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To Jon Wood




Honour’s a fine imaginary notion


That draws in raw and unexperienced men

To real mischiefs while they hunt a shadow

JOSEPH ADDISON – Cato


– PART ONE – 


The Irish Grenadier



– ONE – 

The Widow

Newport, Rhode Island, April 1761

A frigid wind blew off the shore, sending the waves that had crashed against the dock back across the harbour, bobbling the
 ships there like apples in a barrel of cider. Shrugging ever deeper into his coat, Jack Absolute watched two of the three
 vessels make ready to depart. Men scrambled along yards to unfurl the sails, others worked the capstan; an anchor broke surface
 and was laboriously hauled the last few feet. On the third ship, however, the one on which his passage was booked, there was
 no such activity, though he knew the master of the Sweet Eliza was as keen to put to sea as the others. The jolly boat had rowed out to it not ten minutes before with some last provisions,
 the boatswain’s mate shouting that they would return for him shortly. Furthermore, it was added, if the last passenger was
 not dockside by then, they’d throw his goods into the harbour and sail without him.


Jack sighed. He should have gone with them. But his impatience to be aboard had little to do with the prospect of the voyage
 itself. He had vomited steadily for the first two weeks of the sailing to Canada eighteen months before and then, he’d been
 informed, the seas had been positively calm. No, he just hated farewells. All that could be said – and done – had been said
 and done at daybreak.


‘Does such a sigh indicate, perhaps, a change of heart, Lieutenant Absolute?’


Jack took a moment to compose his face before he turned to her. She need not see how keen he was to be off at last. For all
 she had given him, he owed her a sadness equal to her own.


‘It does not, Mrs Simkin. Alas, it cannot, as you know.’

‘Despite all that is on offer here?’ She raised her face, those astonishing azure eyes peering up at him from beneath the
 white bonnet’s fringe. ‘I speak of our successes in trade, of course.’ Her gaze dropped again, fixing on the gloved hands
 resting demurely on her black cloak.


You speak of our bodies hotly pressed together, Jack thought. Not three hours previously, before her servants stirred at dawn
 and Jack had to creep back to his own bed, she had woken him as she always used to do, with busy fingers and lips under his
 nightgown. And this in spite of her recent tendency to awaken nauseous. Indeed, Jack had barely slept. If there had been something
 to sink onto dockside he would have done so, his knees felt so weak.


‘Yet you know, madam,’ he said, ‘that once I have discharged my duty to the King …’

He trailed off, disturbed by the slight shake of her head. It had been a comforting myth, this idea that, his messages delivered,
 he would resign his commission and return to her bed and her business, both of which he’d immersed himself in during the months
 he’d been in Newport. General Murray’s dispatches, given to Jack in Montreal the previous September when the French surrendered
 there, were old news now. King George would have been informed of his army’s final victory by other means; while Jack, who
 was meant to bear the joyous news, had missed the last autumn sailings – first in Boston, then here – and had been forced
 to wait for the first of the spring.


They both knew the lie, even if neither of them stated it. And yet, even though he was ready for the off, was this not as poignant as any farewell could be? For during those few months,
 what a partnership they had made, in and out of her bed. He looked at her now, saw her as the sailors must have seen her,
 glancing once, glancing away, just as he had first glanced and dismissed her – a Quaker woman, in her uniform of black dress
 and white bonnet, not a hair astray beneath it which could hint at anything other than purity, not a trace of paint upon the
 full lips, around those eyes. He too would never have looked again had not business forced him into her company for longer
 than that first glance.


He studied her now and blessed the Absolute fortune once again. Since Murray had assumed he would be homeward bound in weeks,
 he had provided Jack with a uniform, a berth requisition and a mere five pounds in coin – enough to see him aboard and little
 more. Jack, after a year’s hard campaigning, had felt quite justified in drinking and gambling most of that away on his first
 three nights in Boston. When he’d been sent on to Newport and the hope of a ship, the last of the coins had been swiftly swallowed
 in inedible food and indifferent lodgings. There was no authority to issue him with more – Newport was a trading town, not
 a military garrison. A few grim nights followed, living on credit and lies. Yet there was little doubt that he would soon
 be evicted even from the poor boarding house, with winter and hunger biting hard. He’d survived the previous Canadian winter
 in a cave with his Iroquois blood brother, Até, and had considered those lodgings uncomfortable; but they were a vision of
 warmth and plenty compared to what a penniless soldier could expect in frigid Rhode Island.


Then that fortune had smiled. Loitering outside a store, wondering if he should go in and finally sell the skin of the bear
 he had killed that previous winter, he heard a familiar language being spoken: the Iroquois Ate had taught him. A storekeeper and an Indian were engaged in hot debate, each speaking their own tongue, each descending swiftly into insult
 and threat. Jack had intervened, ascertained that the two were actually close as to price, and helped them settle the deal.
 His cut had been a meal from the storekeeper and, after a few celebratory jugs of Newport’s own fine Guinea rum, an offer
 from the Iroquois – a Seneca named Thayada – to accompany him and some of the local Indians on a hunting and trapping trip,
 and then to help them broker the best price for their goods when they returned. Jack, fed up both with poverty and the piety
 of the town – the churches outnumbered the taverns three to one – readily accepted.


When they came back two months later, however, with a hundred ermine skins and a welcome supply of deer meat, the storekeeper
 could only offer them credit. When Jack, on the natives’ behalf, refused, he’d been sulkily directed elsewhere.


‘You’m be best t’ go see the Widow Simkin, then,’ he spat. ‘She’s as rich as a whorehouse keeper and twice as holy as God.’

The Widow Simkin. She stood before him now as she had that first time, when he’d paid her so little attention: head downcast,
 hands clasped, unspeaking. He had soon learned from her that silence was like a sword, luring an opponent off true. She’d
 once taken him, in an effort to bring her lodger to God, to a Quaker service. They’d sat in complete silence for over two
 hours! And she had gotten the better of him in their first dealings by saying almost nothing. Thayada and the Nippising Indians
 he led had seemed content, however, and had departed to drink most of their profit. He would have joined them if the Widow
 Simkin had not finally asked a question. She’d looked up and Jack had noticed, for the first time, those eyes. ‘I am about
 to break bread, Lieutenant Absolute. Perhaps you would care to join me?’ Jack was thirsty after two months in the woods. But something in those eyes, beyond their colour,
 had made him accept.


God damn it, will that jolly boat never return? Jack thought now, but did not say. Not for the cruelty of his pressing desire
 to be away. Cursing was just not something you did before the Widow Simkin. She knew – and demanded – things that would have
 made a Covent Garden courtesan blush. Yet take the name of the Lord in vain in her house …


Some moisture had come into her downcast eyes. The bitter wind, he assumed, for he knew the Widow only cried in the night,
 when held in the aftermath of passion. Yet when she spoke again, there was a tremor in her voice. ‘We have discussed how …
 beneficial it would be for us both for you to return. Your abilities …’ she coloured slightly, ‘… your abilities with the
 savages have been of great use in my dealings with them. You have increased my profit and have, I believe, profited yourself.’


Indeed I have, Jack thought, with another hundred ermine skins aboard the ship and the name of a furrier in Whitechapel to
 visit who would pay full price. If he was returning to a Dragoon lieutenant’s salary, he must find ways to supplement it,
 or London would be dull indeed.


‘And you have but seen our little town in its winter coat. Believe me, it is quite a different place when warm. And when the
 summer comes and the real trade begins, a strong man such as yourself would be of—’


He interrupted her. ‘It is not a trade I wish to be involved in, madam. As I have told you before.’

He hadn’t thought much about slavery in his former life, despite his mother’s occasional diatribe on the subject. His time
 as a slave of the Abenaki tribe the previous year had, however, revolutionized his attitude. And he still could scarce believe
 that the Widow was one of the foremost slave traders in Newport, the main port for such activity in the Northern Colonies. She and her fellow Quakers were dominant in it.


‘Well. Enough of that.’ She reverted to the silence that ended arguments. But the colour on her cheeks and the moisture in
 her eyes lingered, and he remembered the first time he saw her flush, a week after he’d accepted her invitation of a room
 above her barn together with a salary for his interpreting skills and a share of profits. She was over twice his age, in her
 late thirties, and a good and God-fearing widow since the death of Mr Simkin ten years before. Then, one Sunday evening, she
 came to tell him that her bathing water was still warm in a barrel in the kitchen and his if he should desire it. He’d trodden
 the snowy path to the main house, found the kitchen empty of servants – they all had the Lord’s day off to return to their
 families, it transpired – and lowered himself into water still gloriously hot, the first surprise. The second was when the
 Widow Simkin – not clothed in black, not clothed at all – lowered herself in beside him. The barrel was snug anyway and she
 was a large woman, yet of near perfect proportions. He’d nearly drowned twice; once in the water, once in her breasts.


The memory gave him a blush to match hers and he turned to the ocean, to see that the Sweet Eliza’s jolly boat had set off again for the shore. It would be dockside in moments. Time for a last farewell.


He’d left a little something in verse under her pillow but he also had a speech prepared. He was about to deliver it when,
 to his great surprise, she took his hands. ‘Jack,’ she whispered, another shock because she never used his name except when
 they were alone, ‘I want you to know that I have never … never done before the things I have done with you …’


Well, Jack thought, you must have read some bloody good books! Though he had done some things in that line – a few anyway
 – he was about to echo her, for sentiment’s sake, but she rushed on. ‘I have never felt like this before. That is why I need to tell you … to tell you—’


‘Lieutenant Absolute! Sir, sir!’ One of the sailors was calling from the water. The jolly boat was nearly at the dock.

The Widow Simkin stepped back, leaving something in Jack’s hands. Without looking at him, she said, ‘Read it when you are
 at sea. Question your heart. Perhaps what is within will bring you back to me.’


He looked at the plain envelope, felt the sheet of paper inside. How sweet, he thought, she writes me a farewell as I have
 written her. (Though not in Alexandrine couplets, I suspect.) ‘I will treasure it,’ he declared.


‘No,’ she said, ‘you—’

‘Lieutenant Absolute!’ The call followed the bang of wood on wood as the boat reached the jetty. A rope landed near Jack,
 followed by a sailor. ‘If you please, sir,’ the seaman said, ‘the Captain says bugger the Irishman … er, beggin’ yer pardon,
 ma’am. Wait any longer an’ we’ll miss the poxy tide. And if we dock again we’ll lose half the crew, for they’ve already drunk
 their joining bounty.’


Whether it was the sailor’s cursing or the emotion of the moment, the Widow had turned, was walking swiftly up the sloping
 wood to the shore. Jack called after, ‘Thank you, Mrs Simkin. Thank you for your … kindnesses.’


But there was no acknowledgement in the black back, hunched against the wind. The wind that will blow me back to England,
 Jack thought, suddenly exultant. It had all ended rather well. A touch of sentiment, a few written words to supplement the
 memories across the Atlantic. He would miss the Widow and her ways. Yet …


One sailor helped him down into the prow of the jolly boat, the other cast off. Soon they were rowing fast through the choppy
 water toward the Sweet Eliza, his home for the next … weeks? months? With a good wind and a good navigator, ships could make the Atlantic crossing in five
 weeks. But bad luck with both, or either … he’d heard of vessels taking six months.


Perhaps the thought of discomfort ahead added to the poignancy of the parting, and he fixed his eyes upon that black cloak,
 fast receding up the slope that led from the harbour. He didn’t hold her farewell missive to his heart – sailors had a way
 of talking and he was careful of her reputation – but he held it there in his mind as well as his hand while she was yet in
 his sight.


She was nearly at the top of the hill when he saw her jerk to a stop, step swiftly to the side. A moment later, what had been
 a faint noise beneath the sound of waves, wind and gulls became clearer: men shouting. But the first to appear over the crest
 was not one of the shouters. No doubt because he was engaged in running so very fast.


Jack couldn’t at first make out what was wrong with the vision. A halloo was not uncommon in towns either side of the Atlantic.
 A cut-purse perhaps, caught in the act, making a break for it. But strangely it was the black figure of the Widow, turning
 away from the sprinting figure that made Jack see what previously he’d missed.


The runner was stark-bollock naked.

Jack clearly heard, ‘Stop him’, from the pack who had now crested the hill in pursuit, followed by a word that might be ‘trader’,
 which seemed, however, an odd thing to yell in a port.


The sailors had stopped rowing to stare, although shouts from the Sweet Eliza urged them on. Even Jack, no seafarer, could see that if the wind veered much more there’d be no putting to sea that day.
 Under orders, they began to row again.


On the shore, the naked figure had reached the dock, the pursuit about fifty yards behind. Jack could now see that the man
 was tall, his naked physique strong, and that he had bright red hair trailing out behind him like a flame. Arriving at the water’s edge, the man skidded to a stop. Jack didn’t blame him; it was a brisk day for a plunge. But he had mistook;
 for the man paused only to survey the water before him, note the one other rowboat pulled up to the jetty, pick up a small
 barrel that awaited collection and hurl it into the vessel, sinking it almost on the instant. Then, pausing only to raise
 two fingers to the pursuing men, he hurled himself into the Atlantic.


The sailors had stopped rowing again in shock, despite the continuous calls from their officers. Reluctantly, they hefted
 their oars once more. ‘Hold there,’ countermanded Jack. Since he was dressed in the uniform of the King, they obeyed. ‘By
 God,’ he said, rising a little on his bench, ‘I think that fellow is making for us.’


It was true. With a scrambling motion that drove him powerfully through the water, the red-haired man moved towards them like
 a spaniel after a shot duck. Behind him, the men on the dock continued yelling, the wind still making their yells indistinct.
 Some gesticulated for the Sweet Eliza’s jolly boat to return, others ran further down the dock, seeking a vessel for pursuit.


Despite his obvious strength, the man was labouring, flailing. Then a combination of stroke and tide brought him close.

‘Here, sir, here,’ yelled Jack. ‘Take hold.’

While the sailors shouted warnings and leaned away to counterbalance him, Jack reached out. The man’s fingers brushed Jack’s,
 a wave forced them apart, then together again. Jack grabbed, held a finger, a thumb. Bringing over his other arm, he grasped
 the hand of the swimmer. Another wave sucked at him again but the man reached his other hand and this time Jack had him. With
 an immense heave, he pulled him into the boat like a gaffed tuna.


It nearly spilled them. But, with the man lying in the scuppers, Jack sitting and the sailors back at their oars, the boat
 gradually steadied.


Jack looked at the newcomer. He was blue where he wasn’t red with hair, which was in most places but especially thick at chest
 and groin, like the pelt of some huge scarlet sea otter. The only lightness came from scars, of which he had an inordinate
 supply, criss-crossing his body like worm casts. Instantly Jack had his cloak off, and thrown over the man, who clutched at
 it but remained unable to speak.


‘Which way, sir?’ said one sailor to Jack. ‘Ship or shore?’

Having been a fugitive himself – on several occasions – Jack paused now to consider the plight of the quarry. The blue-tinged
 nakedness gave a sort of infant innocence to the fellow; and there was only one person in slaver’s Newport he cared a fig
 about. ‘Are you a cut-purse, sir? Should we be returning you to the authorities and a deserved noose?’


The head shook. Chattering lips tried to form words. ‘Ne … Ne …’

‘I fink ’e’s the last passenger we was waitin’ for,’ the other sailor, a Cockney, said.

The man nodded and words came, the Irish accent unmistakeable. ‘That I a- a- am! And if y- y- you take me back, oagh, boys
 … well,’ he threw back the cloak, and gestured to his shrunken privates, ‘the lady-in-question’s hu- hu- husband will finish
 the job that the sea has st- started and render me truly the last King of Ireland!’


The sailors laughed and Jack joined them. ‘Row,’ he said, then reached down, grasped the hand before him. ‘Jack Absolute,
 sir, at your service.’


‘A service I will repay for plucking me from the waves like Anchises from the flames of Troy. For, faith, I forget neither
 slight nor favour. And that’s as sure as my name is Red Hugh McClune.’


It was only when Jack drew back his hand that he realized that something had lately occupied it. When he remembered what, he looked again swiftly to the sea. But water had drowned the Widow’s parting words.


Never mind, thought Jack, patting his chest. I have her here. And she will always have a little piece of me in her.


– TWO – 

Stink, Drink and
 Captain Link

‘What the Honourable fails to realize,’ Captain Link declared, ‘is that when I impregnate one of these black heathen sluts,
 I serve God, my employers and the slut herself.’


‘How so, Captain?’ The purser, Durkin, ever the crony, fed him the question.

‘Because the slut receives a Christian’s blessing, her offspring the inheritance of England’s blood – and my employers get
 half as much again for a proven brood mare!’ He guffawed as he raised his mug of rum. ‘To profit, gentlemen. Profit and fornication!’


‘Fornication!’ came the echo from the purser and the surgeon, the cry briefly rousing the slumbering First Lieutenant Engledue,
 who lifted his mug, sipped then slid his head back onto his hand.


Jack sighed and did not drink. He abhorred the toast, but he’d also had quite enough. This Guinea rum, Newport’s finest export
 and the ship’s main cargo for the run to Bristol – where it would be sold to traders who would eventually swap it for slaves
 – had the strength of a donkey’s kick. He had vowed this night to be moderate, to dilute it half and half with rainwater.
 However, he was aware that he had promised himself the same every night from the end of the second week of the voyage when his nausea had passed. The only thing worse than being in Captain Link’s company was being
 drunk in his company. Yet he had failed to keep his vow above a half dozen times, such failures resulting in outbursts that
 had given the Captain weapons to use against him. He never called Jack anything other than ‘the Honourable’ since he’d blurted
 out that he was the son of a baronet and would be treated with respect. He’d also reacted badly to the realization that the
 ship transporting him was a slaver, and had been foolish enough to voice his opposition to the trade. Since that night, Captain
 Link had not let an evening pass when he would not lecture Jack as to the Christian rightness of it and describe its every
 detail. And having once seen Jack’s disgust when he’d volunteered how he always fucked at least a dozen of the slave women
 on the voyage, he returned again and again to the subject, like a dog to his own vomit.


Link slammed his empty mug down. Immediately, his body slave, Barabbas, limped up to refill it. Jack found himself staring
 yet again at the Negro’s pouring hand. Three fingers and half a thumb, and not a knuckle on what remained unbroken. Link often
 boasted that Barabbas was the most spirited among a group of rebellious slaves he’d transported ten years before, and that
 he’d tamed him with whips and thumbscrews. He’d done Link’s bidding ever since.


As the laughter continued and Barabbas slipped again into the shadows, Jack glanced away, to the man who shared his side of
 the table. The Irishman returned his gaze, a slight shake of the head indicating that Jack should leave this conversation
 well alone. But Jack had always found that hard to do.


‘Perhaps, sir,’ he said, ‘if you had experienced the helplessness of a slave you would be less prepared to exploit it.’

Link leaned his jowly, purple-bruised face across at Jack. The man was scorbutic, his foul breath and decaying teeth additional
 indicators of the scurvy that had taken half the crew. ‘Do you speak again of your weeks spent with the Abenaki savages?’


Jack nodded. He had told the story of his capture and escape after the Battle of Quebec in the early nights of the voyage
 when they had all still been polite strangers. Now, two months into the crossing, it was another source of mockery for Link.
 ‘I do. And may I say—’


‘May I say,’ interrupted the Captain, his Bristol accent fashioning a mockery of Jack’s Westminster School-ed one, ‘that you were never a slave.’


‘Are you calling a me a liar, sir?’

Jack’s voice, instead of rising, had dropped to a whisper. Link recognized the danger. The challenge went, if the mockery
 did not. ‘Not at all. But I do say you mistook your state. For you are both white, Christian and, above all, a Briton. And
 as you well know,’ he opened his half-toothed jaw and sang, ‘ “Britons never never never will be slaves.” ’


The purser and the surgeon, when they recognized the tune, joined in, thumping their approval with pewter mugs.

The verse done, the Captain continued. ‘Now, shall I tell you my favourites from among the tribes?’ He licked his lips. ‘The
 Yaruba, see, are tall and strong but have narry enough flesh on ’em, to my taste. The Mina are squat and too plump. No, sirs,
 for breasts and thighs, there’s none that can compare with your Ibo.’


When Link’s cronies had finished with their huzzahs, when silence was brought by the necessity of more guzzling, a quiet voice
 intruded. ‘Now, Captain, I was wondering, so I was, about a little point you might clarify for me?’


Link wiped his mouth. Since the Irishman rarely spoke at his table the Captain had few weapons against him, apart from the
 more obvious jibes at his country. ‘Well, sir?’


‘I was wondering,’ Red Hugh continued, ‘how Mrs Link and all the little Links of Bristol – six of the small blessings, I believe
 you said – how they received the joyous news of so many African siblings?’


Jack only saw it because he happened to glance at Barabbas who was carrying the rum jug away. But that broken hand was raised,
 just failing to conceal the briefest of smiles.


The slave was swifter than the master. ‘Mrs Link …’ he gaped.

‘And all the little Links,’ Red Hugh repeated.

Comprehension came. ‘You dare – dare! – to place my wife in the same breath as … as …’

‘But, to be sure, as you were mentioning your progeny so fondly yourself, I thought your help-meet must share in your joy.
 Not to mention all the little Links.’


Something about the repetition seemed to cause a dangerous mottling and puffing of the already purple jowls, and almost made
 Jack laugh, for as the Captain began to push himself up from the table he looked like nothing so much as a deranged and dangerous
 turkey.


‘Do … you know, sir, who you insult? I am God aboard my own ship. I could have you … make you … you would be stripped … whipped
 …’


Link had taken three steps forward, bringing his head level to the taller man’s chest, for Red Hugh had also risen. They could
 not have been more opposite in shape – a bull terrier pressing into a heron. The Captain’s hand was shoved into the Irishman’s
 immaculate waistcoat – how the man remained so clean when the rest of them were so grubby mystified Jack – and he appeared
 to be engaged in wrenching off a pearl button. But as Jack watched, he saw the Irishman’s hand – its knuckles as covered in
 red hair as the rest of him – drop onto the Captain’s wrist.


‘What do you—’ Link began, then stopped, his eyes suddenly quizzical, the purple of his face whitening.

‘Now, now,’ said Red Hugh softly. ‘Now, now.’


There was no sudden movement, nothing seemed to happen. But the Captain suddenly pulled away, backwards, sitting down hard
 into his chair. And as soon as he did, he vomited, spraying rum and salt cod across the table.


It was Red Hugh who reached him first, an arm around his back. ‘Dear Captain, dear soul. Some water there, heh?’

Water was brought, drunk, spewed up. The surgeon came and felt the Captain’s head. Link himself, gagging still, sat with filmy
 eyes.


‘I think, my dears, that our leader requires his bed. A good signal to retire to ours, eh, young Jack?’

Jack, who had hardly left off staring at Link, enjoying what he was seeing, nodded. While Barabbas, the purser and the surgeon
 half-dragged Link across the room to his bunk, Jack and Red Hugh went to the cabin door accompanied by Lieutenant Engledue,
 who was awake at last. He yawned. ‘I think I will seize the moment, too,’ he murmured, holding the door open for them. ‘Pity
 about our noble leader. This Guinea rum, eh? It’s meant for the black traders, of course, who sell their kin to us. White
 folk can hardly handle it. Give me a smooth Madeira any day.’


With a knowing smile to Red Hugh and a bow to Jack, he headed to his own bunk.

The Irishman pulled Jack the other way, towards the quarterdeck. ‘A breath, do you not think, lad?’

The air, as it had been for several days now, was heavy and hot. The south-westerlies that had at first driven them fast across
 the Atlantic, trailing a memory of icy New Found Land, had died on them two weeks before. Since then progress had been slow,
 every sail hoisted to catch what little breeze there was. Moreover, it was clear that no one was quite sure exactly where
 they were. Though he knew little of navigation, Jack was aware a midday sighting of the sun was required to gauge latitude. And the clouds that held the muggy heat upon them had prevented a view for several days
 now.


Still, after the stench of Link’s cabin, even this air was an elixir. Down below, while the winds had driven them and it was
 too cold to stay on deck, they’d lived in a fug compounded of bodies that were never washed, of men succumbing to scurvy as
 their teeth rotted, of damp wool and canvas washed in urine and never given a chance to dry. They’d eaten weevil-filled biscuits
 and green meat, and belched out too much rum by the light and reek of whale-sperm candles. And beneath all this, the base
 note of all scents still survived, no matter how often vinegar was scrubbed across the decks and gunpowder flashed in the
 holds: the stink of a slave ship where Negroes had been chained together in their own shit and vomit and ceaseless terror.
 As soon as the weather improved a jot, both Red Hugh and Jack had slung their hammocks on the quarterdeck. Even if he’d shivered
 the first few nights, at least Jack still had his bearskin – and never did he think he’d say that its lingering smell was
 close to sweet. Yet, after eight weeks of imprisonment by the wind, it almost was.


‘Onion?’

Jack shuddered. ‘Must I?’

‘You know you must. Unless you care for a touch of what’s making our noble Captain’s breath fouler than nature already did?’

‘And why are you certain this has any effect on the condition?’ grumbled Jack, taking the yellowing bulb and reaching for
 his paring knife.


‘Sure, and did I not read James Lind’s great treatise on the subject? Did not my company of Grenadiers survive the six-month
 siege of Kiskunhalas by eating almost nothing else?’ Red Hugh had expertly peeled the skin in one piece and now dropped it
 onto the deck. ‘We had the complexion of choirboys at the end of it,’ he said, munching happily, ‘and farts that could have floated a coach and four.’


Jack laughed and began peeling his onion, as the tinkle of a bell told him that a friend drew near. Jeremiah, sole survivor
 of the five goats taken on board at Newport, nipped at his trouser leg. The goat had already snaffled the Irishman’s dropped
 onion skin, so, to a disapproving grunt from his companion – Jack was ever an easy mark for the goat – he sliced off a quarter
 of his onion and let it fall. The three chewed for a while in silence until Jeremiah, seeing that nothing else was forthcoming,
 went off to scrounge elsewhere.


Suddenly Jack remembered what had allowed them this escape to the deck. ‘The Captain. What did you do to him?’

‘Poor auld fella was taken ill suddenly, is all.’

‘Tell me.’

Red Hugh considered, then swallowed the last of his onion. ‘Finish that and give me your hand.’ With a grimace, Jack duly
 did. The Irishman held him almost in a handshake but slightly higher, on the wrist, the grip light. ‘Now now,’ he said, as
 he had to the Captain, ‘now, now.’ Then he squeezed hard, the pad beneath his forefinger boring in under Jack’s thumb.


The pain was sudden, intense and made Jack’s knees give. Red Hugh prevented his fall. Taking his hand back, Jack rubbed it,
 inhaling deeply to clear the nausea. ‘How … ?’ he said after several moments.


Red Hugh shrugged. ‘I had it from a man who had it from a man who had it from a man … from Transylvania.’

‘Where?’

‘It’s up on the border with the Turks. Some of our lads fought there.’ He smiled. ‘And now you have it.’

Jack pushed himself off the rail, eager. ‘You’ll have to show me again.’

‘I will. But later. You can only learn it by the receiving of the thing. And you’ll be needing a little time to gather yesself.’


Jack looked at his companion, wondering yet again. What did he truly know of this Red Hugh McClune? The man had leaked out
 some information about his past, on certain subjects – women often, some cases he’d taken as a lawyer in Dublin, for example.
 Mostly, since his audience demanded it, he’d told of his time in the Austrian Army. He’d not been a mere soldier but a Grenze.
 All had heard of them, the finest light infantry in Europe it was said, drawn largely from the Balkan provinces to serve the
 Hapsburgs against the Turks. Why an Irishman had joined them was never explained, though apparently he was one of many. The
 man was a born storyteller, could entrance an audience with his tales of breaches stormed, ambuscades laid, hideous tortures
 undergone. Yet question him on his present, as Jack tried to do, and only vagueness came. A trader, he’d say, sometimes. An
 engineer, at others.


Jack rubbed his wrist. ‘I think, sir, that you are a very dangerous man.’

His companion turned his face again to the sea. ‘Oh no, lad. I used to be a dangerous man, when I was younger. Not any more.’

He had never stated his age. Jack took him to be near forty, a little grey in the beard he’d started growing the day he came
 aboard, which was full within a week – unlike Jack’s black one, only now coming into its prime. If they were nearly of a height,
 the thick mat of curly hair – the colour nearly the scarlet of the Dragoon coat Jack had stowed below – made the Irishman
 seem much taller. And if they matched each other in a slim physique, Red Hugh’s seemed to be constructed entirely from whipcord
 and scar.


Jack laughed. ‘Not too old to be swimming in the Atlantic in April, though?’

‘Ah, well!’ Red Hugh laughed, too. ‘That’s different. If danger goes, folly with the ladies is the one thing age does not seem to alter.’ He turned to Jack, his blue eyes sparkling.
 ‘As I am sure you will continue to discover.’


Jack, in an effort not to appear a completely dull dog, had told a few tales of his own; especially of Fanny Harper, the courtesan
 who’d undertaken aspects of his ‘education’ not covered by the curriculum at Westminster School. The Irishman’s jest made
 him think on her, wonder again what had become of her.


The last time he’d seen Fanny she’d been standing near naked and shamed in the Rotunda Pleasure Gardens, at Vauxhall, moments
 before the man who’d kept her, Lord Melbury, was shot to death by Jack’s father in a duel. The consequences of that night
 had led him … here, he supposed, to the deck of the Sweet Eliza by way of war, slavery and a Quaker widow’s flannel sheets. He hoped that Fanny had survived her disgrace, her charms leading
 her to another rich man’s bed. It was how she lived, after all.


This sudden memory – both of her and the mayhem caused by the discovery of their affair – now made him sigh. ‘I regret to
 say you may be in the right.’


Red Hugh dropped a hand onto Jack’s shoulder. ‘Nun-quam paenitet, lad. Never regret. Isn’t it the motto of the family McClune?’ His fingers suddenly dug in. ‘You know, I seem to recall there’s
 another point somewhere … in here.’


Jack shrugged from the grip, catching the Irishman’s hand, twisting it back. He knew a few tricks of his own from his upbringing
 in Cornwall. They wrestled, hands slipping and gripping, seeking dominance, both laughing, until they heard a footfall and
 pulled apart to see who came.


It was the boatswain, McRae. A Scot, Jack had parted with an outrageous two ermine skins to the fellow for a set of sailor’s
 clothes when it became clear that the two changes he’d allowed for the voyage would be insufficient, especially in the storms
 when nothing dried. So, like Jack, he was dressed in canvas trowsers – infinitely preferable with their drawstring to wool breeches, especially in the Heads when the
 ship was bucking and plunging and buttons annoyed – a bum-freezer jacket and check shirt. They were both London pigeons to
 Red Hugh’s peacock. Somehow, the Irishman, even in the worst of the weather, always contrived to have dry, clean clothes which,
 moreover, would not have been unfashionable at St James’s Palace. The dark-green waistcoat and burgundy coat he sported now
 caused Jack especial envy.


McRae put knuckles to forehead, a sailor’s salute. ‘Mr McClune, we’ve pipes lit and a jug in the fo’castle, if you care to
 join us.’


‘Does Murphy play? Or is he too drunk?’

The sailor nodded. ‘He’s had just enough to make his bow fly, and not enough to bring it crashing to the earth. Yet.’

‘Then I will join you with pleasure before it does. For he’s a demon with the fiddle.’ The sailor headed for’ard while Red
 Hugh turned to Jack. ‘So, my lad, I’ll to my countryman and you to your rest. Unless …’ He called up the deck, ‘McRae, can
 my young friend not join us this night?’


Jack saw the sailor’s cheery face cloud, knew what that was. McRae, indeed all of the ship’s company, had seen the Dragoon
 uniform he first wore aboard, knew him for an officer and a guest at the Captain’s table. They could not see beyond the scarlet
 and braid, which Jack had only worn for less than two years, to the young man who’d drunk and sung in half the low taverns
 of London. They saw a baronet’s son and a lieutenant. Aboard even a merchant ship that rank divided.


‘It is fine, Hugh. I’ll to my hammock.’

‘Nonsense. The night is just beginning and you must hear Murphy play while he’s still sober.’ He took Jack’s arm, led him
 to the waiting McRae. ‘I’ll vouch for him.’


The frown did not leave the face. ‘Aye, sir.’

The whole larboard watch – Larbollians, as they were known – were crammed into the hold and all cheered when Red Hugh stooped through the low doorway. The cheer faded when Jack
 followed. Most men looked down, some stared challengingly.


His guide did not hesitate. Seizing Jack’s arm, he thrust the younger man forward. ‘Now, lads. I know what you think you see
 here. An officer in King George’s Army, a gentleman. And maybe he is, maybe he is. But I tell you, mere appearances can deceive.’
 He stooped and grabbed a bulky seaman from his squat, yanking him up as if he were gossamer. Each of his knuckles bore a letter,
 the left hand spelling ‘Hold’ the right ‘Fast’, a reminder when high up in the rigging. As Red Hugh rolled back the man’s
 shirt sleeve, he revealed more black stains – a ship, a swallow, an anchor. They were all, Jack noticed, rather well done.
 ‘You, Williams. You think you’ve a fine collection there, do you not?’


‘I ’ave.’ The Welshman thrust his chin out. ‘Best on the ship.’

‘Better than these?’ Before he could stop him, Red Hugh had leaned forward and wrenched Jack’s shirt open. Any protest he
 might have made was cut off by the approving gasp of the sailors as they saw the wolf’s jaws on his chest, the wreath of oak
 leaves around his shoulder that Ate had rendered so beautifully – and painfully! – in their cave the winter before.


‘Executed by a painted savage, no less!’ the Irishman declared. ‘And without the benefit of your fine needles.’

Williams peered close. ‘Not bad,’ he grunted. ‘Seen better.’

Red Hugh was not the only one who jeered. Pushing him back down, the Irishman pointed to another sailor. ‘Ingvarsson, you
 lump of fjord filth. How many men is it you claim to have killed?’


The man had no eyebrows on a forehead that sloped into his eyes, and a scar that split his nose and ran to each ear. ‘Claim? It is five, by God. Five! And I could do six with pleasure,’ he growled.


The others hooted. Then Red Hugh spoke, quietly now. ‘Well, ’tis obvious none of you have heard the tale – nay, the legend
 – of Black Jack, saviour of Canada.’


Jack looked about him, wondering of whom these words were spoken. When he realized, he flushed pink, but no one noticed for
 all eyes were on Red Hugh. It was obvious that here, as at the Captain’s table, the Irishman could hold an audience.


‘Yer man, the Viking here, claims five souls despatched, one for each decade of his life. But I have to tell you that Black
 Jack …’ he paused and they waited, eager, ‘has four more scalps to his name, so he has. That’s nine for those who can’t count
 – and him scarce eighteen years of age. Nine! Dead at his hand, and not stabbed with a shive down a back alley nor shot genteelly
 and safely with a pistol firing over the red ranks. Killed face to face, man to man, with tomahawk and sword and his own strong
 hands. Frenchies and wild savages in equal numbers.’


Jack was not sure whether to look modest or appalled at the revelation of what he’d told Red Hugh in private. He was not proud
 of the tally. In each case, they’d been necessary, that was all. And they were just the ones he could remember.


The men had no such doubts. A cheer came which Red Hugh rode, calling out over it, ‘And to top it all, his mother was Jane
 Fitzsimmons, the nightingale of the Smock Alley Theatre, Dublin. By Christ, lads, he’s halfway to being an Irishman!’


The cheering by now had become almost universal. Stooping again, Red Hugh grabbed the mug offered, Guinea rum spilling over
 its lip, then cried, ‘I give you that scourge of French manhood, that bed-warmer for their ladies, the newest member of the
 Fo’castle Club of the Sweet Eliza – Black Jack Absolute!’


‘Black Jack!’ came the cry, followed immediately by shouts of, ‘Pledge, pledge, pledge!’ A mug was thrust at Jack, and he
 seized it, slopping some of its contents down his shirt, raising it before him. He was still feeling a little nauseous from
 Red Hugh’s grip on deck but hesitation here would spell an end to a society he desperately wanted to enter. He knew what to
 do. ‘My lords,’ he cried, ‘a pox on all Puritans and a rope for all politicians.’


‘Huzzah!’ was the response.

It seemed to take an inordinately long time to reach the bottom of the pewter but when he did he felt instantly better. Even
 more so when he’d sat rather suddenly down and Murphy began to play.


McRae had been right about the fiddler. There’d been a glorious hour when the balance between rum swallowed and fine notes
 produced had been just right; a further half-hour when voices drowned out the faulty notes. Then he’d attempted some sad lament
 that only he seemed to know. On one especially long and tortured note, with the man’s nose almost touching his knee, another
 sailor stepped forward and grabbed bow and fiddle just before Murphy sank soundless to the deck.


The silence only lasted a moment. There were boys as well as men in the room and one of these youths now stood up. With hands
 behind his back, and in a sweet voice not yet broken, he began to sing, ‘Lochaber, No More’.


Of those still awake, more than half joined in the chorus of the old Jacobite song and Jack, with his eyes tight closed, was
 one of them. For the time of the singing he was no longer aboard the Sweet Eliza but back with his friends at Westminster, in a private room at the Five Chimneys on Tothill Fields where, three June 10ths
 in a row, each scholar sported a white rose to show their allegiance on the Old Pretender’s birthday:



 I gae then, my lass, to win honour and fame

 And if I should chance to come gloriously home

 I’ll bring a heart to thee with love running o’er

 And then I’ll leave thee and Lochaber no more.



The chorus ended and Jack opened his eyes to find Red Hugh staring at him. The Irishman’s voice was soft, audible only to
 Jack, the song continuing beyond it.


‘Are those tears, lad?’

Jack rubbed, laughed. ‘Possibly. It’s smoky down here, is it not?’

Red Hugh regarded him for a moment. ‘Are you not, then, a follower of the Lost King?’

Jack thought for a moment then shook his head. Any following he’d done had been merely a schoolboy attraction to the romance
 of a doomed cause. ‘In truth, I am not. Though I grew up in a house where my father is a Tory of the old school who damned
 the Hanoverians even while he fought for them in all their wars.’


‘And your mother?’

‘I think my mother saw Ireland’s liberty in the Old King’s cause, at least for a while. But her beliefs have become more …
 extreme of late.’ He chuckled. ‘Indeed, I think she has moved beyond all kings.’


The man before him nodded and gazed away to the singer, but not before Jack noticed something dark come into his regard.

‘And you?’ Jack asked. ‘Have you worn the oak leaf of the Stuarts yourself?’

Red Hugh looked back. Whatever had fleeted in his eyes was gone. He smiled. ‘Aye, lad. I was out in the forty-five.’

‘You fought—’

‘I did. Stood under English grapeshot on that damn moor. Shed my own blood and the blood of others. Many others, may God have
 mercy upon me.’


Jack thought back to the two battles he’d fought the previous year, both before the walls of Quebec. ‘I knew a Scotsman who
 was also at Culloden. A fine man. Donald Macdonald of—’


‘Of the Royal Ecossais! I know him well, heard he’d taken the Hanoverian shilling as I had taken the Austrian.’ He paused.
 ‘Knew, you said?’


Jack nodded. ‘He died at the second battle of Quebec.’

The Irishman sighed. ‘Another who’ll come no more. Like the Bonnie Prince.’

‘His cause is finished, then?’

‘With Charles Stuart a drunk in Germany, a wife-beater, a madman taken to the Anglican communion to gain support?’ He snorted
 his disgust. ‘Aye, most think that cause is through, to be sure.’


‘Do you?’

Red Hugh shook his head. ‘I used to be a Jacobite, lad. Used to be. No more. And, sure, am I not about only me own business
 now?’ He turned to the boy who had just finished his performance. ‘But I do love the songs still. So sing, young Conor, sing
 us that one again.’


The boy, delighted to have an audience still awake, did as he was bid. Red Hugh reached for two rum mugs, handed one to Jack,
 then raised him up and led him by the arm across to a butt that held rainwater. ‘The songs and the toasts. Shall we have an
 old one?’ He turned back, kicked out at some dozers at his feet who grumbled awake. ‘Here’s one, lads: to the King across
 the water!’


As he spoke, he moved his mug over the bucket. Jack nearly did the same. In the shelter of certain Jacobite taverns in Whitechapel
 and Shadwell, sought out with his friends for the illicit thrill of them, he often had done the same. Yet that was before he’d joined the Army, before he’d sworn an officer’s oath to King George, to England.
 So he just raised his mug straight up and, when the Irishman turned back to him, said, ‘I’ll drink to this, sir: to friendship and Red Hugh McClune.’


That something, that darkness was there again, there and gone. Light and good humour ruled his face once more. ‘And I’ll drink
 to you, Jack Absolute. To you!’



– THREE –

Privateer

He woke where he’d fallen asleep, alone in the forecastle hold, his arm around Jeremiah. The goat was chewing his shirt-tail.
 Yet it was not that movement but the ship’s that caused him to jerk his head up. His yelp at the pain disturbed the ruminant,
 who bleated and shambled off. No, he realized, not movement. A lack of it.


The Sweet Eliza appeared to have come to a dead stop.


He stood and swayed, not only from the effects of motion on his head. The cabin’s floor seemed to be angled more acutely than
 ever. He knew, because the Captain swore about it continuously, that the ship was more prone to heel than most. It seemed
 that the constant trimming required had been somewhat neglected. Unless …


Jack suddenly thought of the other reason they could have stopped. They’d made port. While he slept, the wind had freshened
 and driven them into some haven.


Two grazed shins and a banged head later – the gun deck through which he tripped had no guns but was stuffed with goods in
 barrels and bails – he climbed the steep stair eagerly toward the light. And such light! The sun sliced into him, heating
 what was already hot. He closed his eyes, using his hands to feel the last few steps up. When he reached the quarterdeck, the combined effects of motion, sudden light and vicious heat had their effect. He staggered right, even though
 it seemed uphill, and vomited over the rail. Only then did he see that they had reached no port, that the sea still stretched
 away to the horizon and that it was as flat as the duck ponds in Hyde Park. He looked up. Such sails as were on the yards
 hung limp. Finally, he looked across to the larboard rail where, it appeared, the entire ship’s company stood, no doubt adding
 to the degree of heel. All had their backs to him, their attention, fortunately, on something else. Hoping perhaps that land
 lay thither, and recognizing the exquisite linen of one particular shirt, Jack made his way over.


‘What is it?’ he said, sliding between the Irishman and the purser. Both of them had telescopes raised, along with half a
 dozen others. ‘What do you all—’


‘Hush!’ Red Hugh lifted a finger to his lips, then pointed.

At first Jack could see nothing, such was the glare of sun behind him on the water. Squinting, eventually he saw what everyone
 was staring at.


It was another ship. Having no clue as to its size, he was uncertain how far away it was. Far enough so he could distinguish
 no person upon its decks; not so far that he could not tell that its sails, like those above him, also hung slack on the yards.


Despite the heat, Jack suddenly flushed cool, the pain inside his head forgotten. ‘Which colours does she fly?’ he whispered.

‘It is the question we’d all like answered,’ came the soft reply.

Jack stared harder. There was a piece of cloth on the ship’s stern that may have been a flag, but without wind to unfurl it,
 there was nothing to expel the sudden fear now knotting his stomach as the residue of rum had knotted it. All knew that French
 privateers cruised the sea lanes awaiting such lone vessels as the Sweet Eliza. There was a good chance, of course, that it was an English privateer or indeed a ship from a host of other neutral countries.
 There was a smaller chance that it owed allegiance to no country at all and flew under whatever colour it chose. Black, often,
 the universal sign of the pirate.


Jack swallowed, looked about him at the silent, staring men. ‘Why is no one doing anything?’

‘And what would you have them do?’ There was irritation in Red Hugh’s reply. ‘You may have noticed that there’s no wind.’

Jack looked again at the limp cloths above him. ‘What happened to it?’

‘It died, dear joy, it died.’

Jack rubbed his eyes, looked again. It had to be a trick of light on water. Or maybe his eyes were just getting more used
 to the glare. But the other ship’s details appeared a touch clearer.


‘They’re not making way, are they?’

‘They are.’

That cold flush came again. ‘But how?’ he said, suddenly annoyed. ‘How can they be? If the wind’s dead for us, it must be
 dead for them, too!’


For reply, Red Hugh handed over his telescope. Jack looked to the prow of the ship, searched, didn’t see it to start with.
 Then he detected movement. Oars were moving in the flat water. Not from one boat either. There were three, pulling the ship
 ever so slowly towards them.


From the side of his mouth, Jack whispered, ‘Why are we not doing the same?’

‘For we have but the one jolly boat. It tells you something of the size of their crew,’ Red Hugh replied, taking back his
 telescope.


‘Have you made her yet, Engledue?’ Link called down the line.

All looked to the oldest man there. Red Hugh had told Jack that the Lieutenant was the most experienced man on the ship, more
 so even than his Captain; had served thirty years, mainly in the Royal Navy, his hair turning white under shrouds across the
 world. Apparently, he’d long since quit the sea but penury and a taste for rum had driven him back upon it. He lowered his
 telescope now, pinched his nose between his closed eyes, sighed.


‘Well, man?’ snapped Link.

‘She’s a French frigate—’

‘I can see her apple-cheeked bow for myself. Means nothing,’ Link interrupted loudly to quell the muttering that arose. ‘Half
 those who sail the Bristol Roads are French prizes. But do ’ee know her?’


Engledue thrust out a lower lip. ‘She has the cut of the Marquis de Tourney. Captured by Chislet in the Lion in forty-seven.’


Those who had telescopes raised them. Jack whispered, hopefully, ‘She’s English, then?’

Red Hugh gave a faint smile. ‘She might be. But I’ve heard of ships that have been fought, captured, fought again, captured
 back, and that have flown under five different flags just in this one war. Wait, lad.’


‘So what will she carry?’ Link’s harsh voice came again.

Engledue turned to look at his master. ‘Perhaps, sir, I should give you my thoughts in private—’

Link shook his head. ‘The crew will see her sides for themselves soon enough. So tell us all your thoughts, if you please.’


‘I think she’s a cruiser of twenty-four guns.’ Engledue said quietly. ‘Nine- and six-pounders probably, for if she is the
 Tourney or her near sister, she’s not big enough for more.’


‘Big enough e’en so,’ muttered Red Hugh. Jack looked down the line of men. All seemed to share the Irishman’s opinion in their
 dropped eyes, their sudden frowns. He knew that they only carried eighteen guns and those mere four-pounders. He could see them now for they were all lashed alongside
 their ports on the quarterdeck, forecastle and poop. Though the Sweet Eliza was also born a frigate, she’d been converted to bear slaves, and the gun deck below that had served as their prison now
 contained only the trade goods being transported, its ports en flute, caulked shut against heavy seas. As a cavalryman, he knew little more about gunnery than he did about the ocean, but even
 he could tell that they were seriously outgunned.


‘What now?’ he whispered, a question apparent in the eyes of all who looked to the Captain and Lieutenant.

Aware of their attention, Link handed his eyeglass to his slave, Barabbas, who stood, as ever, a pace behind him. ‘Let us
 run out our guns anyway and not sit here like a mouse before a cat. Show ’em we mean to fight ’em.’


‘Even if we do not, Cap’n?’ It was Williams, the tattooed Welshman, who called down from the con, though his hands barely
 rested on the wheel.


Link glowered but held his temper. ‘Let’s see his colours before we decide that, man.’

The crew moved reluctantly to their guns, confusing Jack. ‘Why do they move so slowly? Surely Link will order them to fight?’

Red Hugh shook his head. ‘On a King’s ship he could command. But I’ve even heard of captains in the Royal Navy striking their
 colours without a shot, if the odds were impossible and the crew unwilling.’ He tipped his chin to the other ship, creeping
 slowly nearer. ‘And these odds do not look good.’


Jack had considered this possibility; anyone journeying the dangerous sea lanes of the Atlantic had to. He had no especial
 desire to be shot at by superior guns at a distance. He had seen men before the walls of Quebec stand in their red lines and
 receive shot, witnessed limbs shorn and heads lopped. Yet the idea of surrendering to a Frenchman without a fight …


The Irishman noticed the struggle on his face. A hand came onto his shoulder. ‘Still and all, lad, yon fellow might well hail
 from half a dozen other nations, including the English. As Link says, let’s wait till we see his colours.’


The man turned to observe the crew about the lashings on the gun carriages. Jack looked back over the rail, to the approaching
 ship. Perhaps he was thus the only man aboard who was not occupied with other tasks, the only man to see something stir the
 limp cloth at the stern of the ship. It was indeed a flag. It unfurled, and the instant it did he knew it. The same flag had
 preceded the regiments which had marched down upon him on the Plains of Abraham last year.


‘It’s white! White, by God. The Flag of the Bourbon, the flag of France!’

All turned at his cry. All saw. And several noticed what Jack had not – the wind that had stirred the flag now stirred the
 sails. A few moments later that same wind reached them, bringing to their nostrils heat and a strange, rich scent.


‘The wind, by Christ. Let’s get before it and outrun this poxy Frenchman,’ yelled Link.

‘But it’s a full quartering breeze, Captain,’ said his conman, Williams, ‘and he’ll be sailing large upon’t. While we’re in
 irons.’


Jack looked up. He may not have understood the jargon but he could see that they were heading prow first into the eye of the
 wind, the fore and aft sails barely drawing.


‘We’ll box-haul her, then,’ cried Link. ‘Pipe me “all hands”.’ While his boatswain, McRae, plied his pipe – though Jack was
 sure no one could be below deck – Link yelled, ‘Hold a larboard rudder. Get aloft and brace the foresails to larboard.’


Men ran for the foremast. The first had barely set his foot on the rigging when Engledue called out, ‘Sir, I submit it will
 take too long. We’re close-hauled on the larboard tack. And look!’


All followed his pointing hand. The Frenchman’s sails were full, though Jack thought it odd that only a few were flying.

The Captain explained it. ‘He’ll not fill his yards till he lays his boats alongside.’

‘Aye, Cap’n,’ replied Engledue, ‘but with respect, it will not take him long and he’ll be upon us when we’re halfway round.’

Link’s mottled face darkened at this opposition. But he knew his Lieutenant’s experience as well as any man there. And like
 any man there, he had no desire to spend time under shot or in a Bourbon prison. ‘What alternative do you suggest, man?’


‘Club-haul her, sir.’

The face darkened further. ‘What, and lose my main anchor?’

‘It will save us a glass, Cap’n. And a glass may get us to the Azores and a Portuguese harbour.’

A glass of sand ran for half an hour, Jack knew. Engledue was seeking to buy them the tiniest of leads.

All eyes looked to the Captain. The men on the foremast rigging had their feet suspended between rungs. Finally Link shrugged,
 then bellowed, ‘We’ll club-haul her. McRae, take the starboard watch to their anchor. Ingvarsson, get the men into the yards.
 Prepare to brace on the starboard tack.’


Red Hugh had moved over to Jack. ‘Do you have any idea what yer men are talking about?’

‘You know,’ replied Jack, ‘I speak French, Iroquois, Latin and Greek – and I haven’t a bloody clue!’

They may not have understood the words but actions and orders soon made this ‘club-hauling’ clear enough. Some men made ready
 the starboard anchor for its drop. Others tied line to the anchor ring, then hauled the rope the length of the ship to a hole just before the stern. The ship was now pointed directly into the wind and, as soon as it was in the
 eye of it, the fore and aft sails went limp, while the mainsails filled the wrong way. The Sweet Eliza began to drift slowly to stern.


Link called along the quarterdeck, with a touch of bitterness. ‘Since this is your idea, Engledue, perhaps you’d give the
 orders. And, by God, I’ll have your hide if you founder my ship.’


‘Aye, Captain.’ Engledue looked swiftly afore. ‘Now, men, now,’ he cried, and immediately the crew about the anchor began
 to let it out swiftly. ‘And the spring,’ he turned and shouted aft. ‘Lively now.’


The aft line, also attached to the anchor, was run out as fast. The ship continued to make sternway. Engledue was standing
 still, slap in the middle of the quarterdeck. His face was into the wind, his eyes shut.


‘Now, Lieutenant?’ Link queried testily.

‘A moment. A moment,’ came the murmur. The Sweet Eliza continued its drift to stern. Jack, even if he did not understand exactly what was happening, held his breath. He only expelled
 it when the Lieutenant suddenly opened his eyes and yelled, ‘Now!’


The Captain’s ‘Now!’ came hard upon it, and the aft crew immediately wound the spring line round a capstan, halting its tumble
 into the sea with the groan of rope suddenly tethered to wood, while the anchor continued to be paid out.
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