that his right ear was facing his shipmates. 
 
    “We’re currently moving at nine knots, maintaining a heading of one hundred and fifty degrees, and believe we’re still following the path of the Dawn. We expect to near the northern tip of Barbados before the day is out and by that stage we reckon our quarry will have shifted onto a course of seventy degrees. As you know, they’re seeking to intercept the Cadiz as she moves into the Atlantic and makes for Spain.” 
 
    Courtney took a deep breath. “And so,” he began, “our options are two-fold. We either hope that we can catch the Dawn during daylight today, trusting our friends on board have managed to disable her…or we stick to our original plan. That plan was to move onto a course of seventy degrees during the night, hope we approach the Dawn during darkness and attack at first light tomorrow. This second option relies critically on being able to track the ship – and so seeing another signal from her. That signal didn’t come last night.” 
 
    Cody looked at the captain. “Both options rely on the Dawn being slower than us and those three boys getting the better of Morel. So I believe the question is really whether we think it better to attack during the day without the element of surprise, or risk no signal and losing her at night all for the benefit of a surprise attack tomorrow morning.” He scanned the faces of his fellow officers. “If Mills isn’t able to signal tonight then we will almost certainly lose her in the Atlantic.” 
 
    Robinson nodded at Cody’s words. “Another consideration,” he said, “is whether we care for these lads? How expendable are they? If we engage today in broad daylight, we’re likely to have to use our superior cannon power to incapacitate her, and then board her aggressively. With heavy and indiscriminate bombardment, there’s every likelihood that one, or dare I say all, of the boys will be injured or killed. However, should we use the cover of night to approach and hope that we see the signal, then we should be able to board with less loss of life.” The first lieutenant then shrugged, as if not caring which route was chosen, but the fact that he had brought up the boys’ welfare at all was testament to his true feelings.  
 
    “Mr Robinson, am I detecting an element of concern for Bartholomew?” asked Courtney with a smile. 
 
    Robinson snorted. “No, Captain Courtney. I’m merely voicing the notable variables as we make this decision.” 
 
    “Indeed,” grinned the captain. “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Only one other thing, if I may,” said the navigator. 
 
    “Yes, Mr Shropshire.” 
 
    “I think we can guess with accuracy when the Dawn is likely to move onto her new course of seventy degrees. The winds and currents are typically most favourable in helping a ship to slingshot into the Atlantic when about six miles from the coast of Barbados. At the point when our lookout in the nest can see the northern coast of the island, we should shift our own course. I reckon this way we’ll be tracking the Dawn’s movements precisely.” 
 
    “Right,” said Courtney, “so we’re assuming we can match her course and we’re assuming we can match her speed. We’re also hoping that these young men can guide us in during the night via another lantern signal. That’s a lot of assumptions.” 
 
    “Agreed, Captain,” said Robinson, “but we’re moving at top speed now and the Dawn has yet to be sighted, so surely one would deduce that she’s yet to be incapacitated. It seems to me as though we have to maintain our course and speed, and if she is sighted, only then do we need to make the decision whether to drop back beyond the horizon and attempt to track her or immediately move to engage.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement around the table and Courtney nodded slowly. “You’re right, Mr Robinson. Mr Shropshire, maintain course and full speed. Captain Cody, please make sure those men in the crow’s nest have their eyes peeled. Any sight of another ship, we need to know immediately and be ready to furl the sails.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As daylight broke across the deck of the January Dawn, Jonah was standing in the galley preparing breakfast for the crew. Serving the meal would be as chaotic as usual, the queue of men jostling for position while the boy and the infirm purser, John Bonney, attempted to fill stomachs. The smell of sweating men, boiling porridge and bitter coffee was appalling, but over the last few weeks Jonah’s ability to withstand nauseating aromas had improved, and through good fortune he hadn’t been sick for some time. 
 
    The boy was grinding roasted coffee beans in a small pestle and mortar, which he would then put into the boiling pot suspended above the stove. He paused and looked around furtively. Seeing no one awake or paying attention to him, he drew the small paper parcel of seeds from its hiding place. Taking a deep breath, Jonah scanned the room again before unwrapping it, and then dropped all the seeds into the mortar bowl. He ground them up quickly, heart pounding with nervous excitement, and added more of the dark coffee beans on top in an effort to disguise the pale green. Jonah was confident that the crushed seeds would be invisible as he stirred them into the boiling water with the coffee, but he had no idea whether the bitter taste would be masked well enough. Sugar was rationed tightly on the ship and Jonah was usually allowed to add only one cup into the pot…this morning he sneaked in another.  
 
    The ship’s whistle blew to announce the new day, and the crew stirred and swiftly formed a queue that snaked from the galley and out onto the deck. Bartholomew and Sebastian found each other in the line as the men slowly inched forward. It was still cool and the fresh salt air was in stark contrast to the stench of the men who moved down the steps and below deck. Once handed their breakfast, most tried to get back up onto the top deck in order to get out of the dull light, smell and dampness of the galley.  
 
    Jonah and John Bonney served as quickly as they could, and the younger of the two couldn’t help but crane his neck to see whether anyone was reacting to the taste of the coffee. For a few minutes it was calm, until one of Jensen’s men, Broadgate, a rat-faced little man with pockmarks on his face, shoved his way back to the front of the queue.  
 
    “Oi,” he snarled, pointing at Jonah as the boy ladled out some coffee for his next victim.  
 
    Jonah almost dropped the cup he was holding and, unable to speak as he feared it would come out as a squeak, he merely nodded, eyes as wide as saucers. 
 
    “This coffee,” Broadgate announced, “tastes better than usual. Sweeter. I need it to be like this every day.”  
 
    There was a murmur of approval from those squatting nearby, and another man said loudly, “Yeah, I agree. Same tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh!” said Jonah, attempting to hide his relief with a nervous laugh, but failing. “New batch of beans. We’ll make sure we use these ones tomorrow, won’t we, Mr Bonney?”  
 
    John Bonney looked vacantly at his young shipmate. “More lemons?”  
 
    Moments later, Bartholomew and Sebastian were at the front of the queue and held their hands out to receive the porridge, coffee and lemon juice. Jonah handed Sebastian his ration, while Bonney did the honours for Bartholomew. Both boys stole a look at Jonah as they passed, and as their eyes met, Jonah turned his head almost imperceptibly to the side. The message was as clear as if he had yelled, “Don’t touch the coffee!” His friends moved on quickly as the next man shuffled forward.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 - Poisoned! 
 
    The January Dawn had maintained a steady ten knots over the past few hours, enjoying a pick-up in wind conditions which had brought small white caps to the waves and a good breeze to cool the crew. By eleven o’clock that morning she was around fifty miles from the northern coast of Barbados and Morel, having almost forgotten the torn sail and lost ground, was feeling good about their progress. The captain stood at the bow of the vessel with the first mate, enjoying the sense of speed as the ship dipped into and out of the blue-green water, driving south on her course. 
 
    “At this rate we’ll be in a position to set the new course by around four o’clock this afternoon, Mr Stanhope. We have to assume the Cadiz is on course as planned.” Morel paused for a beat and took a deep breath as he raised his head and smelt the sea air. “We should think about Governor Font’s take of the silver as well. He can’t possibly know what the Cadiz has on board, but we do need to keep him on side for when we return to Barbuda.”  
 
    Stanhope looked beyond the captain and at the horizon to the south. He nodded in agreement and said, “She’ll have a haul, Captain. I can feel it!” 
 
    Morel clapped the man on the shoulder. “Sail on to our good fortune!” he ordered, and strode towards his cabin. He and the officer had missed breakfast that morning, as they had been in the captain’s quarters running through the engagement plan for their impending meeting with the Spanish galleon, and Morel was suddenly hungry.  
 
    He was almost at the door to the cabin when Regis bolted from the hatch leading to the lower deck, sprinted across the timbers and just reached the starboard side of the ship before vomiting loudly over the side. The captain stopped in his tracks and looked back at Stanhope, raising both palms up as if to say, “What was that?” The first mate moved toward Morel and watched as Regis continued to gag into the sea.  
 
    After about two minutes of retching, the second mate slid down into a seated position on the deck clutching his stomach, his legs tucked under him. “Aaaargh,” he whimpered as he slid further and curled into a ball, hugging his knees to his chest with his feet twitching nervously.  
 
    Stanhope approached him and, without demonstrating an ounce of concern, demanded, “What now?” 
 
    Regis was a hardened mariner, used to pain and suffering, and to much longer voyages than this one. This was most unlike him. 
 
    “Answer me!” repeated the first mate, giving the man a nudge with his foot. 
 
    “My stomach, Mr Stanhope, it really…aaaargh!” He was holding himself as tightly as possible and his face was green and etched in agony.  
 
    Stanhope began shaking his head and turned to Morel. “I’m not sure, Captain, but we’ll get him below decks so we can –” 
 
    Before he could complete the sentence, both Finch and Jensen launched themselves past him and threw up over the same side of the boat. By this stage, Regis was squirming uncontrollably at Stanhope’s feet.  
 
    “What the hell is going on now?” the captain wondered, exasperated; and just when he thought things had been picking up for them.  
 
    He and Stanhope stared at each other in bewilderment, and Morel was just about to speak when they heard more loud groans from below deck. 
 
    “Go and look!” he demanded, ushering the first mate down the steps to find out who the noise was coming from. 
 
    Walking into the gloom of the galley, Stanhope quickly put his hand up to his mouth and nose as he was almost overcome by the stench of vomit. “Oh my God!” he uttered, inching his way along the narrow area and into the bow of the ship. He could see man after man curled up on the timbers and groaning in pain. A few who weren’t hugging their knees to their chests were lying on their backs with their arms and legs twitching uncontrollably, and judging by the smell, many had lost control of their bodily functions too. There were maybe ten or fifteen men who appeared well and were attempting to tend to the sick; they had handkerchiefs tied around their faces in an effort to ward off the smell.  
 
    Stanhope gagged, turned his back and ran back up the steps and onto the main deck, slowing only to lean against the main mast as he put his head down. He rested on his forearms and took a few deep breaths to control his nausea.  
 
    “What is it?!” hissed Morel, grabbing him by the shoulder.  
 
    “There must be forty or more men down there who are in the same way as them.” Without looking up, Stanhope indicated towards Regis, Finch and Jensen.  
 
    The captain glanced in the direction of the three men by the starboard side of the ship, all of whom were utterly incapacitated, their faces sheet-white and their eyes clenched shut. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m okay. It stinks down there, though – I would stay out of the galley if I were you.” Stanhope lifted his head and slowly stood tall, closing his eyes as he took another long breath. “I’m fine,” he repeated, mostly for his own benefit. 
 
    Morel looked around the upper deck. There were now around twenty men heaving up their breakfast over the side of the ship, and as indicated by the first mate, it would seem many more below deck were in the same condition but unable to move. There were around fifteen to twenty men who looked perfectly well, most of whom seemed both bemused and nervous at the plight of their shipmates. 
 
    “I want a headcount of all sick crew. Keep them as tight below deck as possible. Nobody goes near them. All well men get above deck. At once!” 
 
    Stanhope nodded and scanned the upper deck for able-bodied men who could help him to drag the ill members of the crew below decks. “It could be yellow fever, Captain,” he whispered. “I’ve seen it in Antigua before, all retching their guts out. Very contagious!” 
 
    Morel covered his mouth and nose with a hand, then dropped it, conscious of this outward sign of concern. “Then make sure you bloody cover your face with a cloth and try not to breathe when you take those men down!” he hissed.  
 
    Hardly valuable advice, thought Stanhope, and he needed no lecture on how to contain an outbreak of disease at sea. He wisely kept these thoughts to himself. Each sick man was taken below decks, and those able to drink anything were given water or lemon juice, but few kept it down. Those well enough and showing no sign of the illness were quickly assembled on the upper deck. Amongst them were a number of the armourers, Cummins, Taylor, John Bonney and the three boys, Bartholomew, Jonah and Sebastian. In total, the crew capable of work numbered around thirty-five men.  
 
    Having seen the effects of the Strychnos seeds the boys had agreed they would be unlikely to be able to imitate these without raising suspicion – if nothing else, the ferocity of the vomiting was impossible to fake. They had helped tend to those who had drunk the coffee in an effort to make the men as comfortable as possible, though it was clear that many were in significant pain. 
 
    As the three stood alongside their shipmates waiting to be addressed by Morel and Stanhope, there was a groan by the main hatch. Turning around they saw a bloodied hand reach up through the hole in the deck and grasp the lip of the hatch. It was followed by a second one. Slowly Thomas’s head emerged, and he pulled himself agonisingly onto the upper deck. It was such an effort that he almost collapsed as he reached the top of the steps. A number of the closest men rushed to pick him up and assisted him in standing upright, now totally forgetting that this man was meant to be some kind of pariah. Thomas’s clenched teeth clearly revealed the pain of his weeping wounds, and the back and sides of his shirt were covered in dried blood which had seeped through his bandages.  
 
    Looking at the shocked crew around him, the boatswain tried to smile. “Smells awful down there,” he said, “so I’d rather be up here. Reporting for duty, sir.” 
 
    Morel drove his way through the men to stand in front of the much-reduced force, eyeing each man with suspicion. His perfectly groomed appearance now appeared utterly frayed and he was sweating profusely despite standing only in his loose linen shirt.  
 
    “We may have some cases of yellow fever,” he began, watching for a reaction amongst the individuals standing before him. Many stood in shocked silence, but some began to whisper urgently as soon as they heard the words “yellow fever”. This was something no mariner wanted to hear, least of all when weeks from home. 
 
    “We’ve decided to quarantine those affected below decks. You will not go down there unless ordered to do so by Mr Stanhope or me. We’ll choose two amongst you to tend to the sick. 
 
    “However,” continued the captain, raising his voice to indicate that the whispering men should be silent, “it’s not certain that this is what we’re dealing with. The next few hours will be critical. Mr Stanhope will maintain our course, but we cannot continue this pace and engage with the Cadiz without a full complement of fighting men. So we’ll pull in the jibs and the mizzen to slow our progress.” 
 
    There were mumbles of disappointment as hopes of treasure and adventure seemingly began to be dashed.  
 
    “That’s enough!” shouted Stanhope. “Horatio!” he barked, staring at Sebastian. “You go below. Try to ensure that none of those men die, and if they do, dispose of them in a way that keeps the bodies well away from the rest of us.” The first mate jabbed the boy in the chest with a long finger. “Go!”  
 
    A voice came from amongst the men. “Mr Stanhope?”  
 
    “Who said that?”  
 
    “Thomas, sir,” replied the beaten form of the boatswain, still being held up on either side by two of the armourers.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m of little use above decks, sir; I can’t haul anything heavy. So I could assist Sebastian, er, Mr Horatio, down below.” 
 
    “Very well,” frowned Stanhope, “but the same condition goes for you. Mess it up and you’ll be swimming with the sharks.” 
 
    The remaining men were assigned roles across the upper decks, sharing the original duties of the helmsman, boatswain and carpenter, as required. Morel’s only focus was to keep the January Dawn progressing on her course, sailing towards Barbados, in the hope that some of the crew recovered in time to enable her to speed up and engage the Cadiz. Cummins, Taylor, John Bonney and Bartholomew scaled the rigging and furled the mizzen and jibs, leaving all sails on the main and stern masts in place to drive the vessel forward. It was just after one o’clock in the afternoon, and while her pace had reduced to six knots, the Dawn continued moving south. By now she was forty miles from the north coast of Barbados. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was close to three o’clock when Courtney heard a yell from the main deck. He picked up his telescope from his desk as he jumped up and was out of the cabin like a scalded cat.  
 
    “What is it?” he called to one of the men at the base of the main mast. 
 
    “Cartwright’s in the crow’s nest, Captain,” replied the man excitedly, “and there’s a ship to the south.” He pointed to the horizon beyond the bow of the frigate, though from this vantage point neither he nor Courtney could see anything other than a flat expanse of ocean.  
 
    The captain looked around for his first lieutenant and spotted Robinson running towards him. Courtney pointed upwards towards the crow’s nest and began scaling the ropes with mounting excitement. Robinson grinned and followed his captain’s lead, hot in pursuit as he too climbed the rigging. 
 
    Courtney vaulted over the side of the nest, some sixty feet above the deck, and landed next to a grinning Cartwright. 
 
     “Over there to the south, directly ahead of the bow, Captain!” said the man, not waiting to be asked.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot of room on the platform, as the massive Marine took up most of the space, but he inched to the side to allow Courtney a better vantage point as the captain drew his telescope from his belt and peered into the haze. 
 
    Robinson’s head appeared over the side of the platform and he grunted at Cartwright, “Couldn’t they find a smaller lookout? Slide over, man.” He edged his way into the nest and grinned at the Marine as the much-larger sailor tried as hard as possible to find some more room. With the three now together at the top of the mast, they were barely able to move.  
 
    “There,” cried Courtney triumphantly, “to the south, look!” He held the telescope up and Robinson shifted position and took hold of the instrument, scanning slightly left and right before landing on the silhouette which his captain had been looking at. It disappeared briefly as the Mediator dipped into a wave, but reappeared seconds later. It was unmistakably the form of a main sail.  
 
    “That’s her!” said Robinson, grinning broadly and unable to contain his joy – a departure from his normally sardonic mood. “That’s the Dawn!” 
 
    “Our mast is higher, so let’s fall back beyond the horizon to ensure we’re not spotted. Robinson, what do you think is our distance from her?” 
 
    “Roughly six miles, Captain,” said the first lieutenant.  
 
    “She’s slowed, no question. Those boys have definitely done something to bring her speed down. The Dawn’s capable of well over ten knots and we’d barely match that. Let’s bring in some sail to reduce our speed to five knots, and every two hours we’ll advance again to ensure we can see her. It’s roughly six hours until dark, and at that stage I’ll make a decision as to whether we advance immediately for the attack or wait for a signal to engage from the boy.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 - Fish food 
 
    As dusk approached, the thirty or so remaining able-bodied men had been working non-stop to keep the Dawn moving as quickly as possible, the weapons readied and the sick tended to. Jonah and Thomas had spent the afternoon below decks trying to keep the sick hydrated, but constant vomiting and muscle spasms made it all but impossible. It was clear that many were incredibly weak and a handful were close to death.  
 
    While propping up the not-inconsiderable weight of Finch and trying to ladle some water into his mouth, Thomas looked at Jonah across the galley. The boatswain was clearly in significant pain. “I know what yellow fever looks like, Jonah.” 
 
    Jonah, who had started to prepare dinner for the men on the upper deck, stopped peeling the potatoes and slowly turned to look back at the older man. “Sorry, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “Yellow fever,” repeated Thomas. “I’ve seen what it does to men. I was in Antigua about ten years ago and two of my shipmates died from it. It ravaged the crew at the time – probably half of us got it, and a third of those didn’t make it. I’ve seen it first hand and some of the symptoms are certainly the same as we’re seeing here – vomiting, muscle aches, no appetite; but a few are not.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I can remember it very clearly: light…they were all very sensitive to light. Almost incapable of opening their eyes as the slightest ray would cause them excruciating pain. Their eyes got red and painful, their skin became yellow, they bled from their mouths and noses. Horrible. And not much like this…” Thomas continued staring intently at the boy. 
 
    “How long did it take for people to die?” 
 
    “One, maybe two days after first throwing up. Some just bled to death, but none of it was this sudden, and it certainly didn’t affect the crew all at once.” 
 
    Jonah hadn’t moved a muscle. He held a short knife in his right hand and a half-peeled potato in his left. “Well,” he began tentatively, “that sounds awful. Let’s hope that it’s not the same, because if many of these men die, then we’re in for it.”  
 
    Thomas smiled ruefully. “We will be either way. Not all of these men are going to make it, Jonah.” He lifted his chin in the direction of Finch. “He, for one, isn’t looking good at all. Maybe that’s just karma coming calling, though.” 
 
    Jonah’s heart was racing. Thomas was beyond fooling and Jonah knew this, but he couldn’t yet tell how much the man knew. He had to keep up the pretence, in no small part because the boatswain had already suffered immeasurably for something he knew Bartholomew had done. Jonah also felt guilty for this, and he suspected that Thomas would not betray them.  
 
    “What should we do?” asked the boy. 
 
    “We need to warn Stanhope that many won’t make it. Give him plenty of warning, so he doesn’t find out only when we’re carting bodies up onto the deck and heaving them over the side. He’s aware that it doesn’t look good, but it’s about expectation management at this stage, lad. Best I do the talking – you never know, maybe he’ll show mercy on me!” Thomas winced. “You continue with dinner, and if anyone here is able to drink, make sure they get something in them.” 
 
    The boatswain laid Finch back down and stood up painfully, the welts now beginning to scab and weld his skin to his shirt. Jonah could only look on with immense sympathy and no small amount of shame. The man showed an inner strength and decency uncommon among this crew. As he hobbled towards the light of the hatch, he grabbed on to anything within reach which would help him stay upright. Pausing at the bottom of the steps, he looked back at Jonah and winked. 
 
    “Just don’t give me any of that coffee.”  
 
    *** 
 
    As the remaining men continued to assist in helming the Dawn and maintaining her progress towards Barbados, Morel and Stanhope were in the captain’s cabin discussing the crew’s illness and how best to ensure their mission to intercept the Cadiz was not fatally impacted. A knock on the door interrupted the heated debate.  
 
    “Come in!” ordered Morel angrily.  
 
    Thomas tentatively poked his head around the door before inching into the small room. The captain and first mate looked the boatswain up and down, taking in the sight of this beaten and bloodied man. Morel was tinged with regret at the man’s beating, but could not show it.  
 
    “What is it?” interjected Stanhope, showing little remorse for his actions of the previous day.  
 
    Thomas said, “Mr Stanhope, Captain, I thought it best to let you know that some of the men below are very ill. Many have yet to take any water, and at my current reckoning I’d say four or five are close to death. I wanted to be sure that you knew there’s little we can do for them at this stage, and –” 
 
    Stanhope held up his hand to stop Thomas in his tracks. “You and the boy seem to be making excuses already.” 
 
    “I understand that, sir,” replied the boatswain, “but you have few enough able-bodied men and we’re doing what we can. These men are afflicted with a disease and the boy and I can’t work miracles.”  
 
    Morel broke in, taking a more conciliatory tone than his first mate. “Continue to do what you can, Thomas,” he said, “but I would recommend focusing your energies on those you think you can save. Don’t waste anything on the dying. I would rather have twenty men alive and capable of fighting than forty alive but none able to man a pistol. That’s all.” 
 
    Once Thomas had shuffled painfully out, the captain turned back to Stanhope. “Go down below and check on his story. I want to know who we should be saving.” He paused and then said, “You know what we need to do – don’t waste time on those without hope.” 
 
    Stanhope left without a word and quickly caught up with the boatswain, feeling little for the fact that he had caused this man’s evident pain. “Hurry up, man.” 
 
    As they reached the top of the open hatch, the stench from below was already evident. Thomas seemed less affected by it and led the way slowly down the steps, but Stanhope paused at the top to wrap a handkerchief around his mouth and nose and tie it behind his neck. He dropped into the gloom and closed his eyes briefly in order to speed up their adjustment to the lower light level. As he opened them, he saw tens of men lying in rows which stretched from the port to the starboard side of the lower deck, and all the way from the nearby galley to the front of the ship. He couldn’t make out the individuals all the way at the front as it was too dark, but he recognised Finch lying by the stove. Regis was around halfway towards the sail storage area, and Jensen was propped up close by against the port side. Shaking his head, Stanhope inched over to where Jonah was still preparing dinner.  
 
    “Okay, what have we got?”  
 
    “Salted pork and potatoes, Mr Stanhope.” 
 
    The man shot him a look which could have melted lead. “What did you say?” 
 
    Thomas quickly interjected, “Mr Stanhope meant the men’s health, Jonah, not what’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh…sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Idiot,” sneered Stanhope. “Who’s the fish food?” he asked, sweeping his hand across the view of the infirm close by, while remaining careful to keep his distance. 
 
    Thomas knelt by the carpenter. “Finch, sir. He’s not in great shape. Jacobson, Smith and Raven are all close to the end. Few of the other men have eaten or drunk anything since this morning and they’re weak, but most are breathing strongly and seem able to sleep.” 
 
    Stanhope grunted and peered once more into the darkness. “What about fever?” 
 
    “Yes. Most feel hot to the touch,” Thomas lied. “See…?” He offered the first mate the opportunity to feel the forehead of a man close by, knowing it would be declined. 
 
    “No, that’s fine!” said Stanhope, quickly putting another few steps between himself and the closest invalid. “You two stay here and keep doing what you’re doing.” With that, the first mate scaled the steps and rapidly disappeared onto the upper deck. 
 
    Jonah and Thomas stared at one another and it was some moments before the boy spoke.  
 
    “Do you think he knows?” asked Jonah. There was little point keeping up the charade with Thomas.  
 
    “He asked about a fever. He may have no conscience, but he does have half a brain. He knows yellow fever comes with a high temperature and none of these men have one. As soon as one of these men recovers enough to piece together what they had for breakfast or Stanhope feels one of their foreheads, then we have a problem.” 
 
    Jonah was now twirling his hair frantically with his index finger and muttering to himself. Thomas reached out and put a strong hand on the boy’s hand to stop his nervous tic. 
 
    “The sail, and now this. I know I fixed the sail well and good the first time, and when I was up there fixing it the second time it was obvious that the patch had not been ripped out by the wind but cut. Stanhope doesn’t know that, but he may well come to his own conclusion about the illnesses. Just what exactly are you boys up to? I see you three are as thick as thieves, so come on, let’s have it.” 
 
    Jonah had the look of a cornered rat, his eyes darting from Thomas to the hatch to the men lying across the timbers and then back. Before he could say anything in response, Stanhope reappeared at the top of the steps with three other men.  
 
    “Down here,” he commanded. 
 
    Four men dropped into the galley and two of them picked up Finch. The man was unconscious and very difficult to move, so seeing them struggle, another man moved in to assist. Stanhope remained at what he presumed was a safe distance. Grunting, the three men lifted and dragged the unconscious carpenter up the steps. Jonah and Thomas stared at each other in resigned silence, knowing what they were witnessing but unwilling to vocalise it. 
 
    They heard the men drag Finch across the timbers of the upper deck, and then they heard a splash. After further movement on the deck above, the four men returned. The sequence was repeated for Jacobson, Smith and Raven, and once the last had been hauled from the lower deck, Stanhope returned. 
 
    “Let me know if anyone else goes downhill,” he grinned. 
 
    For the able-bodied men on the upper deck, the casual disposal of their sick crew mates was as much of a shock as it was to Jonah and Thomas. On seeing Finch being brought up to the main deck, most had assumed Stanhope was affording the carpenter some fresh air to revive him, and they were horrified when the men dragging the heavy weight had inched closer to the port side of the ship and manhandled him over the side. The splash as Finch hit the water was muffled by the sound of the wind in the sails and rigging, as well as the noise of the ship carving through the waves. As Stanhope’s thugs repeated the exercise, the surrounding crew had wondered how many more would be brought up and tossed mercilessly overboard.  
 
    A number ran to the stern of the ship to see the bodies bobbing in the water as the Dawn pulled steadily away. Among them were Bartholomew and Sebastian, who had been helping the helmsman and were maintaining watch at the rear of the ship. As the carpenter’s mate, Sebastian watched, speechless, as his former master silently drifted away behind the vessel.  
 
    “What in God’s name…?” he began, pointing to the lifeless forms of the four men as they floated behind the ship.  
 
    “Look!” shouted someone from the starboard side and everyone, including the boys, followed the direction of his outstretched arm. If they were traumatised by the sight of four of their shipmates being thrown over the side, the vision of two large, black dorsal fins gliding past the Dawn was the stuff of every veteran’s nightmares. Through the clear waters of the Caribbean they could clearly see stripes along the flanks of the huge fish as they glided gracefully past.  
 
    “Tigers,” muttered Sebastian, shuddering, as he followed the predators with his eyes.  
 
    The two sharks swam in circles around the four bodies in the water for a few moments, before one of them made its first move. It quickly became a frenzy and the waters turned red as the sharks ripped apart the unconscious men. In minutes all that was left were tattered bits of clothing floating in the crimson sea.  
 
    “Oh my God!” whispered Sebastian, sliding down into a crouched position and fighting back tears. “What have we done?” 
 
    Bartholomew squatted down next to him, his face fixed with grim determination. “That’s four less people Courtney and his men need to deal with later,” he said without emotion, “and just another reason that Morel and Stanhope need to be stopped. Pull it together, Sebastian, we’re almost there.” 
 
    Sebastian looked up at his friend, struggling to come to terms with what he had just witnessed, but equally struck by Bartholomew’s strength and determination. This boy had gone from timid young boat-hand only weeks ago to steely-eyed avenger, steadfast in his focus on retribution. This was a leader who may just be able to pull off the impossible, but the chips remained stacked against them.  
 
    *** 
 
    That day, the Mediator had twice increased her pace in order to catch a glimpse of her foe on the horizon. Each time the naval vessel had inched back once she had confirmed that her course was true. 
 
    It was five o’clock in the evening, and the ship’s officers were meeting once more in the captain’s quarters to go through the engagement plan. Cody’s Marines were ready, and the Mediator’s navigator, Shropshire, was content with the heading and the distance to target. Robinson remained in place in the nest in order to spot the Dawn for a final time before nightfall. Courtney and his closest confidants spoke in hushed tones as they went through the various scenarios which may affect their strategy. Fundamentally, however, the naval frigate remained the slower and more cumbersome ship and the entire plan relied upon the Dawn being compromised. 
 
    “Full watch on deck and in the crow’s nest again tonight,” stated Courtney. “We engage at daybreak – or before, should we see that lantern. It seems that they are currently six miles ahead of us, if Mr Robinson’s calculations are correct. Should they maintain a speed of six knots while we move to eight, we’ll be around two miles behind them after a couple of hours and so will need to trim our speed back to match theirs. We’ll then shadow her and will have the element of surprise when the time’s right.”  
 
    The officers dispersed, general agreement having been reached, and left Courtney alone in his quarters. He smiled to himself as he thought of his first interaction with Bartholomew in the smoke and noise of the Christopher Codrington. The captain had had misgivings when he, Cody and Robinson first discussed trying to use the boy to help them, but the youngster had seemingly surpassed all expectations. Courtney was desperate to repay Bart’s bravery and trust by getting him out of this situation alive…and getting some justice for his father. To this end, the next few hours would be critical.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 - Suspicion 
 
    In the last few hours no more of the Dawn’s crew had become ill, and indeed a number confined below decks had begun to show signs of improvement. While Regis had managed to keep down a few sips of water, a number of others were now moving around tentatively, albeit still with stomach cramps and nausea. The news that some of their crew mates had been served up to the sharks was as good an incentive as any to appear to be on the mend.  
 
    As the ship maintained her course past the northern coast of Barbados, Stanhope scanned the men on deck. Two were on watch in the crow’s nest, a few were at the stern and four were maintaining a lookout from the bow. The rest of the able-bodied individuals were scrubbing the timbers of the deck or were now below, assisting Jensen’s team in the preparation of weapons. The first mate’s gaze fell upon three of the crew who were helping to mop the deck. Bartholomew Mills, Sebastian Horatio and his own stepson, Jonah, had seemingly forged a strong bond through the course of the last few weeks. Stanhope had a nagging doubt. These were three individuals whose roles, as the mates of the cook, carpenter and boatswain, required them to interact with many others on board the vessel – and yet none had been affected by so much as a stomach cramp during this latest episode of illness which had ravaged the crew. An idea had begun to slowly germinate in Stanhope’s head after the last of the worst-affected men had been tossed to the sharks. It was then that he’d realised that none of the men were suffering from yellowing of skin. Subsequently, in the last few hours, none of the healthy individuals had gone down with the illness. Yellow fever was highly contagious, swift and deadly, and could move through a ship’s crew like wildfire. This was not the pattern that he was now seeing.  
 
    The first mate slowly ambled past the boys, looking at them closely as he passed. The man thought he could sense fear in the cook and carpenter, but in the boatswain’s mate there had been an underlying fortitude over the last two days which remained intact. Stanhope continued on, moving to the hatch, and disappeared into the bowels of the ship. 
 
    “He knows something!” hissed Sebastian, dunking his mop back into the dirty water of the bucket which the boys had been using. He had been focused intently on the task in hand while Stanhope had loped past, but now looked wildly around at his friends. 
 
    “You’re paranoid,” replied Bartholomew in a hushed tone. “But he’ll work it out if you keep looking as petrified as you do.” 
 
    Jonah, who had been below with Thomas for much of the day, nodded in agreement with Sebastian. “Regis is definitely better, as are about ten of the rest. The others aren’t getting worse, so maybe they’ll all be fine by tomorrow. Either way, as soon as people start to talk and piece together the bits of the jigsaw, they’ll come to a conclusion which can’t be good for me!” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Bartholomew, “and so I’ve got to find a way to signal tonight in order to bring Courtney in for the fight. We’ve stayed on course and moved on to the new heading as expected, so we just have to pray that the Mediator is tracking us closely. As soon as the crew improve, it’s all over – we’ll be toast and the Dawn will be able to outrun that naval frigate. It’s tonight or never.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about being shark bait, Bart!” said Sebastian. “You saw what those fish did to Finch!” 
 
    “Just keep your head down. We’ll get through this. I know it.” 
 
    “I wish I shared your confidence.”  
 
    Stanhope’s eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom of the galley and he spotted Regis, now sitting on his haunches by the port side and being given water by Thomas. The stench was as intense as ever, and while he hated to admit it, Stanhope was impressed with the boatswain’s willingness to help his crew mates despite the recent beating.  
 
    “How’s he doing?” he demanded, looking down at the two men. 
 
    Thomas flinched instinctively, not having heard the first mate approaching. “He’s definitely improved, Mr Stanhope.” He looked up and nodded towards the other men close by. “And no one else has gone downhill. In fact, ten or fifteen are drinking and some have had biscuits.” 
 
    Regis looked up slowly, making eye contact with his senior. “I’m better, Mr Stanhope,” he said in an almost inaudible voice, “though I’ve never felt pain like that before.”  
 
    “Get better, Regis; we need you in action. We need all of you in action. Eat something as soon as you can. And Mr Thomas…” Stanhope stared hard at the boatswain. “Keep watch. We don’t need any more dead weight.”  
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    The first mate moved on, stepping over the prostrate forms of a few ill men and crouching down every few moments to look closely at certain individuals, gauging their health and whether he thought they may be better off being launched over the side. Stanhope continued his walk along the length of the lower deck all the way to the sail store at the bow and then retraced his steps. As he reached the galley, he skirted the stove and was about to head back up to the main deck when he felt something crunch below his foot. Lifting up his worn brown boot, he stared at the floor. It was difficult to see in the half-light and so, squatting down, Stanhope ran his hands over the timbers until his fingers made contact with something. He gripped the offending grains in his hands and moved towards the stronger light of the upper deck.  
 
    Emerging into the glow of the early evening, the first mate opened his hands and looked closely at the small bits which lay on his palms. They were a light shade of green and looked like seeds. Frowning, he racked his brain in an effort to remember each of the provisions they had loaded onto the Dawn back in Plymouth and then during her resupply in Barbuda.  
 
    “We brought no seeds on board,” he muttered, “unless the rats carried them here.” He shook his head and placed the seeds in the pocket of his trousers, frustrated that he was unable to immediately place their origin. 
 
    At that moment, Morel called to Stanhope from the poop deck. The captain had avoided most of the crew that afternoon through fear of catching the unknown disease, and his abundance of caution had not gone unnoticed by many of those on board. The first mate glanced up at the instruction and smiled wryly. The man’s a chicken, not even willing to walk amongst his men! he thought. 
 
    “Let’s talk up here,” Morel said, indicating that Stanhope should come up to him. Once the first mate had joined him, he asked, “How are the men below?”  
 
    “Better…some more so than others. We’ll at least have more able men by early morning and can drive this ship harder then. Whether we have a force which is capable of taking the Cadiz is a different matter, though. We’ll likely have to rely on the black flag scaring the galleon into immediate submission.” 
 
    The first mate paused. “But there’s something you should see…” Stanhope put his hand into his pocket and drew out the green seeds. 
 
    “What’s this?” asked Morel. 
 
    “I found them in the galley. On the floor by the stove.” 
 
    “Any idea what they are?” 
 
    Stanhope shrugged. “Seeds of some kind. But I’m sure we didn’t bring them on as part of our usual stock in England or Barbuda. I don’t know where they came from.” He paused. “I was going to ask the boy.” The first mate raised his chin in the direction of Jonah, who was now hard at work by the starboard side of the ship.  
 
    Morel frowned, not understanding where his senior officer was going with this. “Your son?” 
 
    Stanhope corrected him: “Stepson.”  
 
    “What’s the boy going to know?” 
 
    “He’s the only cook,” Stanhope said with a knowing glint in his eye, “and these were right by his work station.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When Jonah looked up and saw Stanhope striding his way, the glare on his stepfather’s face made his blood run cold. He dropped his mop and stood rigid. The first mate’s call to his stepson had been heard by the crew around him, but up at the bow of the ship, Bartholomew and Sebastian continued their work oblivious to the plight of their friend. The young cook was now visibly shaking. 
 
    “Come here, boy!” Stanhope snarled, advancing towards him. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” stammered Jonah, immediately moving forward to meet the glowering man. His pulse was racing at what felt like a thousand beats per minute. 
 
    Stanhope raised his hand up towards the boy, causing Jonah to instinctively flinch, believing he was about to be struck.  
 
    “Stay where you are, lad!” Jonah held still. “Any idea what these are?” his stepfather demanded, thrusting an open hand in the direction of the boy. 
 
    “Umm, they look like seeds, Mr Stanhope,” stammered Jonah, unable to control the wavering in his voice. His heart stopped when he realised that the items in the first mate’s hand were green. 
 
    “I know they’re bloody seeds,” growled the man, leaning in closer, “but what were they doing in the galley, by the stove?” 
 
    The boy began to look around nervously, as if pleading to any of the nearby crew for assistance or distraction. “I don’t know, sir!” He was panicking now and on the verge of tears, but fighting as hard as he could not to let his emotions give him away. “Maybe they came out of the oats when I was making the porridge?” 
 
    Stanhope was looking intently at Jonah, his eyes moving over the boy’s face, and he immediately noted fear. While the man was fully aware of the anxiety he instilled in the crew, this level of panic was clearly due to something else. A crooked smile crept across his mouth and his vivid scar seemed to twitch down his face as he said, “Eat them.” 
 
    If it weren’t for the sharks, Jonah would have bolted for the side of the ship and launched himself over. His petrified face told the man standing opposite him everything he needed to know, and the first mate grabbed Jonah’s throat with his spare hand and started to choke the boy.  
 
    “I said, eat these!” He thrust the seeds towards Jonah’s mouth. 
 
    Barely able to speak due to the pressure on his throat, Jonah rasped, “I, er, I’m not sure I should, sir!” Tears were now streaming down his face.  
 
    Stanhope was starting to really enjoy himself, revelling in the torment he was inflicting on the young crew mate. His fingers dug deeper into Jonah’s throat. 
 
    “Eat…the…bloody…seeds!” 
 
    Jonah’s mind was racing as he tried to calculate the options available to him while struggling desperately for air. Admitting what the seeds were would mean certain death, but eating them would mean agonising pain and the distinct possibility that he would then be fed to the sharks anyway. He instantly knew that the second option was the only one available that may give him a slim chance of survival.  
 
    “Yes, sir!” he gurgled, his chest heaving for air. 
 
    Stanhope released his grip on Jonah’s neck and the boy fell to his knees, gasping for oxygen as he held both hands to his bruised throat. He looked up tentatively and was aware of all the men staring at him – the sailors tending to the ship, Morel by the transom, and his friends, now looking on with wide eyes, no doubt as panic-stricken as he was.  
 
    Jonah stood shakily and held out his hand. Stanhope gave him the seeds and stood watching the boy intently. Jonah shovelled the small green pods into his mouth and swallowed. 
 
    “Open your mouth!” demanded Stanhope, wanting to ensure that the seeds had been swallowed. His stepson did as he was told. 
 
    “Good. Now get back to work. I’ll be watching you very closely.”  
 
    Across the deck, Sebastian looked at Bart. “He’s got two hours until the effects kick in!” he whispered in a panic-strained voice. His friend nodded in acknowledgement, but said nothing in reply. What was the point? He slowly resumed mopping the deck, while most of the men around them chatted in hushed, furtive tones. All wondered what had just happened to make the first mate almost strangle his own son, but none was going to be brave enough to ask Stanhope.  
 
    It was now close to eight o’clock and the sky was darkening rapidly. Bart’s lookout shift in the nest would begin at ten o’clock, around the same time that Jonah would likely become very unwell. The boatswain’s mate knew without a shadow of doubt that the signal had to be given tonight. They needed Courtney to come to the rescue or all would be lost – Bart just needed his friend to try not to throw up too soon and give them away.  
 
    For Bartholomew, Jonah and Sebastian, things were unravelling quickly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 - The signal 
 
    Night was upon them and the Dawn gently pitched into the swell as she continued her progress along her unchanged heading. Now some miles past Barbados, the ship would be in the open ocean of the Atlantic before daybreak.  
 
    Bartholomew was taking a stint at the helm and Sebastian was fixing a broken railing on the poop deck, but both were keeping a close eye on Jonah, who was on watch on the port side of the ship. All of them were holding their breath for the inevitable, when the young cook would begin to feel nauseous and their plan would be laid bare. With the last light of day having disappeared some time ago, Bart was counting the minutes until he could scale the rigging to the crow’s nest and pick his moment to then signal into the night. He had been aware of Stanhope watching him over the last hour and in his heart he knew that the first mate had his suspicions about all three of the boys. Their time was limited. 
 
    There was a muffled call of “Change of watch!” and Bart smiled nervously at the man who walked over to take his place at the wheel.  
 
    “We’re to maintain this heading, sir,” the boy muttered to his grim-faced crew mate.  
 
    Sebastian continued to busy himself with the railing nearby and watched surreptitiously as his friend moved down the steps and towards the base of the main mast. As before, Bart had his coat wrapped around him to keep out the chill and to keep in the lantern, which was attached to his belt once more. The previous inhabitant of the nest dropped lightly onto the deck beside him and commented pointlessly, “Nothing to report!” before disappearing below deck. Looking up, Bartholomew took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a second and then began climbing. This is it, he thought.  
 
    Jonah felt the first stomach pain soon after his friend had settled himself into the nest far above and knew what was coming: agonising cramps. Staring up into the darkness, he prayed that Bartholomew was close to calling for help. The thought of being lynched by the crew for poisoning them or being thrown to the hungry tiger sharks still riding the Dawn’s wake filled him with dread.  
 
    The change of watch meant men rotated their positions, so Jonah dutifully moved to the starboard side of the boat. Sebastian had finished his work on the balustrade and was moving to the port side. They made eye contact as they brushed past one another.  
 
    “Okay?” the broader boy whispered in the gloom, but each passed too quickly for Jonah to reply. 
 
    Morel and Stanhope were standing by the transom discussing the first mate’s findings in hushed tones. “So you think the boy did it?” questioned the captain, now in a thick coat which covered his sweat-stained, dingy-white shirt. 
 
    “I don’t see how else those seeds got there. They weren’t part of the stock list, but maybe one of the men brought them on board during shore leave. Either way, I spoke to Regis earlier and he’s sure that all those who were ill had had breakfast together. The armourers who weren’t sick were preparing the weapons, some of the others who weren’t affected were on duty, and none of those three boys got sick. If it was contagious, others would have been affected over the last day.” Stanhope paused. “And I see Jonah’s mates remain conveniently healthy.” He left that final statement hanging in the air.  
 
    “But to what end would he have sought to poison his shipmates?” asked the captain, still not fully accepting that the boy – and possibly his friends as well – had deliberately injured the crew.  
 
    “I’m not sure, but we’ll sure as hell find out!” promised Stanhope, shooting another glance towards his stepson. 
 
    Up in the crow’s nest, Bartholomew followed the same routine as he had two nights before. He scanned three hundred and sixty degrees around the platform and then squinted into the darkness below. Unable to see anything which immediately gave him cause to hesitate, he opened his coat and unfastened the lantern from his belt. He then picked out a match and fumbled as he tried to light it. The match sparked angrily before the flame took hold, and he opened the tiny window in order to light the lantern. As before, Bart held his breath, convinced that there would be a roar from below as someone saw the illumination, but he heard no challenge. 
 
    Careful to keep the heavy coat surrounding the lantern, he allowed only the front to open in order that light shot forwards rather than downwards. He repeated the action five times, waited for a few moments and then did the same thing again. Come on, he thought, please, please see it! 
 
    Without warning, there was a shout from below. 
 
    “What the hell’s that?” yelled someone from the deck.  
 
    Bart’s heart was suddenly in his mouth and he immediately tried to cover the lantern. In his haste he lost his grip and the lamp dropped onto the floor of the platform. The clatter was muffled by the sound of the wind and waves, but as the lamp broke it sent a shower of oil onto the timbers and Bart’s coat. Fire rapidly took hold of the heavy garment and flared up brightly, illuminating the boy in the crow’s nest as if it were day and making him visible to all below.  
 
    “HEY!” came a roar from below and pandemonium broke out on the main deck. Bartholomew heard a shout of “Get up there!” and he knew that any number of men would be scaling the ropes at speed.  
 
    He shrugged off the coat and stamped on it in an effort to quell the flames, but the oil which had spread from the lantern continued to burn fiercely on the timbers of the platform. Seconds later two men vaulted into the nest – one was Stanhope, the other Bartholomew recognised as one of Jensen’s men. The boy backed away as the first mate drew a short wooden baton from his belt and raised it above his head.  
 
    Then, blackness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Six miles away, the lookouts on the Mediator could not fail to see the flare of fire spluttering on the horizon. Sprinting out of his cabin and dressed immaculately as usual, Courtney met up with Cody, Robinson and Cartwright. 
 
    “What is it? The Dawn?” 
 
    “A light,” said Cody excitedly, “but no lantern, more like a fire.” 
 
    “That’s it!” demanded Courtney. “Full sail!” Turning to Cody, the captain commanded, “Prepare to engage. I want all men ready to attack, man to man.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The captain of the Marines sprinted towards the stern, calling for Cartwright in order that the two could immediately coordinate their attacking force.  
 
    “Mr Shropshire,” Courtney called to his navigator, “hold this heading and make speed!” 
 
    The Mediator and her crew burst to life with determined and orchestrated energy. The anticipation of action and years of well-drilled exercises would now be put to the test again. A team of armourers ran between decks, moving dry gunpowder from the ship’s magazine to each cannon, and the Marines on board checked their swords and rifles carefully. The vessel picked up pace, the bow dipping purposefully into each wave’s trough and driving up to the next peak, chasing her foe at full speed.  
 
    *** 
 
    Bartholomew regained consciousness shortly after, but his vision was blurred. He had a splitting headache which made him feel nauseous, and he was unable to move his arms or legs. Squinting down, he made out thick ropes snaking around his body which trapped his shoulders and waist against the mast.  
 
    A voice in the darkness close by hissed, “Stay still, you turncoat!” 
 
    Regis shuffled out of the night and into Bart’s line of vision, his face twisted in hatred as he came right up to the boy’s face. “Your friend isn’t in a good way – clearly those seeds don’t agree with him!” He nodded to the young boatswain’s left, from where the sound of retching could be heard.  
 
    Jonah had managed to withstand the initial waves of nausea for a short time, but the muscle cramps had quickly become too much to handle. Hearing the groans of pain from his stepson, Stanhope had sauntered over and smiled crookedly as he surveyed the boy writhing in pain, as others had done earlier. He called over Morel and Regis. 
 
    “As I thought, there’s your yellow fever!” he’d said triumphantly. 
 
    Regis now kicked Jonah savagely. “That’s for all the trouble you’ve caused.” Too ill to care, the boy barely responded to the blow, as the agony in his muscles and stomach was far worse than the pain from Regis’s beating.  
 
    “Get him to the mast and tie him up as well,” growled Stanhope, “and we’ll worry about what to do with him at sunrise. I’m looking forward to giving those sharks some breakfast!” 
 
    The second mate grabbed Jonah and dragged the twitching and groaning boy towards the mast, careful not to be in the way if he threw up again. He roughly pushed the cook up against the wooden structure and called for help from some of the nearby crew. A length of rope was used to bind him tightly, and if Jonah had been conscious enough to care, he would have seen a host of men beginning to surround him, all of them keen to mete out further punishment.  
 
    The two boys now shared the mast and were bound so tightly as to be barely able to move. While this was uncomfortable for the boatswain’s mate, it was much worse for his friend, who cried out and squirmed in agony within the thick constraints.  
 
    “Jonah,” whispered Bart, “it’s going to be okay. It’ll pass.” But the young cook was incapable of hearing or responding to the hollow words of comfort.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter what you say, lad,” chuckled Regis, close by. “You’ll both be dead by midday tomorrow. But don’t worry, we’ll have lots of fun with you before that. I’m sure Captain Morel would love to hear what you little rats have been up to. And with what Mr Stanhope has planned for you, you’ll be sure to tell us!”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 - Losing hope 
 
    The glowing white crescent moon behind the stern of the ship cast a bright path ahead of the Dawn, pointing her way towards the Atlantic and catching the breaking tops of the waves. Sebastian, on watch at the bow, looked up into the night sky and marvelled at the sheer number of stars, tiny lights sparkling across the pitch-black background. 
 
    Watching his shipmates’ punishment earlier, Sebastian had been helpless to assist. Both Bartholomew and Jonah had demonstrated considerable bravery and he felt a rush of guilt for not playing his part. Although he had been unable to compromise the hull, the others hadn’t hesitated in still trying their own methods, and now Sebastian tried to console himself with the fact that he could have done nothing more.  
 
    A hushed voice behind startled him. Lost in his thoughts, he had failed to see or hear Thomas moving slowly and painfully across the deck towards him. The boatswain had remained below for the last few hours, and was shocked to see his apprentice and Jonah tied to the mast when he surfaced to discuss the sick men’s condition with Stanhope. 
 
     “Sebastian? What’s happened? Why are they tied up?” Thomas whispered furtively, wiping his hands on his filthy apron. 
 
    “Mr Thomas! Bart dropped a lantern that he had in the crow’s nest, and Jonah was made to eat some seeds that Stanhope found below decks. He’s really ill now – the same as the other men were – and Morel is convinced that Jonah poisoned them deliberately. They’ll be killed tomorrow morning, and I don’t know what I can do!” Sebastian’s face showed his angst. 
 
    “What’s going on, Sebastian?” pressed the boatswain. “I know you boys have been up to something, because I’ve got the scars to prove it! I’ve been doing this job for a long time and am aware that Bart deliberately tore the sail. I took a beating without uttering a word. You at least owe me an explanation!” 
 
    Sebastian cast his eyes downward in shame and nodded. In his heart he knew that the boatswain was a good man who had protected the three boys by taking a thrashing for them. 
 
    “Regis and Stanhope…” Sebastian began. “Bart found out that they were responsible for the death of his father, and it all started there. He promised to avenge Gregory’s death, and we agreed to help him.” 
 
    Thomas didn’t say a word, clearly expecting the boy to continue without being prompted. Sebastian nodded in quiet agreement, and went on to describe Bart’s adventure on Barbuda, his meeting with Ethan Courtney and the plan that had been hatched to bring down the Dawn. Without really thinking about it, the boy had taken an enormous gamble that the boatswain would remain loyal to Bartholomew.  
 
    “And the Mediator could be close by,” concluded Sebastian, “perhaps close enough to save us…” 
 
    Thomas shook his head in disbelief. “And you thought the three of you could do this? You thought you could take on a hundred men and win? I can’t bloody believe this! I knew something was up. Did you three think at all before starting this madness?” He was exasperated, but more than that, he was frightened – by what he knew and what could happen if the rest of the crew discovered the mutiny within their own ranks. 
 
    Sebastian looked back at his feet and began shaking his head slowly. “I don’t know what we were thinking. We just sort of convinced ourselves that we could do it. And unless Courtney can get to us, both Bart and Jonah will die tomorrow, and all for nothing. What can I do, Mr Thomas?” 
 
    *** 
 
    The breaking cloud was a concern for Courtney. A total surprise attack now seemed unlikely with the moon’s light offering some illumination, but the captain’s main concern was that if the Dawn spotted him early enough, Morel may try to outrun the Mediator. Or worse still, he may attempt to turn broadside and engage with cannons, which would force Courtney to do the same…with devastating effect on the men and boys of the fleeing pirate vessel. The naval officer was highly confident in the fighting skills of his well-trained men, and boarding the Dawn aggressively remained by far his preferred option. All of this assumed Courtney remained on the right course, as it had been some time since the fire had been spotted aboard their quarry.  
 
    Cody, Robinson, Shropshire and the captain were all on deck, alongside every man in Cody’s Marine contingent. All eyes scanned the shimmering, silvery horizon, watching for any sign of the Dawn, and up in the crow’s nest the lookouts were doing the same. Running at ten knots now, the Mediator was close to full speed and driving through the swell with purpose, hopefully pulling ever closer to Morel’s vessel. There was urgent murmuring between a few of the assembled men as they discussed the impending contact, but most stood in stony silence, ready for what was to come next. 
 
    At just before two o’clock there was a cry from the crow’s nest, and one of the lookouts moved rapidly down the rigging to the deck below and dropped the last six feet to land in a crouch on the timbers. “Captain,” he said breathlessly, “a silhouette on the horizon dead ahead. We can make out the sails.” 
 
    “That’s our man.” Turning to the huddled group of officers who stood with him, Courtney ordered, “Maintain our speed and course, Mr Shropshire. Mr Robinson, relay the message to the gunnery sergeant below decks.”  
 
    He glanced briefly in Cody’s direction, and the tall man gave the briefest of nods in acknowledgement – he knew that the moment was almost upon them. Soon the men below would be able to see the outline of the Dawn as she drew closer. By the captain’s reckoning, the ship was less than five miles away, and if she was doing six knots as they believed, it would be less than an hour before the two vessels met.  
 
    *** 
 
    Thomas smiled sadly at Sebastian. “I’m not sure how, but I want to help.” 
 
    The boy looked at Thomas, unable to believe what he was hearing. “You’ll help? You could have died because of us!” 
 
    “I’ve worked under Stanhope for years and I’ve seen many men killed just to satisfy his greed.” Thomas leaned closer to Sebastian. “I once saw Regis and Stanhope throw a man overboard just for questioning the course they were taking. We were miles from shore and they just sailed off, leaving him bobbing in the water shouting for help. It was awful. There’s more…”  
 
    Thomas scanned around to see whether anyone was looking at them. Confident that they were not being watched, he pulled a short chisel from under his apron. 
 
    “The scurvy wasn’t Elijah Stone’s fault. It was Stanhope’s.” 
 
    Sebastian cast his mind back to what felt like a lifetime ago. Elijah, injured in the blast and tossed overboard with little sympathy, had been roundly blamed by all for the outbreak of scurvy on board. 
 
    “It wasn’t Stone?” 
 
    “No. Stanhope had squandered cash when we were in Plymouth. There wasn’t enough to buy all we needed and so he told Stone not to buy more lemons. It was specifically on his instruction that we didn’t have enough.”  
 
    Thomas glanced swiftly to the side before handing the chisel to Sebastian. “Hide this, and if there’s any chance to hack them free, take it!”  
 
    Reluctantly taking the tool, Sebastian asked, “But then what? We’re in the middle of nowhere. Are they meant to dive overboard and take their chances with the sharks?” 
 
    The boatswain shrugged. “I don’t know, lad, but what I do know is that come tomorrow morning, those boys will be tortured for information and then thrown overboard anyway. Maybe your British navy can pull them from the ocean? A tiny chance of survival is better than none at all.”  
 
    The boy nodded in agreement and slid the chisel deep into the pocket of his trousers. “Leave it with me.” He knew he had to do something to help his friends or he would never be able to live with his conscience. The time was fast approaching. 
 
    As Thomas turned to leave, there was a loud shriek from above.   
 
    “Ship ahoy!” 
 
    Sebastian’s eyes grew wide with expectant excitement and he grabbed the boatswain’s arm. “Maybe it’s…?”  
 
    Thomas put an index finger to his lips to signal silence, before both made for the stern – the boy sprinting and the injured man hobbling painfully behind him. There were twenty to thirty crew on the poop deck, all facing roughly to the west beyond the back of the ship. There, unmistakably illuminated by the path of light which the moon cast on the sea, was the silhouette of a ship which appeared to be following their bearing.  
 
    Breaking through the assembled men, Morel, Stanhope and Regis roughly pushed aside anyone in the way as the three made their way to the transom. 
 
    “What the devil is it?” demanded the captain, his shirt hanging out of his trousers and his hair sprouting in all directions. 
 
    “There!” indicated Stanhope, pointing to the west. “Must only be two to three miles behind us!” He wheeled around and yelled, “Get below and get armed! Flintlocks and cutlasses, every man!”  
 
    Morel’s eyes were like saucers. “No! It can’t be!”  
 
    Stanhope looked him up and down, and for the first time Sebastian noted clear derision from the first mate towards his superior officer. “It can be…and we won’t outrun her with this lot.” Stanhope swept his hand dismissively over the assembled men, now scuttling in all directions to arm themselves. “So we stand and fight, or we turn to port and let the cannons do the talking.” 
 
    Morel looked left and right, quickly assessing the state of the crew around him and trying to work out the best course of action. “Friend or foe, we fire and she’ll retaliate. Perhaps…well, just maybe she’s not foe and will sail right by?” It was unlike Morel to be indecisive and so clearly caught off-guard.  
 
    Stanhope sneered. “That ship is on our precise course. She’s following us. This is no coincidence!” He was now shaking with anger as he pointed in the direction of the two boys tied to the mast. “And those two led them straight to us!” He began moving in the direction of Bartholomew and Jonah, but Morel grabbed the furious man’s arm to stop him.  
 
    “Not now. Deal with them later. Get these men in place and ready. We don’t have the manpower to effectively load and fire these cannons – even the men who are better are still weak. Arm every man who can hold a flintlock or cutlass at once, Stanhope!” Seeing his first mate’s reticence, Morel raised his voice. “That’s an order!” 
 
    “Fine, but let me deal with those two in my own way when the time comes.” Turning on his heel, Stanhope roared to the men closest to him, “With me, now! Everyone below decks and arm yourselves.”  
 
    Suddenly seeing Sebastian standing close by, the first mate stopped dead and pointed at him. “Not you, lad! You stay where I can see you, and no pistol or cutlass.”  
 
    The boy shot a glance at Thomas, but the boatswain was deliberately looking elsewhere, busying himself with moving towards the hatch as he followed the rest of the men down the steps and into the bowels of the ship. 
 
    It was chaos below decks, and now convinced that they had been compromised, the men lit lanterns with abandon in order to afford them better visibility as they armed themselves. The first mate was overseeing the provision of cumbersome flintlock pistols, with pouches of gunpowder and shot for each man. Those able to also carry a sword were handed a short, crescent-shaped cutlass. These were perfect for fighting in the confined quarters of the ship and had been sharpened carefully for maximum effect. Once each man had been supplied with his weapons, he hurried to the main deck to await instructions. Sebastian looked on from the poop deck, careful not to move in case he infuriated Stanhope further, and now also watched closely by Morel.  
 
    Once every man was assembled on deck, Morel moved purposefully to the balustrade and looked down at the motley crew. They were a ragtag bunch, some fit and well, some just barely recovered from illness and still clearly very weak, but all looked ready to fight.  
 
    “Load your weapons and await the order to fire. That ship may glide past us, so do not be the first to engage! I want a ring around the entire deck, and lanterns lit so that ship can clearly see that we’re ready and armed.” 
 
    With that, fifteen or more lanterns were lit and placed at regular intervals across the upper deck, and the men took up their positions around the perimeter of the January Dawn and awaited whatever fate was to throw at them.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 - Battle for the Dawn 
 
    The full silhouette of the January Dawn was already clear to the men on the deck of the Mediator when suddenly the glow of lanterns aboard the fleeing brigantine lit up her deck. The light revealed a host of men moving purposefully around, clearly armed and ready for any engagement from the pursuing vessel. Robinson called out to the Marines assembled on the deck of the naval frigate and ordered all to hold fire while the two ships drew closer. The officers watched closely for any sign that the Dawn may suddenly make a turn, which would imply the foe was readying to engage her cannons. The Mediator was more cumbersome than the brigantine and there was every likelihood that she would have to take incoming fire before being capable of returning fire.  
 
    Morel’s ship was drawing rapidly closer and the men on the upper deck of Courtney’s vessel now crouched low, ensuring they were at least partially protected by the sides of the larger ship.  
 
    Watching from the Dawn, Morel, Stanhope and Regis stood with the helmsman on the poop deck. The looming outline of the Mediator now clearly blocked out some of the stars as she sailed closer to the stern of the smaller ship and she would soon be towering over the brigantine. Pistols and cutlasses were held ready for battle, but most of the men were quietly hoping that the pursuing ship would pass them by.  
 
    Minutes passed, and with the distance between the two vessels narrowing visibly, a call drifted over the waves. Morel looked at Stanhope and narrowed his eyes. There it was again – a shout from the larger ship, which was now only about fifty yards away.  
 
    “What did they say?” Morel looked from his first mate to Regis and back again. Each shrugged.  
 
    “I couldn’t make it out,” replied Stanhope between gritted teeth, “but it’s no friend!” 
 
    “Stay on course, and tell the men to hold fire,” Morel ordered Regis. 
 
    Another minute passed and there it was again, a distant shout from the other ship, but lost to the wind and the noise of the rigging.  
 
    On the Mediator, the captain had tried twice to communicate with the fleeing ship, but to no response. The frigate was maintaining her pace and would be on top of the smaller brigantine in a matter of minutes, but Courtney didn’t want to pull alongside her for fear that she may fire her cannons.  
 
    “Mr Cody!” the captain called out. “Let’s engage at her stern. Get your men ready to board. Be ready for incoming fire.” 
 
    Cody had carefully positioned his Marines around the naval vessel and was standing with a contingent at the bow of the Mediator. Some held heavy grappling hooks attached to ropes, and these would be thrown onto the Dawn’s deck in an attempt to tether the two ships together. 
 
    By the transom of the brigantine, Stanhope and Morel could now see the large group of uniformed men bunched up in the bow of the advancing ship. The first mate sprinted to the top of the steps and screamed down to the men below, now no longer worried about being heard.  
 
    “FIRE AT WILL!”  
 
    Just as the first flintlocks were discharged in the direction of the Mediator, there was a mighty, splintering crash and the Dawn lurched wildly to starboard. Morel was nearly tipped overboard by the force of the impact as the naval frigate collided with the back of the brigantine.  
 
    The sheer size of the attacking vessel was now clear as Courtney’s double-decked monster loomed darkly over the stern of its foe. The Dawn’s crew stared upwards and could now see men glaring down at them. One was gesticulating wildly and shouting. 
 
    “Put down your weapons!” ordered Courtney from above. “This is the Royal Navy! We command you to put down your weapons!” 
 
    There was a heavy thump as the first of the grappling hooks landed on the poop deck, swiftly followed by two more. Stanhope smiled grimly as he cocked his flintlock and pointed it up towards the face above. Courtney saw the movement and quickly ducked, shouting to those around him to do the same. They reacted just in time, as an instant later the solid lead shot from the pistol slammed into the timbers of the Mediator, narrowly missing the captain’s head.  
 
    Courtney turned to Cody and yelled in fury as a barrage of fire erupted from the Dawn: “Board now and fire at will, Mr Cody!” 
 
    There was an explosion of noise and light as at least forty rifles and pistols were unloaded from the naval frigate and onto the men of the January Dawn. While these weapons were notoriously inaccurate, the sheer volume of lead which hurtled across the narrow gap between the two ships meant that at least some found their mark. Stanhope and Morel hit the floor of the poop deck, miraculously avoiding being struck by any of the projectiles. The helmsman, however, was not so lucky and screamed in agony as he was hit three times, before dropping dead beside them. 
 
    “Get down to the main deck!” shouted Stanhope to Morel, and the two picked themselves off the floor and sprinted towards the bulk of the crew, shouting to the men as they ran and demanding that they return fire.  
 
    The Dawn’s thirty or so able-bodied crew were now clustered at the port side of the ship, towards the stern end, where Marines on the Mediator were drawing the ropes between the ships tighter so that they began to move as one. The crew of the Dawn fired at the Marines, and two or three shots managed to hit their target. These men cried out as they fell back from the balustrade of the Mediator, only to be quickly replaced by others.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, a dozen Marines landed on the deck of the Dawn with a clatter. The defending men were briefly stunned by the imposing sight of the tall black man who led these Marines, but they snapped out of it quickly as Cody launched a vicious surge, leading his contingent of men in a slicing charge through the closest group of pirates and dropping four or five within seconds.  
 
    “CHARGE!”  
 
    Pistols and rifles briefly fell silent as both crews reloaded the cumbersome weapons, though many men decided to discard their flintlocks after the first shot and drive on with only their swords. There was now a cacophony of noise as men screamed in pain or in battle cry and metal clashed against metal. The hand-to-hand combat was bloody, and the weakened crew of the Dawn were fundamentally outnumbered and no match for Cody’s highly trained and experienced force.  
 
    Following the initial Marine assault, Courtney and Robinson leapt from the side of the frigate and onto the deck of the brigantine, quickly regained their balance and ran to assist their men nearby. The captain fired his pistol as he ran, catching one of the Dawn’s armourers in the shoulder as the man sought to cut down a Marine. The man shouted out in pain, only to be run through by another of Cody’s men.  
 
    Robinson shouted to Courtney over the mayhem around them, “There, sir, at the mast!” The two looked to see two small bound forms huddled against the wooden column.  
 
    Sebastian, hiding behind the mast in an effort to avoid the haphazard gunfire from both sides, was feverishly sawing at the ropes which bound Bartholomew and Jonah. The chisel gifted to him by Thomas was not as useful as a knife would have been, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    As his restraining ropes finally gave way, Bartholomew dropped heavily onto his hands and knees, but had the presence of mind to pull himself quickly to his feet.  
 
    “Help Jonah!” he shouted, and he grabbed the chisel from Sebastian’s hands and disappeared into the melee of fighting men.  
 
    “Bart, wait!” Sebastian called fruitlessly. He was now left with nothing to saw through his remaining friend’s ropes and so he set about trying to untie the thick fibres. He was so focused on fighting with the restraints that he wasn’t aware of the two men advancing towards the mast through the chaos. 
 
    “Not so fast, lad!” shouted the first mate as he clamped a massive arm around Sebastian’s neck and dragged him away from Jonah. While he struggled and kicked with all his might, Sebastian was no match for Stanhope.  
 
    At the mast, Regis quickly took over the task of untying Jonah and hoisted the now-unconscious boy onto his shoulders. Stanhope and Regis dragged and carried their prisoners towards the bow, always careful to use the boys’ bodies as shields against potential fire.  
 
    Across the rest of the ship, the sheer scale and ferocity of the Marine attack had quickly suppressed the Dawn’s defences. The sounds of whimpering men had replaced the battle cries, clash of swords and crack of pistols, but the air remained thick with gunpowder smoke. Bartholomew, crouching down and moving quickly across the deck, spotted Morel by the helm. The captain was surrounded by Marines and clearly going nowhere. The boy slowed and stood upright, and was about to move towards the group when Courtney emerged from the hatch leading to the lower deck.  
 
    “Bart!”  
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am, sir, but –” 
 
    Courtney and Bart froze as they heard a shout from the bow of the ship. Looking back towards the prow, they saw Stanhope and Regis with their guns trained on Sebastian and Jonah. Sebastian was kneeling with his eyes closed, seemingly waiting for the inevitable shot, while Jonah remained unconscious at Regis’s feet. With most of the Marines at the stern, guarding those of the Dawn’s crew who had not been killed in action, Courtney and Bartholomew broke into a run towards the boy’s friends. Only the captain had a weapon – his sword. 
 
    They stopped abruptly ten yards from Stanhope and Regis, and the first mate broke into an evil smile. “Congratulations, Bartholomew, you’re responsible for the death of your friends.” It was the first time he had used the boy’s first name since Bart had joined the ship and it made his comment even more chilling. Stanhope took a step closer to Sebastian and jabbed his pistol into the kneeling boy’s forehead. “Any last requests?” he sneered. 
 
    Bartholomew started forward, his jaw clenched in fury and ready to attack, but he was stopped by Courtney, who put a strong hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Regis raised his pistol and aimed it at Bart’s chest. “I knew you were up to something,” he growled, looking from Bartholomew to the captain. “I just didn’t know what.” 
 
    “You killed my father,” spat the boy, tears of rage in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll complete the double then!” cackled the man, cocking the pistol and readying to fire. 
 
    A figure emerged like a shadow through the gunpowder smoke by Regis. Thomas, still wearing his bloodied apron, levelled a flintlock pistol at the second mate’s heart.  
 
    “What the hell’s this?” stammered Regis, flinching as he saw the weapon. 
 
    “Retribution!” Thomas said, and pulled the trigger. There was a loud crack and a whiff of smoke from the gun as Regis stumbled back, dropping his pistol as he clutched his chest. With surprising speed for someone so injured by his beating, Thomas leapt forward and drove his shoulder into Regis’s solar plexus, sending the man tumbling over the balustrade with a scream. The boatswain collapsed onto the deck from the effort, but if he had been able to look into the dark waters below, he may have just been able to make out two dorsal fins breaking the surface and advancing towards the stricken pirate.  
 
    Stanhope had glanced towards his shipmate as Regis fell, giving Courtney a split second in which to swing his sword, knocking the pistol from the man’s grip. The weapon spun across the deck and out of sight as Stanhope roared in anger and drew his cutlass. Forgetting all about Sebastian and advancing on Bartholomew and the naval captain, he spat, “And so it ends!” His vivid scar was now more prominent than ever and shimmered red and orange in the lantern light.  
 
    Pushing Bartholomew to one side, Courtney moved forward rapidly, countering Stanhope’s initial lunge and sending the first mate stumbling awkwardly past him. The men fought fiercely, with Courtney’s better swordsmanship countered by Stanhope’s superior strength as the two parried around the bow of the ship. The boy stayed close to Courtney, but was careful to stay out of reach of both swords as they sliced through the air viciously, each desperately trying to find their mark.  
 
    Stanhope launched forward once again, and with an immense swing of his cutlass pushed Courtney backwards so hard that the captain stumbled and lost his footing. He crashed to the deck, his sword pirouetting away from his grasp. His foe advanced with his weapon held high over his head, chuckling mercilessly as he readied himself to deliver the killer blow. Courtney closed his eyes and turned his head, waiting for the pain and darkness to descend.  
 
    The seconds felt like hours, but he felt no blow. Cautiously, he opened one eye and looking up at Stanhope saw that the man was still standing over him with his weapon raised, but with a look of shock on his now-white face. Stanhope made an unnatural gurgling sound and blood dribbled from his mouth. He dropped his cutlass on the deck and staggered backwards, away from the captain. 
 
    Courtney scrambled to his feet and backed off instinctively, feeling for his sword with his feet. He suddenly noticed Bartholomew standing directly behind Stanhope, a bloody chisel in his hand. The boy leant close to the first mate’s ear and whispered, “This is for my father!” before plunging the carpenter’s tool deep into the man’s back for a second time. Stanhope dropped face first onto the timbers. Dead.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 - Return to Barbuda 
 
    Courtney staggered towards the boy, uncertain on his feet after the effort of the fight, and for once looking ruffled and unkempt. Despite that, he managed a broad smile.  
 
    “You saved my life, Bart. Thank you.” 
 
    The boy started back at him impassively, trying to process what had happened in the last few chaotic minutes. He was unable to speak. In unison, the two crouched down on their knees next to each other and remained still for a number of minutes.  
 
    Bart broke the silence. “It was Thomas, sir.” He nodded towards the hunched form of the boatswain, who still lay by the balustrade where he had bowled Regis into the sea. “He took a severe beating to cover up our sabotage, and then shot Regis. It would have been impossible without him. 
 
    “And Jonah, and Sebastian…” he continued. “For me, this was about my father. But they did this for friendship.” He began to sob, the enormity of what they had achieved now washing over him, as well as the realisation that loyalty – from Thomas and his two friends – had won against the evil of Morel and his men. 
 
    Courtney looked at Thomas’s motionless form and at Sebastian, who was tending to him. “Don’t worry, we’ll get the Mediator’s surgeon to look him over.” The captain then looked over at Jonah. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He was made to eat the seeds that you gave me.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, he’s young and fit, and so long as he didn’t have too high a dose, he should recover in a few days. We’ll keep an eye on him too, don’t worry.” 
 
    Courtney clapped a reassuring hand on Bart’s shoulder and then turned and called for help from a group of nearby Marines who rushed over to assist. Those of the Dawn’s crew who had survived the onslaught were now contained below decks with the sick men, but there was little sympathy for the ones who had perished. The Marines had set about flinging the bodies of their enemies over the side of the ship to add to the sharks’ feast, but would take their own back for a proper burial.  
 
    Morel, who had barely raised his cutlass in defence, was marched onto the Mediator under close guard, while fifty Marines remained on the brigantine in order to sail her and the captured men back to Antigua. Jonah and Thomas were stretchered to the hospital quarters on the frigate and would be closely tended to over the next few days. The Mediator was clean and well-organised, and the two injured sailors would have a much better chance of survival there than in the filthy quarters below deck on the Dawn. 
 
    As the two vessels unfurled their sails and turned to begin their journey to the garrison at St. John, Antigua, Courtney and Bartholomew stood at the stern of the Mediator watching day break across the ocean to the east. 
 
    “I wonder whether Morel would have caught the Cadiz if it weren’t for us?” the boy speculated. “I could have been rich!” 
 
    “I doubt it,” smiled Courtney, “because as far as our spies tell us, the Cadiz isn’t carrying half as much bounty as Font believed. In fact, he probably elaborated just to get Morel interested in the scheme.” 
 
    Seeing Bartholomew frown, Courtney broke into a deep laugh. “We’ve known for a long time that Font was supporting Caribbean piracy and this way, we’ve managed to kill two birds with one stone. If we had taken the Dawn while she was at anchor in Barbuda, both Font and Morel would have denied everything. Now, we have a number of the ship’s crew who will testify against the captain. It’s amazing what the offer of clemency will do when the alternative is to have your neck stretched.” 
 
    Bartholomew smiled. “So what happens next?” 
 
    “We’re heading back to Antigua, where Morel will stand trial for piracy and most likely hang. We may then decide to leave his body in a gibbet at the entrance of the town to serve as an example to others. As for Governor Font, if he’s found guilty, he’ll be transported back to England and spend the rest of his life in jail.” 
 
    “And what about the rest of the Dawn’s crew?” 
 
    “Those that help to convict Morel and Font will be saved the noose, but spend the next few years in the old ruined fort in Codrington. The rest will face the gallows.” Courtney noticed the boy’s concern. “With the exception of Mr Thomas. I’ll be seeking a pardon for him on the basis that he risked his life – twice – to save you boys.” 
 
    “And Sebastian, Jonah and me?” pressed Bart. 
 
    “You three? Well, by my reckoning, you were all acting as agents of the Royal Navy.” The captain grinned, seeing Bartholomew’s obvious relief.  
 
    “Thank you, Captain Courtney. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You and your friends risked your lives to help me. It’s the navy that’s indebted to you.” 
 
    Courtney became serious again. “More importantly, Bart, what do you want to do now? You and Sebastian should stay with Jonah until he’s better, but then what? I can arrange transport back to England or…” Courtney paused. “I could use three more brave men on the Mediator. You would start at the bottom, as ratings, but you’ve all got officer potential. There’s a lot still to do in this fight against these criminals and it won’t be easy, but I can promise you travel, adventure and hopefully a better life than you could ever have hoped for under Morel.” 
 
    The boy stared across the brightening ocean, lit by the sun as it rose above the horizon to herald another day. The colour of the sea was changing from the inky black of the night to a deep blue, and the steady breeze was driving the immense frigate steadily through the waters of the Caribbean Sea.  
 
    Bart thought of his home in Plymouth and his first conversation with James Morel. He had told the captain that there was nothing left for him back in England, and that fact had not changed despite all that he had been through since. His previous life with his father was gone, but this was a chance to run towards something, rather than be driven by a need to flee misery and loneliness forever more. These last few weeks had given him a love of the sea, and a new strength and resilience which had been forged by the recent experiences. He may not have chosen those hardships if given the option at the outset, but they had happened nonetheless and perhaps he even had the January Dawn to thank for that, if not her tyrannical crew.  
 
    Bartholomew turned to Courtney and grinned broadly. “I can’t speak for Sebastian or Jonah, Captain, but I’d be honoured to join you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
     
      
      	  Armada 
  
      	  Naval fleet (typically Spanish or Portuguese) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Armoury 
  
      	  Area for weapons storage 
  
     
 
      
      	  Balustrade 
  
      	  Raised railing, typically around the edge of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bandolier 
  
      	  Belt worn over the shoulder to hold weapons 
  
     
 
      
      	  Boatswain 
  
      	  Senior officer, responsible for maintenance and equipment 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bow 
  
      	  Front of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bowsprit 
  
      	  Long spar running from the bow of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brake plate 
  
      	  Wooden block preventing a cannon from recoiling too far 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brigantine 
  
      	  Two-masted sailing ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bumbo 
  
      	  Drink made of rum, sugar and nutmeg 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carrack 
  
      	  Three- or four-masted merchant ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cartridge 
  
      	  Parcel of gunpowder 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chandler 
  
      	  Supplier of equipment for ships 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cleat 
  
      	  T-shaped piece of metal or wood for fastening ropes to 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cooper 
  
      	  Maker of wooden caskets 
  
     
 
      
      	  Crow’s nest 
  
      	  Lookout platform at the top of a mast  
  
     
 
      
      	  Cutlass 
  
      	  Short, curved sword 
  
     
 
      
      	  Deadeye 
  
      	  Circular wooden block through which ropes run 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dough buoy 
  
      	  Boiled dough eaten by sailors 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flintlock 
  
      	  Any firearm using flint strike to fire 
  
     
 
      
      	  Frigate 
  
      	  Warship built for speed and agility 
  
     
 
      
      	  Helm 
  
      	  Ship’s wheel 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jib 
  
      	  Triangular sail, rigged from foremast to bowsprit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Knot 
  
      	  Measure of speed (1 knot is 1.5 mph) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Magazine 
  
      	  Area for the storage of ammunition 
  
     
 
      
      	  Man-of-war 
  
      	  Large, often multi-decked, heavily-armed naval vessels 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mizzen 
  
      	  Triangular sail at the stern of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Musket 
  
      	  Light rifle with a long barrel, often carried by infantry 
  
     
 
      
      	  Poop deck 
  
      	  Raised deck at the stern of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Port 
  
      	  Left side of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Powder boy 
  
      	  Individual tasked with ferrying gunpowder to the cannon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Purser 
  
      	  Person responsible for a ship’s cash reserves or management 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sandglass 
  
      	  Device used to measure intervals of time using sand 
  
     
 
      
      	  Scurvy 
  
      	  Disease caused by lack of vitamin C 
  
     
 
      
      	  Starboard 
  
      	  Right side of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stern 
  
      	  Rear or aft of a ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tender 
  
      	  Small vessel used to transport passengers or to pull larger ships 
  
     
 
      
      	  Transom 
  
      	  Raised, horizonal spar at the stern of a ship 
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