Chapter X


     The Façade was plowing a white plume of bow wave as she made her way through the channel in the reef. Anvortia en Mandia, her captain, had insisted on being allowed to come along as sailing master, and Captain Mallgran had to concede that it did make a great deal of sense. The man knew this ship far better than anyone. For crew Mallgran and Cribbs had chosen two hundred from the Empress's crew of seven hundred and ten, and nearly one hundred of Anvortia's best gunners were also allowed to be part of the crew. As an extra threat, sixty of the Empress's  marines also came along, as they all knew the Wolf would have her full contingent of one hundred or so marines aboard. If boarding parties became the final part of the battle, those marines would be essential. And they were going to be stationed in the tops, on both sides, with musket and swivel guns, to harass their opponent's decks.


     With even her stunsails set, the Façade made for a beautiful sight. Her hull, with its bright pale blue stripes down the sides and the gold gilt of her bow decorations, offset by the shield that was her figurehead, shone in the early morning light. Her canvas was like a white cloud against the azure sky. There was not a real cloud in sight and the westerly trade was blowing steady and true.


     Captain Mallgran stood at the starboard bow rail, watching the pair of dolphins playing in the wave the ship pushed before it. He had not slept now in over twenty-four hours, and despite Captain en Mandia's insistence he go below to his cabin and get some rest, Captain Mallgran could not find sleep. So he had returned to the deck to let his thoughts find some peace in the beauty of the day and the gently rolling aqua blue Cavanarian as it stretched away before them.


     "Couldn't sleep, either?" Mr. Cribbs spoke softly as he approached, knowing his captain and friend was far away in some deep thought.


     "Aye, too much to think about, Devon," Mallgran said, turning to face his second. "If anything happens to Alicia and the children I will never be able to forgive myself. Far too much hardship has all this already rained down upon them, and they not truly in the center of the maelstrom, so to speak."


     "Fate is playing our hands for us, Averestt," Cribbs kept his voice low, so that the crew did not hear that they spoke to each other as friends rather than officers. "Ye did everything possible to help them. And we shall set them free from this scavenger of a man. I hope we capture the sorry scrub, for I would love to torture the sorry piece of dung personally."


     "Ye anger and hatred run deep, old friend," Mallgran noted. "I simply see him as another enemy. Please keep ye fire well contained, so as not to let it smoke ye judgment."


     "Ye know me better than that, Captain," Mr. Cribbs returned to his quarterdeck voice, sounding a bit hurt by the suggestion.


     Mallgran put his hand on Cribbs's shoulder and smiled, "Aye, I do at that. Please forgive me."


     Mr. Cribbs returned the smile. "Nothing to forgive, Cap'n."


     They sailed nearly the entire day, heading ever farther south, and still there was no sign of the Wolf. Mallgran began to fear they had missed each other in passing, not at all an unusual occurrence on such a large expanse of sea. As the sun was nearing the western horizon there came a shout from the maintop of "sail ho".


     "Where away, Mr. Scott," Mr. Cribbs called up to the lookout.


     "To the west, sur, and mayhap just a bit north," came the reply.


     "He has gotten the weather gage on us," Mr. Cribbs said to Captain Mallgran and Captain en Mandia as the three stood at the starboard rail of the quarter deck. Their eyes all strained toward the direction given for the sighting, but the vessel was still too far away to be seen from the deck level.


     "How bears she, Mr. Scott," Captain Mallgran inquired in his loudest voice.


     "She appears to be coming direct upon us, sur," Mr. Scott replied. "All plain sail, sur, and makin' fair time, she is."


     "Does it look like it could be the Wolf?" Mr. Cribbs asked.


     "Aye, sur, I would be guessin' she be no other than, sur," came the reply.


     Mallgran was already in the mizzenmast chains and made his way quickly up the ratlines and onto the mizzen top. He put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun, but it was so low that he could not do much to prevent the glare. He could just make out a set of royals, the upper most sails that the Wolf would carry. His eyesight was not what it had once been, and he could only see the white just above the line of the sea that marked the horizon. A seaman appeared next to him and handed him a glass.


     "Thank ye, Mr. Winslow," Mallgran acknowledged the man's help. He put the glass to his eye and now the sails seemed to leap right at him as the lens magnified the scene. From the mainmast top there flew the aqua and gold pennant of the Brellonian navy. From the mizzen mast top flew the red and black of the Royal House of de Menk. There was no doubt this was the Wolf. 


     Captain Mallgran scanned the horizon all around, looking to be sure there were no other sails lurking just over the edge. "Mr. Scott," he called forward and up to the seaman in the maintop. "Can you go up to the topsail crosstrees and see if there are any other vessels nearby?"


     "Aye, sur," came the reply. Like a monkey, Mr. Scott scrambled up the ratlines and pulled himself around the futtock shrouds and up onto the main crosstrees. Now nearly ninety feet from the deck he could see for miles around them. "No other sails in sight, sur."


     Mallgran thanked him and then turned his attention back to the approaching frigate. It was now nearly hull up, and he could see her courses in full billow. The Wolf was approaching fast. Mallgran knew they would be best to hold their course, because to try and intercept the other frigate would mean beating to windward, and he was not yet ready to give de Menk that advantage. He might have the windward gage, but there was plenty of open sea, and it would not give him as much of an advantage if the Façade remained on a broad reach with the wind dead on her starboard side. 


     "Sound to quarters, Mr. Cribbs, if ye will, sir," he shouted down to his second. "I would like to hold this course for now, Captain en Mandia."


     "Aye, Captain Mallgran, a wise choice," Captain en Mandia shouted back.


     "Beat to quarters," Mr. Cribbs shouted, and the roll of drums filled the air with their quick rat-a-tat.


     The gun crews took their places, most of them having been there since they had left the harbor early that morning. The tampions were removed from the barrels, the barrels swabbed out, and the guns loaded, first with the prebagged black powder charge, then with the heavy twenty-four pound sphere of iron that was their "shot". The sound of the great guns, twelve twenty four pounders per side, rolling across the wooden decks below filled the air as they were run out. The two nine pound bow chasers, and the two nine pound stern chasers were also manned and ready. 


     The smell of slow match filled the air, especially along the maindeck where the larger guns were mounted. Marines made their way into the tops, some brushing past Mallgran as he made his way back down to the quarter deck. Swivel guns were mounted on the rails on the main, fore, and mizzen tops. Riflemen were climbing up to take positions in the topsail crosstrees.


     From across the water came a sound that seemed almost an echo of their own drums as the Wolf now also prepared for battle. But when the Wolf had come to just outside the range of the Façade's guns she turned and hove to. A large white flag rose to her foremast top, and it could be seen that a boat was being put over the side.


     "Heave to, Captain en Mandia," Captain Mallgran said.


     "Do you think it wise, Captain?" en Mandia inquired, raising his eyebrows.


     "Captain de Menk promised to let my family come aboard here before we start the battle," Mallgran told him. "This boat, I suspect, will be his keeping that promise."


     The Façade let all sails aloose, and came to a near standstill as she slipped bow up into the wind.


     "None the less, good Captain, let us be wary to keep an eye on the Wolf, and should she suddenly regain her head, we shall do the same," Mallgran added as he watched the small boat bob beside the Wolf through his glass. He saw small figures going over the side into the boat. Then another white flag was raised from the small post at the stern of the launch, and it turned its bow toward them and the oars began to push it through the crystal waters.


     Because of the distance, and even with the wind at their backs, the boat took nearly ten minutes to come within hailing range of the Façade. Mallgran was stunned to hear the voice of Captain de Menk himself, his voice amplified by the hailing trumpet. Captain Mallgran could see Alicia, Algarde, and Acadia sitting in the bow, their faces each masks of concern.


     "Most excellent of you to oblige me, Captain Mallgran," Captain de Menk called out. "I would request permission to put my prisoners aboard your vessel before we commence, as I had promised."


     Mallgran took up a speaking trumpet and called back, "Ye are welcome to do so, Captain de Menk. Rest assured that yer safety is guaranteed, both while alongside, and until ye return to yer own ship."


     "Damn it, Cap'n, but once we have Alicia and the children, he has no more advantage," Mr. Cribbs whispered to him. "Why not just take the scrub prisoner?"


     "Because, Mr. Cribbs, this is a matter of honor on both sides," Captain Mallgran reminded him. "What message would such an action send to King Angoran? Besides, the Wolf will still attack, so why not have the pleasure of defeating her with her captain on board?"


     "Aye, I suppose ye are right," Mr. Cribbs grudgingly agreed.


     The boat came alongside and the three hostages were allowed to climb up the side of the Façade.


     "Would ye come aboard for a glass of wine afore we ruin ye day, Captain de Menk?" Captain Mallgran called down to the boat.


     "Aye, and I had hoped you would give me a moment with you before we start trying to kill each other," de Menk said in a jovial tone.


     Captain Mallgran gave a quick inquisitory glance to Alicia, who nodded to him that all was good with her and the children. Then he and de Menk went down to the great cabin alone. Mallgran took a bottle of wine from off the shelf on the bulkhead and found two glasses.


     "This is de Mandia's wine, so I cannot give voucher for its quality," Mallgran announced as if it were just an afternoon tea.


     Captain de Menk took the offered glass and sipped at the dark crimson liquid. He looked around the cabin, nodding in approval. "You pyrates do well for yourselves, hey?" he noted.


     "Well enough," Captain Mallgran replied, his tone somewhat hostile.


     "Look, Captain Mallgran," de Menk said, looking Mallgran straight in the eye. "I know you do not like me. And I have just as good reasons to hate you. What you did to the Valiant cannot be excused for even the causes you had. It was murder, pure and simple."


     "One who murders should know murder," Mallgran said curtly.


     "The reason I wanted to come in person," de Menk ignored Mallgran's demeanor and continued, "is because I owe you some explanation of all that has happened. I am also a pawn in all this, no more than a lackey to my brother's over ambitious nature. What we did at Antiquillia shames me as an officer, as a gentleman, and as a member of the Royal House. I did as I was commanded, a good trooper through it all. I did not share my brother's sentiments that all was fair as long as he came out the better for it. What they did to accuse you and your entire crew is unforgivable. Leaving your families behind was even more so. I do not sleep well at night because of the part I was forced to play in all this."


     Mallgran stood taking all this in, not sure what the Prince was getting on to.


     "You see, Mallgran," de Menk continued, "you and I, we are not so different. Both of us good military men, obeying orders and putting faith that our leaders will be wise and fair. So seldom is the case, Captain. So seldom is the case."


     "So you did not want to be a part of the ruse?" Mallgran asked in a skeptical tone.


     "Oh, I do not blame you for not wanting to believe such," de Menk shrugged his shoulders. "If I were in your place, I would feel much the same. I only wanted to offer you this bit of comfort, if it could be such, that your brothers within the service, including myself, were and are greatly disgusted with what has happened."


     "And yet you are here to kill or capture myself and my men?" Mallgran pointed out.


     "Aye," de Menk's voice now took a darker tone. "I loved my sister, Mallgran, spoiled brat that she could sometimes be. And her children were bright stars of hope for our royal family's future. You destroyed all that. For that I will have my revenge, despite my brother's disapproval. He can forbade and forbid all that he cares to, I will have a gentleman's revenge for the death of our sister."


     "So King Angoran did not send ye here?" Mallgran asked.


     "Gods no, Mallgran," de Menk snorted his disdain at the thought. "He will have my hide when I return, though with you and a parcel of your pyrates in tow as prisoners, he will surely be somewhat appeased. No, captain, this is purely personal."


     "Then why not just a personal duel, Captain," Mallgran suggested.


     "Oh, no, Mallgran," de Menk shook his head. "Is not just you I want, you see. You may have been in command, but your men and officers followed along willingly enough. My revenge is as much for them as for you."


     "I can only say that it is a shame we could not have continued to fight together for the good of Brellonia," Captain Mallgran sighed. "I will enter this fray with a much different picture of my foe, I assure you, sir."


     "It is a shame, Captain Mallgran," de Menk agreed. "And is neither of us can claim innocence in what is to come this day. I must now return to my ship, and we shall see who the Fates will allow to claim the day, hey?"


     Mallgran offered the Prince his hand, and de Menk took it  and gave it a hearty shake.


     As de Menk was going over the side he said to captain Mallgran, "I shall keep my promise and see your family safely away after we have defeated you." With that said he went down into the boat before any reply could be made.


     As the launch made its way back toward the Wolf  Mallgran stood and watched. Alicia came and took his arm in hers and leaned her head on his shoulder.


     "What evil words did the Prince have for ye?" she asked.


     Mallgran continued to watch the boat as it grew smaller. "There were no words of evil, it would seem," he sighed. "We are both haunted men, each of us having done those things we now regret deeply, but still anchored to the paths those deeds have worn."


     Alicia gave him a confused look, and he caught it out of the corner of his eye. "Should fate allow, dear sister, I will give more detail later. For now we must prepare for battle, and you and the children must go below. Mr. Barnes, take my family down to the cable tier if ye will, where they should be the safest possible for now. It is a damp and smelly place, Alicia, and there will be some rats, I fear, but it is the strongest and safest place to put ye to protect ye from shot."


     Alicia did not protest. She gave him a big hug, then turned and gathered up Algarde and Acadia and followed Mr. Barnes to the ladder that led below. She hesitated at the top for just a moment, catching her brother's eye. He smiled and nodded, and she made her way down the ladder to the shady if not somewhat stuffy below decks.


     "Bring her back on the wind if you please, Captain en Mandia," he called out as he turned back to the matters at hand. He saw that de Menk was now back on board the Wolf and the launch was being slipped astern to be towed behind. With all that was happening Mallgran had failed to take the same precaution, and now felt foolish for having overlooked such an elementary tactic. The boats, strapped over the main grate on the main deck, were now possible sources of flying splinters and were in the way. He quickly had the launch and the gig put over the side and tied on so they could be towed behind.


     Captain Mallgran looked out across the teal waters, so peaceful in their tropical splendor. He saw the Wolf's sails fill and she turned again to intercept the Façade. The peaceful tropical scene was about to become one of savage carnage. It was strange how their kind never seemed able to rise above such things, Mallgran thought.


     "Ready those bow chasers, Mr. McSmitt," he yelled across the length of the ship, all philosophy now lost in the growing red fire of battle fever.


     ****************************


     The Wolf came on, her black hull with its white stripes shining in the waning tropical sunlight. Her courses furled up as the distance between the two vessels narrowed, and a plume of gray-white smoke issued from her bow, followed shortly by a muffled boom. Captain Mallgran heard the familiar whine of roundshot sailing overhead. The twelve pound ball, from the Wolf's single bow chaser, went high and missed the Façade entirely, raising a splash thirty yards from her larboard beam.


     "Trying to get a range on us," Captain en Mandia noted.


     "Aye, so it would seem," Captain Mallgran agreed. "Mr. McSmitt, let 'em have a reply if ye will, sir."


     "Aye, and it'd be me pleasure, Cap'n," Mr. McSmitt yelled back, his half toothless grin visible even from the quarter deck.


     The nine pounder was run up to the rail and Mr. McSmitt leaned down to sight along its barrel. Then he stepped back and gave the order to fire. The slow match was put to the touch hole and the cannon belched flame and smoke as it recoiled hard against the restraining lines that kept it tethered to the bulwark. They all watched to see what effect the shot might have. There was a small puff of smoke and a cloud of flying debris from the Wolf's forepeak as the ball found its target. Huzzahs arose from the crew on deck and the gunners below, some of who had been hanging their heads out the gun ports to see the action.


     "A lucky shot, Mr. McSmitt," Mallgran cried forward good naturedly.


     "Aye, an' it be sech," the  aging midshipman hollered back, 'but that head won't be seeing much use fer a while."


     The Wolf replied quickly with another round from her 12 pounder. This time the shot fell only a few yards short of the Façade's bow, sending another towering plume of water high into the air, and drenching the gun crew on the nine pounder on that side. 


     "She is trying to come across our bow, I think, Captain," en Mandia pointed out as the other frigate kept her course.


     "Aye, and we shall let him think we are fool enough to let him for now," Captain Mallgran said, curling his lower lip in as he concentrated on what strategy to take. "He will expect us to turn to larboard and parallel his course as he comes near, letting us both fire our broadsides as we go. That would make it a running battle of continuous broadsides, and one I fear we cannot win. His four thirty-two pounder carronades, two each side up forward, while they do not have the distance, can wreak havoc on us in short time if we stay under their fire. His eleven twenty four pounders per side give him a greater broadside than the Façade by far. Yet he only has the one bow chaser and the one stern chaser, those infernal twelve pounders. If we can keep our distance, and find some way to stay either forward or astern of him, we can limit his fire power that can be brought to bear."


     "Aye, and I have instructed the gunners to choose a spot amidships, just at the waterline, and concentrate their fire there," Mr. Cribbs added. "As we had planned."


     "Good," Mallgran said as another ball whistled overhead, this time severing a line somewhere up on the mizzenmast, which sent a block tumbling down hard onto the deck only a few feet from them.


     "Someone up there to splice that line," Mr. Cribbs shouted. "Nets out now, lads."


     A group of men pulled the netting that had already been fastened to the starboard side across the deck as the center was raised from lines hooked up to blocks in the mizzen top. Once the other end was on the larboard side it was tied down, thus producing a tent-like structure of netting to help keep those on the deck below from being injured by falling debris from the mast. Similar nets were raised over the main deck at the waist.


     "She is very close now," Captain Mandia pointed out in a nervous voice.


     "Give her a few more minutes," Mallgran said. "Then we shall oblige her with our turn. As soon as we are abreast of her, have the men loose the sails to slow us so we can fall astern of her. Lets have those courses up and out of the way now, as well."


     The Wolf, now within musket shot, continued firing her single bow chaser. The Façade's fore and main course were quickly drawn up and furled to give better visibility and to protect them from possible fire, both from the enemy's guns and her own. The Wolf's fire was now finding its mark, and two consecutive shots struck hard against the upper starboard bow of the Façade, sending a ringing thud through her hull. It was an unnerving sound to Alicia, Algarde, and Acadia, as the shot was striking the hull only yards from them. Because of the curve of the hull there, the shot did little real damage before bouncing off and splashing into the churned waters of the Façade's bow wake.


     "Ready on the starboard guns," Mr. Cribbs shouted down to the gun captains on the deck below.


     Another round from the Wolf's bow chaser slammed into the hull, just missing the number five gun port. The nine pounder on the Façade's bow was never silent, and the other cannon was being brought across the deck so it could be brought into play to add to the broadside that was soon to ensue. Most of the shot from the bow chaser was tearing through the Wolf's rigging, an intentional attempt to terrorize the snipers that could be seen in her tops. It was having good effect, as the marines were cowering behind the masts as best they could, or were flattened against the platform of the tops, hoping to be clear of the barrage that was whistling past them.


     "Her carronades can hit us at this range, sir," Cribbs pointed out as the Wolf plowed on.


     "Aye, so they can," Mallgran frowned. "Mr. Cribbs, please have Mr. McSmitt now load with grape and continue his sweeping of their tops. We are close enough now that grape should find its way to them, I think."


     "Aye, Cap'n," Mr. Cribbs went forward and relayed the message to the midshipman at the bow chaser.


     "Hard to larboard, if ye will, helmsman," Captain Mallgran shouted to the man at the wheel. "Then hold us right parallel with her 'til I give ye the word. When I say so, swing her back to starboard, but not until, do ye understand me?"


     "Aye, Cap'n," the helmsman replied, swinging the wheel hard over. 


     The Façade spun quickly on her keel, her bow turning sharply to the east, and her starboard side coming around to face the Wolf. The Wolf, not to be caught momentarily at a disadvantage with her bow exposed to the turning enemy's broadside, fell off to starboard so that the two ships were broadside to broadside at two hundred yards distance. The Wolf's larboard battery loosed a solid broadside, all thirteen cannon firing at once, and the ship disappeared in a cloud of gray smoke as flames leapt through that cloud. There were numerous reports of hits, thuds and the sound of shattering wood and tearing lines as that first broadside struck hard, the twenty-four pounders having been focused on the Façade's hull and her gun ports, the two thirty-two pounder carronades having been aimed for her foremast. These tore through the shrouds, severing some, and sending the ratlines into a jumbled tangle, but they continued on over the deck without hitting the mast as they passed.


     The Façade's fire was more focused. One cannon fired at a time as its muzzle was brought to bear on a preagreed area on the Wolf's midship hull just above the waterline. Each shot struck within ten feet of the other, and the planking in that area showed signs of damage as the first round of smoke drifted out past the Façade, carried slowly forward of the two vessels by the westerly breeze. Mallgran's hope was that de Menk would mistake this "sporadic" fire as a sign of poor gunnery, and that, by the time the Prince realized what was what, the damage could already have been done.


     "Now, men, loose the topsails and top gallants enough to slow us down," Mallgran ordered. 


     Mr. Cribbs relayed the order, which then was relayed to the waiting crewman at the sheets. The large clouds of canvas suddenly went from firm and billowing to being large flapping thunderous monsters. Meanwhile the marines in both tops were now firing muskets across at each other, and swivel guns with grape ripped away at both ships' sails and rigging, as well as those men stationed there.


     Another thunderous roar of a full broadside echoed from the Wolf. Mallgran heard a horrible sound from amidships and knew instantly that one of the twenty-four pounders had been hit. He could not see that it was now lying on its side, the force of the ball striking it almost dead on having sent it careening backwards, its tethers breaking their blocks and the gun turning sideways and then falling over, crushing six of its crew as it slammed them hard into the wooden deck. There were screams and shouts from the starboard side as men were struck by flying splinters and displaced scraps of round shot that had slammed hard into the entire starboard side of the Façade.


     The remaining eleven guns continued their singular fire, each letting fly its shot as it was brought to bear on the already damaged area of the Wolf's larboard side hull as she slipped past, now forging ahead of the slowed Facade. The last round struck and a plank flew free of the frigate's hull, leaving a gaping hole in her only inches above the waterline. Each roll of the ship, and each passing wave sent water cascading through that opening. Mallgran saw the damage and he grinned despite the realization that this tactic had cost his own ship dearly, as well.


     "Reset those sails, Mr. Cribbs," he shouted. He watched as the Wolf continued to slip past and could not believe that de Menk did not see his plan. He would let the Wolf pass, then turn back to starboard, giving him broadreach wind and a clear shot at raking the enemy frigate across the stern.


As the Façade began its turn on his order, Mallgran saw de Menk on his quarter deck shouting orders. The Wolf turned with them, and Mallgran nodded to himself. Captain de Menk had seen it coming. Mallgran considered bringing the Façade back on its original downwind course, but this would only bring a similar response from the Wolf. As it stood, even though they might yet be broadside to broadside, now opposite sides facing, he and the Façade had the windward advantage, and he could shadow de Menk's wind, slowing the vessel and limiting her mobility.


     Even as they turned the Wolf fired its stern starboard guns, which found their mark by tearing a swath across the Façade's bow deck. The larboard nine pounder, which was just being transferred back to its original position, was knocked on its side, and four of her crew were injured by the shot as it ricocheted off the iron barrel. Mr. McSmitt fell to the deck, blood spewing from his calf, where a ten inch long splinter had lodged deep. Men came up swiftly to carry the injured below to the dark and dank abyss that was the surgeons world.


     This time the Façade's broadside also roared as one huge explosion, and the Wolf's starboard rails disappeared in a shower of wooden debris, the hammock placed there as extra protection torn loose and slung pell-mell across the main deck. One of the Wolf's thirty-two pounders finally found the Façade's mizzen mast, striking just below the topsail tree and tearing away a handful of the thin spars diameter. It was a glancing blow, and so did not knock the mast down, but it now wobbled precariously as the stays tried to hold it in place.


     "I think we need cut that away, Cap'n," Mr. Cribbs pointed up to the damaged mast over their heads.


     "Aye, best to do it while we can control where it goes, Mr. Cribbs," Mallgran agreed.


     Mr. Cribbs was out from under the net and on his way up the shrouds with an ax in his hand before Mallgran could protest. Two other seaman followed, understanding his intent. Musket balls whizzed past them as they climbed, and the marines, now much thinner in both vessels' tops, kept up a constant fire on each other and their respective enemy's deck.


     Another broadside erupted from the Façade, this one once again at least partially adhering to the plan to focus fire on a given area. Again this was the amidships hull, just above the waterline, this time on the starboard side. The Wolf's carpenters were busy on the other side patching up the first hole when another was ruptured in her larboard side, almost directly across. This one had been a chance bit of luck for the Facades, as one of their shot had struck a previously unnoticed area that was half rotten. 


     On the Façade the starboard gun that had been hit earlier suddenly fired the powder load that was still in the barrel. In the heat of the fray, no one had thought more about it, and while the reloading crew had not yet put the shot in, the powder cartridge and wadding had been loaded just before it was hit. A freak spark from another hit nearby found its way to the touch hole, and residue within set off the powder charge. A burst of flame roared down the deck, which was now wide open from bow to stern with all the bulkheads knocked down and out of the way. The wadding, burning heavily, slid down the deck like a firebrand, leaving hot embers all along in its wake. The gun crews, all somehow unharmed by the original gush of flame, now found themselves facing a potential inferno.


     One of the powder boys, only nine years old, grabbed one of the sand buckets that held some of the slow match, tossed the slow match out the port, and tossed the sand on the fire nearest him. The gunners, seeing this, followed suit as others rushed to get the pump going and brought up the canvas fire hose. While the fire was extinguished there were no gun crews available and the Façade's broadsides had fallen silent.


     Faced with his own problems of taking on water below decks, de Menk took advantage of this lull to pull away to the east to try and regroup his vessel's crew. Mallgran watched as the Wolf fell farther and farther to the east, but was not ready to follow, as the Façade was also in need of a few moments of peace to try and mend some of her many problems.


     Mr. Cribbs came up beside him, holding his right hand under his left arm pit. There was a dark stain down the side his light aqua-blue coat with its white and gold trim, a uniform similar to the Royal Navy one he had once worn, but a different color. He smiled at Mallgran, though it showed a strained effect at the corners of his mouth. The mizzen top mast had been cut away clean and let fall over the side, and a jury rig set up to still hold the fore and aft spanker sail aloft.


     "Ye never cease to amaze me, Mr. Cribbs," Captain Mallgran looked down at the hand that was being hidden. "In the heat of battle ye and those men did all that. What price ye paid, Mr. Cribbs?"


     "Not so large a one as Winslow, sir," Cribbs said sadly. 


     Mallgran looked up and saw an arm dangling from the mizzen top and understood his second's words. "But what injury do ye hide there, sir?"


     Devon pulled his hand from under his other arm and blood dripped from the stubs where his two outer fingers should have been. "Damn line snapped too quick," he growled, "took me fingers along with it, it did."


     "While we have time, Devon," Mallgran said in a soft voice, "get ye below and have the surgeon take care of that."


     "I'll wrap me a bandage o'er it, sir, and it will be fine as rain," Mr. Cribbs suggested.


     "Nay, sir," Captain Mallgran shook his head. "Get it looked after proper, then get back up here. We have not finished this."


     "No, we have not," Mr. Cribbs smirked. "The sorry scrub still lives. And now he runs away, his royal tail 'tween his royal legs, hey?"


     "Only a brief reprieve, I am sure," Mallgran sighed. "He will no more leave this battle 'til it is done than shall we."


     Mr. Cribbs went below to find the surgeon and was deeply moved by the many wounded that were laid about just outside the area the surgeon was working in, using lockers with mess tables across them as a surgery table. Two surgeon's mates were going from man to man, placing small cloth tags on some. Cribbs knew that those tags meant that these men should be given all the rum they wanted, for they would not see the dawn. Many others, with splinter wounds or missing digits or shattered limbs, lay moaning and groaning all around him. He was nearly moved to tears for the suffering, as he always was when the aftermath of combat could settle into a more civilized mind.


     "Wha' brings ya down our way, Mr. Cribbs?" one of the surgeon's mates asked. He was a young man with long, scraggly blonde hair loosely pulled back in a ponytail rather than the usual neat braid. His face, just as were everyone else's, was black with powder smoke and soot, and in the dim light of the lower deck it was hard to see much detail other than his pearly white smile and white eyes.


     "I seem to have lost a few of me digits, Mr. Harrow," Cribbs said, holding the hand up so that the other could bring his lantern to bear on it, illuminating the damage in a flickering orange glow.


     "So ya have, sir, so ya have…"


     Mallgran had his officers gather information on all damage and casualties, and while he waited to here the toll this "duel" had wreaked so far, he watched the Wolf, now far away to the east, and thought how de Menk would be doing the same. The sun was now gone over the horizon, and the last rays of daylight suddenly winked out of the western sky as night came swiftly, as it always did here in these tropical waters.


