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Chapter 1 
Dark Future 

 
Edward Harbrace despised fish. He hated that aftertaste that lingers when you eat 

seafood. This whole wharf, the air, the fog all left that same penetrating flavour in his nose and 
mouth. And if Uncle John had his way, Edward would spend his next four years steeped in this 
stench. Just turned fifteen, he was much too young to be cast out onto the high seas. Ask 
anyone. A boy should be in school, not in bondage to some sea captain. 

The soft London fog swirled in silent, clammy little droplets. Its dampness made Edward's 
thatch of blond hair stick to itself and look dark brown. He was born and bred in London, but 
somehow the fog felt drier and friendlier uptown, away from this waterfront. He scrunched 
deeper into his corner of the carriage seat, sulking. 

"Whoa up, driver! Right here!" Beside Edward, Mr. Carstairs's two hundred and ninety 
pounds bobbed in the seat. The carriage jerked to a halt. 

On their right loomed a black ship's hull. A tangle of lines disappeared into the thick mist 
above them. All ships looked alike to Edward, but Mr. Carstairs particularly fancied this one; he 
had just bought her. The portly gentleman teetered to his feet and groped for the step down. 
"Wait for us here, driver." 

On the seat across, tall and lanky Mr. Llewellyn poked Edward's arm. Edward was next. 
He climbed down reluctantly. 

The driver twisted in his seat and touched his cap. "'Scuse me, guv'nor, but I'll not stop 
moving on these wharves. Too dangerous. Be back for ye, if ye wish." 

"Very well. Quarter hour or so." 
"Quarter hour 'tis, guv'nor." The man touched his cap again. Mr. Llewellyn's feet reached 

the cobbles as the driver clucked to his horses. With far too few clip-clops, the carriage 
disappeared. Despite the two grown men beside him, Edward felt vulnerable. In danger. He 
despised London. 

"Hallo! Hallo?" Mr. Carstairs stopped beside the ship's gangplank and tried again. "Hallo 
the ship! Anyone about?" He turned to Mr. Llewellyn. "I say now, she appears deserted. Don't 
we have a watchman of some sort aboard?" 

"I didn't arrange for one. Didn't you?" 
"Thought Harbrace would. Surely he should, or else the captain he hired. Ah well. Let's 

step aboard her." With a gleeful flip of his walking stick, Mr. Carstairs eased his seventh of a ton 
onto the gangplank. It creaked. He took a careful step forward, then another. 

It would turn completely dark soon. Edward hoped they hurried their tour of inspection 
here. This fog was spooky enough without adding nightfall to it.  

He glanced around and gasped. "Mr. Llewellyn! Someone's coming! Some men. I don't 
like 'em, sir." He sidled toward the gangplank as Mr. Llewellyn walked up from wharf to deck. 

"Nonsense, Edward. Aught but some sailors. Come aboard." 
The four strange men paused just inside the curtain of fog, pointing toward Edward and 

mumbling amongst themselves. Edward bolted up the gangplank and crowded in beside Mr. 
Carstairs. The great man's bulk somehow seemed better protection than did the tall and 
gangling Welshman's. 

The lofty Mr. Llewellyn looked up and around. "Bigger'n I thought she'd be." 
"Not so big as those China clippers, but smart enough for our purposes," Mr. Carstairs 

crowed expansively. He bubbled with an enthusiasm Edward definitely did not share. 
Edward tugged at his sleeve. "There's another, sir. Another stranger. Opposite side of the 

wharf there. Why'd you let our carriage leave?" 
"Gad so, lad. Act your age now."  
Those four rough-looking fellows came strolling by with an exaggerated casualness. They 

paused beside the gangplank. Thirty feet away, the fifth and solitary man stopped walking. He 
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was watching the four intently. His dark pea coat melted into the shadows; only his white 
turtleneck sweater showed, disembodied. 

The four turned suddenly and came bounding up the gangway! Edward yelped and 
ducked behind the nearest solid thing--the mainmast, probably, though he wasn't sure. A mesh 
of loops and lines ensnared him instantly. 

Mr. Carstairs swung his walking stick aloft in a feeble defence and Mr. Llewellyn struck the 
classic pugilist's pose, his fists inches from his nose. 

One of the four, a mouldy-smelling man, cackled. "You gemmun appear well-heeled 
enough. Empty your pockets for us now, and be hasty about it." 

"We're a match for you ruffians!" Mr. Llewellyn waved his fists about. "You'd best run for it 
before our men appear." 

A fellow with a ragged moustache snarled something about "unmanned." Suddenly the 
fifth fellow, that dark stranger from the shadows, popped into view, poised on the top rail. 
Without hesitating, he came flying off the rail in a long, leaping step and slammed into the 
would-be thieves. Two of them like tenpins knocked down a third. 

Mr. Carstairs lashed out with his stick as Mr. Llewellyn flailed with his fists. The smelly 
man swung an arm at Mr. Llewellyn; Mr. Llewellyn's fists smacked backwards into his own face. 
He staggered aside. 

The dark stranger was on his feet now, swinging with purpose. Edward cringed deeper 
into the mess of rope, for the black-coated stranger was carrying the fight this way. One of the 
four would-be robbers slammed against the mast right beside Edward. The fellow rolled aside 
and thumped down to the deck. 

Now the dark stranger ran right at Edward. He snatched a yard-long wooden pin out of the 
rail beside Edward's cheek and wheeled to swing it at the attackers. Ragged Moustache and 
Mouldy Smell both fell back before him. 

Mr. Carstairs was actually dispatching one of the fellows with his walking stick, whacking 
the churl with it. The erstwhile robber turned and ran noisily down the gangway into the fog. 

What a marvelous brouhaha, this!--much better than any of the brawls among boys that 
Edward had watched at school. The dark stranger knew how to fight, and the three remaining 
miscreants were no slouches either. Now the dark man had locked Mouldy Smell in a perilous 
parody of a sword fight; he wielded his long wooden pin, thrusting and parrying, as the other 
flashed a foot-long knife. The dark man feinted and lunged forward; the other cried out. That 
wicked knife came flying, scudding to a stop at Edward's feet. 

With Mr. Carstairs's stick whistling after him, Ragged Moustache retreated. He ran down 
the gangway and disappeared instantly. Edward realised how he could melt from sight so 
quickly; the daylight had nearly fled. 

The dark man's back blocked Edward's view. With a whock and a grunt, the black coat 
came hurtling and crashed into him before he could duck away. The blow smashed Edward’s 
ribs against the mast's pin rail. The man's wooden weapon clunked to the deck and wobbled 
away. The dark fighter fell at Edward's feet. 

Pummelled by Messrs. Llewellyn and Carstairs, the two remaining scalawags scrambled in 
a frantic race to be first ashore. Edward heard their footsteps ring hollow on the gangway, then 
solid on the wharf. They were gone.  

For the moment. 
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 Chapter 2 
Dark Stranger 

 
With dank and frightening darkness smothering him, Edward took a step forward from 

behind the mast. He tumbled, his foot snared in a coil of rope. 
Mr. Carstairs grabbed Mr. Llewellyn's hand and pumped it wildly. "Jove! I didn't guess we'd 

win that one. Edward? Edward!" 
Mr. Llewellyn brushed himself off. His hands shook, and his whole face south of his nose 

was black with blood. "Can't understand why we did. Edward? There you are. You seem to have 
survived fit enough." 

Edward started to complain how that stranger had almost caved his ribs in. No one was 
listening, so he quit talking. They were helping the dark man to his feet. The fellow reeled 
against the mast's rail and hung there a moment clutching at his throat. 

Mr. Carstairs looked about nervously. "A proper dilemma, this. Our driver shall return in an 
eternity or two. Do we wait here for him and risk the possibility those four will fetch up 
reinforcements and try again? Or do we run for it and risk being attacked from the shadows?" 

Mr. Llewellyn pinched gently at the bridge of his nose, assaying damage. "We'd best wait 
for the carriage. We're defencible here. On the wharf we aren't." 

"Are you two associated in some way with this vessel?" The dark man's voice cracked, for 
he'd been struck solidly in the neck, but Edward liked the smooth, deep, baritone rumble. 

"Her new owners!" boasted Mr. Carstairs. His jowly cheeks wadded up in a pleased smile. 
"Then you of all people have free run of her. I suggest you wait for your carriage in the 

stern cabin. You can hold off an army there." 
"The very thing!" Mr. Carstairs took one step and stopped. "Ah; stern." He pointed. "That 

way?" 
The stranger pointed in the other direction. "That way." 
Deep dusk was rapidly dissolving into total darkness. Edward could see hardly anything on 

this fool ship. The stranger seemed to know his way well enough, though. Edward followed 
close on his heels. Too closely. He bumped into him when the fellow stopped suddenly at the 
gangplank. 

"Here, lad. Take a hand." The man's tone of voice sounded kind enough, but it left no 
question of obedience. 

Edward grabbed the loop of rope indicated and together they hauled the gangplank 
aboard. The man closed the gap in the gunwale and secured it with a wooden pin. 

Mr. Llewellyn cleared his throat. "You seem to know what you're doing. You serve aboard 
this vessel, I presume." 

"No. In this respect they're all pretty much alike." The man paused, leaning on the rail, and 
listened to the foggy darkness. Edward heard only the slosh of water between hull and wharf 
and a gentle cacophony of creaks and groans between deck and rigging. 

"This way." The dark man continued on, groping a bit to avoid the myriad lines. Edward 
heard a door grind open. In moments, an oil lamp flickered and blazed. 

They entered a small room, the ceiling only a few inches above Mr. Llewellyn's head. This 
stern cabin was appointed well enough. It sported plush upholstered chairs as fine as any at the 
club, an elegant mahogany table in the middle, and carved panelling on the walls and ceiling. 
But it felt tight and close, a miniature room stuffed with full-sized furniture. Like a big draft horse 
in a pony stall, Edward felt cramped and penned in. 

Mr. Carstairs rubbed his hands together. "Nothing like the heady joy of victory, what? 
Splendid vessel, this. Crew quarters or officers'?" 

"Officers'." The stranger disappeared through a door on the far left into a small closet. 
Edward heard pans and china rattle. 
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Mr. Llewellyn plunked into a chair by the table and daubed at his sore nose. "A pox on 
Harbrace. He should have had someone on duty here. We left details of that sort up to him. He 
said he'd handle things." 

Mr. Carstairs carefully lowered his bulk into a chair. It groaned. "Frankly, I should think it 
would be the new captain's province more than John's. John signs the captain, the captain 
attends to the ship. Hear me! I'll look into the matter directly we return to the club." 

The dark man came out carrying a basin and towels and set them on the table beside Mr. 
Llewellyn. He looked vaguely sinister in the yellow lamplight, and yet very pleasant, almost 
friendly. His hair shone, thick and black. Was he weather-tanned, or did some dark ancestor lurk 
in his skin? He rubbed his sore neck a moment and lighted the hanging brass lamp above the 
table. 

Mr. Carstairs rose and extended his pudgy hand. "Thurston Carstairs. My business 
associate, Evo Llewellyn. Edward there is the nephew of the business acquaintance we were 
just discussing. Howdjudoo?" 

"How do you do." The man accepted Mr. Carstairs's handshake. "Travis Bricker." 
"American." 
"Boston and Millinocket. Yes, sir." 
"How long at sea?" 
"Twenty-five years this spring." The man adjusted the wick up and down. The lamp 

flickered and flared by turns. 
"Impossible! You can't be old enough." 
Mr. Bricker smiled. Edward noted that he was what women would probably call handsome, 

in a craggy way. His eyes crinkled the least bit. "Went to sea when I was seven. Cabin boy 
aboard a coasting schooner." 

"There! You see, Edward?" Mr. Carstairs twisted to point to him. "Seven! Fifteen's not too 
young at all. You and your mother just stop this sniveling. Your Uncle John's right. A tour of duty 
asea will make a man of you. Teach you courage and responsibility, like Mr. Bricker here." 

The dark man crossed to the door and paused beside Edward. He was not so tall as 
Edward first thought--he just seemed tall. "Stand here, lad, and keep an ear tuned. If they throw 
a plank across to board her, you'll hear it. And you can hear your carriage, too. Gentlemen, if 
you feel secure I'll take my leave now. It was my pleasure to meet you despite the 
circumstance." 

"Here now a moment!" Mr. Llewellyn raised his hand. "Unless you've an appointment to 
keep, I'd like to speak with you." 

Mr. Bricker frowned slightly and returned to the table. Edward pressed his ear to a crack in 
the door and tried to hear something besides the ship's constant, creaking complaints. 

"Be seated, please. Thank you. What do you think of our vessel here, what you've seen of 
her?" Mr. Llewellyn's face looked almost normal again, but the towels were a mess. 

"Worthy, from the feel of her. Roomy." 
"And what would you consider her short points?" 
Mr. Bricker thought a moment. "From what I can tell, absolutely no armament. No deck 

guns, no light cannon...." 
"It's 1850, man!" Mr. Carstairs interrupted. "Britannia rules the waves and pirates take the 

hindmost. No need for gunnery nowadays." 
"...And the cut of her bow is such that she probably runs wet in any kind of heavy sea." 
"Yes, ah, well, nothing's perfect, you know." Obviously Mr. Carstairs didn't understand in 

the least. Neither did Edward. 
Edward had seen that intense, almost bemused look on Mr. Llewellyn's face before. It 

came upon the Welshman whenever he was about to strike some unusual bargain or make 
some strange business arrangement. It usually came upon him at the club, however. 
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Mr. Llewellyn leaned back in his chair and studied Mr. Bricker. "Are you employed at the 
moment?" 

"My ship's being refitted. She'll be down several months." 
"Your position?" 
"First mate." 
Mr. Carstairs was staring at his partner. "Here now! I see where you're going, and John 

already signed our full crew." 
Mr. Bricker looked from one gentleman to the other. "You two own this vessel, yet you 

literally don't know which end is which. I trust this John Harbrace is a reliable agent or broker." 
"He's in trade and transport, as are we." Mr. Carstairs shrugged. "When we fell into this 

investment, as it were, he offered to help out. We trust his judgment." He glanced at Edward. 
"More or less." 

"You do. I don't." Mr. Llewellyn glared at Edward. "And I'll be the first to tell him so. Mr. 
Bricker, will you accept the captaincy of this vessel?" 

Edward gaped, shocked. In effect, Mr. Llewellyn had just said Uncle John showed poor 
judgment in his choice of captains. It didn't matter that his uncle had shown terrible judgment in 
the choice of cabin boy.  

"I don't hold captain's papers." 
There! So much for that crazy idea. 
"A formality. It can be arranged." 
"You know nothing about me." 
"I know sufficient. You voluntarily risked life and limb to come to our aid just now, when by 

rights you ought to've fled. You led us to this cabin and saw us comfortably situated, knowing 
we're completely unfamiliar here. In other words, you behaved thoughtfully towards us with no 
discernible profit to yourself." 

"Merely a Christian charity. Nor do I seek favours now." 
Mr. Carstairs wiggled his weight to the front of his chair. "You see, Evo here is 

understandably anxious to do the very best possible with this vessel. By chance, we've ended 
up with every spare farthing sunk into this ship. No, let's not use the word 'sunk.' Tied up. We 
could well be made or broken by what she returns. Imprudent, really--don't know how it 
happened...." 

Edward knew. Mr. Llewellyn had said so a dozen times. Mr. Carstairs made four bad 
business decisions in a row and suddenly all he had was this boat. And now Mr. Llewellyn's 
money was bound up in her as well. "Sir? The creaking seems to've changed." 

Mr. Bricker turned his whole body rather than his neck. "The wind's come up, lad. Listen 
more for heavy clunks." 

Mr. Llewellyn cocked his head this way and that, his brow all wrinkled. "There!" He 
slapped the table. "Proves my hunch. You're born to this, Bricker--detect things I don't even 
know exist. As you yourself said, we are babes in the wood. Ignorant. We need a man we can 
trust, scrupulously honest. You call an extraordinary service a Christian charity. You're meeting 
my eye squarely this very moment. You've more than proven yourself to my satisfaction. The 
man Harbrace gave us, Innis Dakes, is an unknown quantity. I don't like working with unknown 
quantities, much less trusting my fortunes to them. How about it?" 

Mr. Bricker sat silent a few moments, his lips pressed together. "Are you two in accord on 
this?" 

"Oh, I suppose so." Mr. Carstairs didn't look especially convinced. 
Mr. Llewellyn nodded with the smug look of a man who just won. "What are your terms, 

sir?" 
"An eighth part, and I supervise provisioning personally." 
"An eighth!" Mr. Carstairs exploded. "Captains two for a farthing and you ask for an 

eighth!" 
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"You're buying honesty and good husbandry, Mr. Carstairs, and that commands premium. 
When the chandler bills you for fifty kegs, I make certain he lades all fifty and that they’re all fully 
packed. You'll receive an accurate accounting; immediate payment wherever there is a British 
bank; and my personal word that I'll do my best to turn a nice profit for you." 

"We may be putting the fox in charge of the henhouse. We've no way of checking up on 
you, you know." 

"We've that problem regardless whom we sign. We wouldn't be able to watch that Dakes, 
either." Mr. Llewellyn extended his hand. "Hired! And well done." 

Mumbling, Mr. Carstairs concurred and offered his. 
A rattle like the music of angels seeped through the crack in the door. Edward grinned. 

"The carriage is coming!"  
"Run hail it, lad!" 
Edward stepped out into the clammy darkness and realised instantly how warm and bright 

it was inside the cabin. He halloed the tiny twin circles of light and groped his way to the rail. 
"Here we are! Coming!" 

Behind him the cabin door slammed, drowning all but the last few of Mr. Llewellyn's words. 
"--row first thing. Any questions?" 

"Yes." Mr. Bricker's voice: "Her quarterboards are down and her transom scraped. You're 
renaming her." 

Mr. Carstairs's purred. "Arachne. My idea. To an outsider like myself, her rigging is 
incomprehensible. A tangle only a master weaver or a spider could sort out." 

"Why did you change her name?" 
Mr. Llewellyn cleared his throat. "Some friends suggested a bright new name might 

change her luck for the better." 
Edward thought he reached the gangplank. How can you tell, when all this dank darkness 

looks the same?  
The brand new captain materialised beside him and with a few deft movements opened 

the railing. "What was so bad about her old luck? Grab an end, lad." 
Together they heaved the heavy board into the darkness. It thunked against the wharf 

cobbles. 
"As the Pamphylia, she was grounded once and dismasted three times." Fat Mr. Carstairs 

led the way. The plank creaked. 
Mr. Llewellyn paused at the rail as Edward ran ashore. "You aren't superstitious, surely, 

Mr. Bricker." 
"Not as much as most. Sailors are, though, by nature." 
Edward clambered into the carriage and huddled into his soft, safe seat. Its cold leathern 

upholstering creaked almost like a ship. The three gentlemen exchanged addresses and other 
business details. The coach bobbed and heaved as Mr. Carstairs pulled himself aboard. And 
they were off, rattling across the cobbles of the wharf. 

Edward had heard tales of boys who ran away to sea. What stupidity, to deliberately seek 
service on a ship! He could not conceivably imagine doing so voluntarily. These next four years 
would be pure hell, he just knew it.  

Edward despised ships.  
 


