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Chapter 1





Eskdale Hall, Wiltshire, England. Summer 1807


The night had turned unseasonally chilly. Captain Sir Thomas Kydd sat before the fire with his particular friend, the Earl of Farndon, and his wife, who also happened to be Sir Thomas’s sister. The evening’s reception and stately ball had been accounted the most splendid held for many years, and he’d been introduced to a dizzying quantity of the county’s highest society, who’d been particularly attentive to the acclaimed sea hero. But now he gazed vacantly into the flames.


‘Are you not enjoying your Armagnac, Thomas?’ Cecilia asked in concern. ‘Nicholas keeps back his ’seventy-nine for your visits alone, my dear.’


‘Pray take no notice of me, sis. I’m in a complicated mood.’


‘Oh? What can this mean?’ she teased.


‘To tell it straight, Cec, my intellects are in a whirl for all the fanfaronade since we made port, and I’ve a mort of things to think on. I confess what I crave most is nothing more than to sit and stare at a wall for above a day.’


‘Well, I’ll allow the lot of a public hero is an active one.’ Lord Farndon – or Nicholas Renzi as he would always be known to his bosom friend – set down his glass and smiled indulgently. ‘Now, my dear fellow, you cannot persuade me that it was all of it a burden beyond bearing. I do recollect your distinct pleasure in telling me of the subscription dinner by members of the Exchange and the presentation of silver at its conclusion.’


‘Yes, that was handsomely done. Baltic traders at the Virginia and Baltick in Threadneedle Street in appreciation of my contribution to the safeguarding of their interests, even if I’m at a loss to fathom why an action in support of the Prussians counts as that.’


‘But that nasty fuss in the newspapers!’ Cecilia added, her face stormy. ‘Such words about your—’


‘Those scurvy villains are a contemptible crew and I’ll thank you to pay no mind to ’em, sis.’


Recalling the bitter turmoil that had followed a True Briton report of Kydd’s opinions after the notorious Popham trial, Renzi chuckled. ‘Well, that’s certainly no longer of any consequence to your sea prospects. Have you not received an intimation of the Admiralty’s entire satisfaction at your conduct?’


‘I did that,’ Kydd agreed. ‘A private letter from the first lord wishing to assure me of his continued interest in my naval career.’


‘Just so.’


‘And this is a rum one, Nicholas. Lord Camden, somebody big in government, wants me to be a Member of Parliament in the Tory interest.’


‘Why not, Thomas?’ Cecilia squealed. ‘You’d make a splendid figure standing up in the House with a speech as will make the scoundrels sit up and listen.’


‘No, sis. I’ve no hankering after arguments all the day long. Besides, when will I have time to take Tyger to sea?’


Renzi looked fondly at his friend. ‘So, Kydd of the Tyger it is, to be sure. Long may he sail the high seas against the King’s enemies!’


There was a trace of wistful envy in his voice, which Kydd knew came not from any wish to be a celebrated hero like himself but the knowledge that he could no longer taste the freedom of the sea in all its lure and mystery.


‘On another matter entirely,’ Renzi added quickly. ‘You said Toby Stirk – or is that Gunner’s Mate Stirk – did survive his injury?’ Renzi and Stirk had been with Kydd since his first days as a pressed man, and Renzi had seen him learn much from the leathery old seaman.


‘He did, Nicholas. Hard as nails but he was sadly knocked about and dead to the world for near two days. Came round after we arrived at Sheerness. We had the devil’s own job getting the beggar to agree to go ashore to the hospital for observing, and only my personal vow he wouldn’t be removed for another in Tyger had him off.’


Renzi gave a half-smile. ‘Dear fellow, I own I’m at the loftiest rank of society but there are moments I’d give it all away to possess the true-hearted devotion of the ship’s company of a fighting frigate like Tyger …’




Chapter 2
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The next day Kydd took coach in neat but anonymous gentleman’s dress. 


After the near hopeless battle against three frigates and the following desperate days nursing a wounded Tyger to her refuge, he craved space to find himself again, to get away somewhere blessedly remote, where the ferocious wars of Napoleon Bonaparte were another world, and to feel something of the old times when the only concerns were the success of the harvests and the jollities of market day. 


Tyger was under repair but had been given precedence by an Admiralty keen to show its intention of setting one of its most famous frigate captains at sea again as soon as may be. It had been classed a ‘small repair’, even though she’d suffered untold injuries, for, apart from a docking to replace the damaged strake between wind and water, there was nothing that would require taking down her hull. Nevertheless, an unknown number of weeks would pass until he could claim her. 


Before he could let the benison of rest do its healing, Kydd needed to journey to Sheerness to visit the hospital where so many Tygers were paying the price for his triumph. 


The last mile across the marshes from Queenborough brought back memories of the dark year of the great Nore mutiny where his destiny had changed irrevocably: from the prospect of a noose at the yard-arm to the felicity of treading the quarterdeck as a king’s officer.


It was humbling to be received joyfully by men with shattered limbs who would never again work a long splice or race aloft in the teeth of a gale for the honour of their ship. They would be turned ashore, the lucky ones to a berth in Greenwich Hospital, others to a sailor’s sad exile on land.


‘The gunner’s mate on your books,’ Kydd asked an orderly. ‘Tobias Stirk. Is he still here, by chance?’


‘Don’t rightly know. Gets these moods, like. Drifts off an’ no one knows where till he returns. Odd sort – and claims he won’t be bound by no long-shore coves tellin’ him what to do. I’ll see if’n he’s about.’


He wasn’t, and Kydd felt the stir of unease for the hard and fearless seaman of old, now taken with phantoms of doubt and mortality and wandering abroad in a futile effort to lay them to rest. He couldn’t leave without at least wishing his old shipmate a good recovery.


There was a drawing room for the families of visitors and Kydd settled in a chair to wait. On the table were newspapers and old issues of the Gentleman’s Magazine. He flicked through one but when he saw his name in it he turned it face down, embarrassed, and picked up another. 


From time to time, curious staff offered refreshments, with well-meant platitudes. Dusk drew in and a lamp was brought. He knew he should think about leaving: his continued presence would be causing awkwardness for the hospital. Should he write Stirk a note, perhaps a light touch about the time when they were both foremast hands in the old Duke William? Or not: he had remembered the man’s sense of pride and—


A figure appeared in the doorway, difficult to make out by the light of the single lamp.


‘Mr Stirk?’ 


‘Aye. They said y’ wanted t’ see me.’ The husky voice was defensive and Stirk removed his shapeless hat awkwardly.


‘Do come in and sit, Mr Stirk,’ Kydd said, wondering whether it had been such a mercy to seek the man out after all.


Stirk came forward into the light but remained standing. He was not in his usual comfortable seaman’s rig, instead wearing a shabby dark coat and a muffler. His eyes glittered in deep-sunken pits. 


‘I – I came to see how you were, Mr Stirk,’ Kydd ventured. It sounded affected before the reality of the fine old seaman who stood before him.


‘Sir. Nothin’ that can’t be put right by a spell o’ canvas-backing.’ This was a sailor’s term for taking refuge in his hammock.


‘They’re saying you’re out and about a lot. Are you—’


‘Got no right t’ tell you that,’ Stirk grated. ‘Poxy bastards! Sir.’


It was ridiculous, Kydd thought, for him to be sitting at his ease in an armchair while a man he admired more than most stood before him like a felon. Kydd got to his feet. ‘Are you in want of anything, Mr Stirk? Prize money is a long time coming and—’


‘I’m right ’n’ tight, Mr Kydd,’ he replied flatly.


‘Well, then—’


‘An’ I thanks ye for the askin’ of it.’


Was that a glimmering of feeling in his voice? ‘So you’ll be off soon to see your folk, I’d guess,’ Kydd chanced.


‘I might.’


‘How are they all? Romney Marsh, isn’t it? A fine place this time of year.’


‘Cap’n. It was right dimber of ye to see me, an’ I’ll not keep ye any longer.’ His voice had dropped so low Kydd struggled to hear.


He wanted to reach out to Stirk but there seemed an unbridgeable gulf between them. The tough, indomitable figure was bearing the strain of something beyond his mastering but was trapped in the husk of his own iron-hard character. 


‘Well, yes, time to leave,’ Kydd said. Then he paused as if contemplating a sudden idea. ‘To tell the truth, I’m off to seek a mort of quiet to settle my thoughts. I’m looking for a place to stay as is peaceful and out of the way. What do you say to Hythe by the Marsh?’


There was no response, merely a steady gaze from unblinking black eyes.


‘Stage to Maidstone, another to the coast, as I remember. Oh, and I’d be gratified should we travel together,’ he added casually. If he could just get Stirk to his family …


‘No.’


‘May I know why not?’ Was the distance between them too much?


‘’Cos we don’t live there any more.’


‘Where …?’


There was the slightest hesitation, then: ‘Scotland. Dunlochry.’


‘I’m not certain I’ve heard of it.’ 


‘Had to skin out o’ the Marsh. Revenoo took against m’ young bro. Had t’ quick find somewhere quiet, like.’


Kydd held silent for a moment. ‘Quiet? This Dunlochry sounds just the place to lay up for a while and hoist in some peace.’


‘You’d be going all the ways up there?’ Stirk said slowly, the sunken eyes never leaving his. 


‘The barky’s in for some weeks. I’ve got the time.’


The moment hung.


‘It’s a wee place. They’ll realise you’re—’


‘I’ll go as plain Mr Thomas Paine, heading north with my old friend Tobias Stirk. No one to know else. Right?’




Chapter 3
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It was days on the road by the Glasgow mail, but there was little opportunity to talk because Stirk had taken it upon himself to ride outside. They ate together at the stops but Stirk was still held in some sort of inner thrall that did not admit others: he answered only in monosyllables. 


Then it was two days in a cramped, fast packet to the new whisky-distillery town of Oban on the Firth of Lorne in the Hebrides.


Kydd stood on the little quay in the tentative sunshine. The wild beauty of the Western Isles reached out to him, ramparts of blue hills, islets beyond counting and an unutterable sense of remoteness. If he was going to lay the ghosts of the recent past it would be here.


Stirk had left him with the baggage and returned a little later. 


‘Thought I’d turn up the little scroat in the Three Bushels,’ he rasped. With him was a wild-eyed youth, who regarded Kydd with suspicion. ‘Mr Paine – this’n is Jeb, m’ younger brother. An’ Jeb, Mr Paine’s a gent who’s come here for a spell o’ resting. Now, you minds y’r manners – he’s an old matey o’ mine and I’ll not have him vexed b’ your rowdy ways.’


Stirk humped their baggage to the end of the quay and dropped it into a half-deck ketch strewn with fishing gear. Without a word he swarmed down a mooring line and landed lightly on the after end. Not hesitating, Kydd did the same.


Jeb looked on with respect. ‘As ye’ve been a sailor, then, Mr Paine,’ he said, as he alighted and went forward to see to the lines.


Before he threw off the tiller beckets, Stirk lifted up a corner of the untidy mass of nets to reveal three small casks. He spluttered an oath. ‘Ye just can’t leave it alone, can ye, y’ clinking fool?’ He let the nets drop and spat pointedly over the side. ‘I see any more an’ you’re out o’ here, cully!’


A black mood descended, and Stirk set sullenly about the hoisting of sails and casting off. Kydd took the main-sheet and they leaned to the wind and out into the choppy waters of the firth. 


The scenery was dramatic. Caught by the sun the bare Hebridean islands lay with spreading pale beaches and black rocks stretching seaward, throwing up surf in vivid white against the deep green of the sea, the more distant islands scattered in a romantic misty blue-grey. Despite its beauty, the seaman in Kydd knew it could all change within minutes: the dark skerries at the edge of the islets would turn to cruel fangs to tear out the bowels of any vessel lost in the murk.


They made good speed, the red sails board-taut, and the breeding of the plain but stout Scottish fishing boat shone through. 


Kydd slid along to Stirk at the tiller. ‘What’s her name?’


He thought the big man hadn’t heard but then came a gruff, ‘Maid o’ Lorne. As belongs t’ my sister’s husband.’


‘Sister?’


‘It’s what I said, didn’t I?’ Stirk caught himself and turned to him, stricken. ‘Sorry, Mr K— Paine. Didn’t mean t’ go ye. Ain’t m’self lately.’ His hand fidgeted on the tiller. ‘Jeb’s to take her out wi’ some island younkers as crew, like. Herring, and long-lining for haddock and whiting, mebbe some cod.’


At the fore Jeb looked obstinately away. He’d given up the helm and authority of the boat without question to Stirk, and Kydd sensed there was much not being said.


‘How far’s your Dunlochry?’ Kydd asked Stirk.


‘This’n is the Sound o’ Mull.’ He gestured at the long sea passage ahead. ‘We’s on the outer coast t’ larb’d.’


They emerged into the open waters and the power of the Atlantic’s vast reaches: a massive swell, wind-driven to surging white-tipped waves. As though born to it, Maid conformed in an easy long lift and fall, effortless in her economic movements.


This was a different realm from the close lochs and firths of the inner isles – more remote, a wildness Kydd had never seen before. He suppressed a smile at the thought of how Renzi would react to them: the sublimity would, without a doubt, have brought on a paean or two, even if his friend was as aware as he himself was of their deadly character to the unwary mariner.




Chapter 4





Dunlochry, Isle of Mull, Scotland


By the time they had reached the sharp foreland pointed out as the entrance to Dunlochry, Kydd had prised most of the story out of Stirk.


His sister, Constance, had married a Scot who held a valuable position as gamekeeper to the laird of the Isle of Mull. They lived in an estate cottage. When Jeb’s difficulties with the Revenue had cropped up, he had thought to come here and lie low with his sister, the understanding being that he would make his way by working the Maid. It had not been a complete success, Stirk’s younger brother being so headstrong and unreliable.


‘And your folks?’ Kydd asked politely.


‘A year or so back, in Kent. Ain’t no more.’


‘And so …’


‘These ’ere are all the kin I got.’


Around the point a deeply indented bay opened up, snugly sheltered between weathered dark cliffs by a twist of topography. Steep tree-stippled slopes converged on a small village with a tiny jetty and a gaggle of boats at moorings in the barely ruffled inlet.


They dropped the mainsail and glided in, the smell of pines, heather and the stink of fish mingled with the smoke of peat-fires coming out to enfold them in a fragrant welcome.


Curious eyes watched them disembark. As Stirk straightened, there was a hail, and a short, stout individual lumbered across. ‘Wha’ hae, m’ fine friend!’ he puffed, clapping Stirk familiarly on the shoulder. ‘Away wi’ ye, but it’s bin a hoora long time.’ Shrewd eyes swept over Kydd. ‘Then who’s this’n?’ The Scottish burr had fallen away to a more understandable English at Kydd’s appearance.


‘It’s … an old navy shipmate. Name o’ Paine.’


‘Aye. Well, pleased t’ take the hand of owt who knows Toby, Mr Paine.’


Stirk introduced him to Kydd. ‘This is Brian McFadden. We calls ’im Laddie. Hails from the south, like we. Owns the fishing boat, Aileen G,’ he added.


Kydd shook hands, taking in the hard, calloused grip. The life of a fisherman would be far from easy in these waters.


‘Mr Paine, I’d be obliged should ye go wi’ Laddie to the White Lion in town while I sees m’ sister, like. Pony an’ trap will be along for ye after.’


Stirk lifted his sea-bag and swung it over his shoulder, then stumped off up the hill out of Dunlochry.


‘I’ll be takin’ your bags an’ all, Mr Paine,’ McFadden said, rapidly sizing Kydd up. ‘Nowt to worry on.’


The diminutive village consisted of a short main street – a church at the higher end and two taphouses by the waterfront, with several shops between in an uneven row of houses. The late-afternoon sun had tempted several patrons to take their beer at the tables outside and they looked up with guarded curiosity.


Inside the White Lion a comfortable stink of sawdust and beer toppings lay thickly on the air, and there was an animated hum of conversation from the men at the tables. A fiddler played to himself in a corner and a tapster idly cleaned the counter.


As they found a table, talk tailed off and faces turned: creased, work-worn features, characterful and wary.


‘What can I get you, Mr McFadden?’ Kydd asked. It fell into a stony silence. The man stared back at him, unblinking. ‘A beer – or is it a whisky you Scots prefer?’ Feeling every eye on him, Kydd started to ask again but then eased into a smile. ‘I’m sorry, Laddie, I didn’t ask properly, did I?’


McFadden’s weathered face split into a grin. ‘Aye, ye dinnae.’ He swivelled around and called loudly to the tapster, ‘A shant o’ gatter, twice, Angus lad.’


The conversations about them resumed.


The beer was dark and strong. Kydd relished it, after so long with fine wines, and eased back in his chair. He allowed McFadden to make the running. It turned out that Stirk had come to his rescue in a street brawl in his youth. Stirk’s family was liked in Dunlochry, even if they kept to themselves most of the time. And if it wasn’t too personal, could he know how Mr Paine, with the cut of the gent about him, had got to know the likes of Toby Stirk?


It was easy enough recounted. In perfect truth he told of his press-ganging into Duke William and Stirk’s inspiration to him as a young seaman. Their ways had parted but they’d met again, and Kydd, being of a mind to seek a spell of peace, had come up here with him.


‘So ye’ve done well out o’ Boney’s war, then, Mr Paine?’


‘Better than some,’ was all Kydd would say, giving a saintly smile.


True to his word, Stirk soon arrived with the pony and trap.


‘Ah, Connie’s fine an’ all, but ’ud be much obliged if you asks accommodation here, seein’ as the cottage ain’t in proper shape t’ have ye stay.’


‘Of course.’


‘An’ begs you’ll sup wi’ us tonight.’ 


It was a long drive up a rutted road not much better than a sheep run, through glens and around the bare crests of hills to the edge of a wood. The stone cottage was snug and well-kept; a vegetable garden laid out in orderly rows among a bright profusion of foxgloves. A whitewashed kitchen was hung with hams and spotless copper utensils. The neat and colourfully ornamented rooms spoke of tranquillity and contentment.


They sat down at a scrubbed-pine table as an awed maid bustled at the dishes. Kydd was given the place of honour opposite the host, Stirk at his right hand. 


Conscious of the quality of Stirk’s gentleman friend they were stiff with reserve, but soon melted at Kydd’s earnest praise of the game pie. Mr McGillie was a dignified, upright Scot, with curiously neat manners. When he spoke, all listened respectfully to his slow-voiced and precise opinions. His two boys sat in awed quiet, fixing Kydd with wide eyes, and Old Widow McGillie pursed her lips in vague disapproval.


The rosy-cheeked Connie McGillie was transparently proud of her brother and insisted that he tell of his adventures on the seven seas, tales that she was sure her guest would not credit in a thousand years. At Stirk’s red-faced hesitation, an amused Kydd was assured that her brother was not one for many words but after the whisky came out there might be more.




Chapter 5





[image: Image Missing]


The evening had been a sovereign remedy for his hurry of spirits – and the next morning Kydd borrowed a gnarled stick and set off for the cliff-tops to take his fill of the fine views.


It was a steep climb out of the village but he soon found his stride.


Four or five miles ahead in the glittering sea a pair of islands stretched across his vision. They were effectively the guardians of Dunlochry, a rampart against the open Atlantic beyond, that would throw a lee to all but a south-westerly.


Kydd breathed deeply. The Outer Isles – no more distant and lonely place could be conceived. 


In winter, with howling gales and lashed by storms, it would be a very different place but now it reached out to him. There was not a thing of man in sight – and he was utterly on his own with his thoughts, which returned to what he had so recently gone through aboard Tyger.


He stopped walking. A lump grew in his throat and he sat on a flat rock to look out on the limitless sea through fast misting eyes as emotion took hold. His head dropped and he surrendered to the feeling invading his soul, a long, racking and consuming passion born of that experience of carnage and heroism, peril and desperation – what might so easily have been and what triumphantly was. It swept over him like a torrent, cleansing and scouring, leaving him shuddering and weak with the unstoppable force of it all.


Then as if in a dream of long ago he heard a voice.


Infinitely kind and gentle, one that his reason had clung to in the gulf of years that separated the famous frigate captain of now from a young seaman in his first skirmish against the enemy, a voice that had then seen him through to the other side. ‘How’s this, Tom, m’ old shipmate? Somethin’ has ye by the tail, then?’ 


Low and concerned, just as it had been so long ago.


But the hand on his shoulder was real enough. He rubbed his eyes, looked up and saw Stirk’s seamed face drawn in care. It brought on another bout of uncontrollable feeling and he reached for control.


‘I – I’m s-sorry, Toby, j-just came over me.’


It sounded foolish but he couldn’t help it. 


‘Don’t be sorry, cuffin. Things in life, well, they’s natural an’ we has t’ see ’em through ourselves and be buggered to any who says else.’


The same patient, practical good sense.


‘Why … why did you come here?’


‘Someone said as how you’re heading up these ’ere cliffs an’ I came to warn ye off ’em. So easy t’ slide over the edge – it gets a sousing from th’ rain.’


‘Thanks, Toby. It’s right … oragious in you, cully.’ The words he had used in a past existence. 


The hand patted his shoulder awkwardly. ‘Look, mate. How’s about we two duck down to the kiddleywink and sink a jar or three? Right handsome lot they is in the Lion.’


With rising feeling Kydd realised Stirk had seen him in difficulties and reacted as he would with a messmate. Kind, understanding words and the extending of the rugged mateship of the foremast jack.


There was no need for pretence: he was being treated as any other shipmate – in a man-o’-war that was home to half the races of the world, quirks of character and origin were passed over. 


Kydd pulled himself together. ‘Toby. Can I talk straight with you?’


‘Tom, mate, it’s a sad thing if’n ye thought ye couldn’t.’


‘We’re … we’re talking here as if … all those years … well, as if nothing happened.’


‘Aye. An’ I figured as that’s how it should be, youse bein’ set hard a-weather, like.’


‘It is. Toby, I’d take it very kindly should you stay that way for me for a space. I’ve had a – a grievous lot to take in lately as a whole parcel o’ gentlefolk could never understand. Could you?’


‘In course, matey. Could be we c’n bear a hand f’r each other,’ he murmured. Then, in a stronger voice, ‘Right then, cully. We’s for the Lion?’


‘I’ll be with you presently, Toby. Just want to be on my own for a while.’




Chapter 6
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Stirk set off down the path with a fixed expression. Seeing his old messmate in such straits had disturbed him more than he cared to admit. Kydd had reached out to him. Was it to do with the stiff fight they’d all been through? He himself had taken a knock and since then had been plagued by nightmares of hours at the guns, going at it like a madman. Then whispers of fear stealing in. Was he was getting old, no longer carefree, not so spry on his feet when it came to the absolutes of combat to a lethal conclusion? 


There were others coming on ready to take his place. War at sea, these days, was a young man’s game: the harsh conditions, constant threat, endless sea duty. However, in his very being Stirk was a deep-sea mariner and wanted no other life. The prospect of leaving it was impossible to contemplate.


His thoughts returned to Kydd. He could only dimly perceive that the lot of a captain was different. He’d known Kydd as a callow young sailor and even then had seen he was cut from broader cloth. In a way Stirk had secretly gloried in his advancement, first past himself and then across the near unbridgeable divide between fo’c’sle and quarterdeck.


He bore no resentment or jealousy because he took Kydd for what he was – a born seaman and leader of men – and had actively sought out his ships to join; he trusted him completely. Even in Tyger, which he’d known was in mutiny, he’d taken it for granted that Kydd would sort things out.


To be a captain, that was a rum thing to think on. True, they had all the honour and comforts going but he, as a gunner’s mate, would have no hesitation in passing a knotty problem up the tree to an officer – that was what they were paid for, wasn’t it?


He suspected that officers didn’t have the same close-knit intimacy born of danger and interdependence that seamen took for granted and could call upon at any time without shame. And a captain – he had no one. Kydd had taken Tyger into battle with not a soul to talk freely with, to offer suggestions, to argue with, or after the event to say he’d done the right thing – or not. Yes, before there was Mr Renzi, of course, but now he was a noble lord, tending his grand estate.


Tom Kydd would find his old messmate Stirk there when he needed him, and be buggered to what any cove made of that.


With that thought, he felt better.




Chapter 7
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The first dark ale at the White Lion went down with relish, and Stirk was about to put in for a threepenny ordinary when he felt his sleeve twitched. ‘Laddie! Ye gave me such a start—’


‘Toby, I needs t’ talk wi’ ye,’ McFadden whispered, looking about nervously.


‘I’m listenin’, mate.’


‘Not ’ere! I cannae— what I wants t’ say is private, you ’n’ me, like.’


At this hour in the afternoon the snug was free and Stirk settled next to him by the inglenook of an unlit fire. ‘Well, what’s it about, then, Laddie?’


The man looked away, as if wrestling with a decision, then leaned closer. ‘It’s a sad puzzle I has, Toby, an’ no one to tell it to for near a twelve-month.’


‘An’ now ye’re going to split wi’ me.’


‘You’re the only one I trusts, Toby, ye know that.’


‘I don’t peach on m’ friends, if that’s y’r meaning.’


‘No, mate, it’s more’n that.’ 


Furtively checking that no one was watching, he felt about in his breeks. His calloused hand slowly uncurled and in his palm was a single golden coin. ‘Toby, I knows ye’ve seen near everythin’ on y’r voyaging about on the high seas. I want ye to tell me what this is. Go on, take it, an’ have a good look.’


Stirk inspected the coin. All of an inch across, it was of substantial thickness, ornately stamped with a large, equal-sided cross on one side and filigree work. ‘It’s Spanish, Laddie, I’ll give ye that. But it ain’t one I know, mate. Pieces-of-eight, why they’s silver only, an’ I dare t’ say are made better’n this.’


That only made McFadden more excited. ‘Yair, as I reckon too. Now I has m’ ideas about this’n and I’d give anything t’ know for sure.’


‘Ye’ve found treasure, is th’ size of it. Am I right, cuffin?’


McFadden’s eyes glittered. Then he sat back with a sigh. ‘Aye, lad. I think I have, but it’s not in m’ hands. An’ that’s the rub – this gets out, an’ every man on the island’ll be down firkling about like demons an’ I’ll lose it.’


‘Ye can’t get at it y’self, and are a-feared t’ go asking as y’r secret’ll get shared.’


‘Like y’ say.’


‘Well, now, an’ you’re at a stand. Either ye tells someone and loses y’r secret or you don’t, an’ ye never gets to lay hands on y’r treasure.’


McFadden winced. ‘True enough.’


Stirk raised an eyebrow. ‘Ye’d better lay it before me, cully. Y’ knows I’d give ye a right steer.’


‘An’ promise not t’ tell?’


‘On m’ honour, Laddie – as can be sealed wi’ a muzzler of ale.’


Stirk’s price duly met, McFadden lowered his voice. ‘It’s like this. When I fishes an’ it comes on to blow I generally makes f’r the lee of one o’ they outer islands, Coll, Tiree or similar, and short-line for plaice an’ eel. One time, last autumn it was, I was in with one of ’em – never mind which – and I’m in close, sees one o’ them sea caverns, not s’ big, and decides to bait up for conger just off it.


‘While I’m laying out m’ lines I notices there’s a wreck bung up in the cavern. An old ’un, ye can always tell. We’ve more’n our share o’ shipwrecks in these waters so I doesn’t notice. There’s a good bite an’ we fights until I hauls him in, a right knaggy conger. I tells the skinker t’ settle him an’, it gettin’ on for dusk, heads back an’ I send him home. While there’s still light I guts the catch, an’ when I get t’ the eel … out pops this’n!’


‘Ye’re sayin’ he ate the coin?’ Stirk chuckled.


‘Fish go for bright ’n’ shiny things, y’ fool, everyone knows that.’ McFadden snorted.


‘So what’s it mean?’


‘Right, well, a conger don’t stray much. He finds a hole in th’ rocks an’ stays there, comin’ out to take any fish or such as passes.’


‘So?’


‘Can’t ye see it? If he took the coin it’s because it was right there, an’ couldn’t be anywhere else ’cos he don’t go a-cruisin’ like other fish.’


‘And—’


‘Yeah! The coins – they’re spillin’ out o’ the wreck. We got to go there an’ get diggin’ quick. But if I goes an’ they see me worritin’ away at th’ wreck all day, why, it’s all over begob!’


‘You think …’


‘That there shipwreck is from y’r Spanish Armada as was, them years ago. A fortune o’ gold aboard and, like them others, piles ashore in a storm. Could be a treasure s’ high a man can’t jump over it. Think on it, Toby – if we can get our fists on it we’d live like lords for th’ rest of our days!’


Stirk’s eyes gleamed. ‘We, y’ said?’


‘I can’t do it on m’ own, Toby. Come in wi’ me and it’ll just be we two …’


‘We gotta plan well, then, matey. Has ye any ideas?’


‘Yeah. I takes ye there and y’ slips over the side and gets in the cavern. I forgot t’ mention, there’s no way y’ can get down into it from above, and it’s out o’ sight anyways. That’s why no one’s touched it, see.’


‘So I digs an’ sweats while you’re a-catchin’ y’r fish.’


‘Y’ knows I can’t be seen at it, Toby,’ McFadden said reproachfully.


‘Don’t take on so, cuffin. I’ll do it f’r such a prize, never fear. Now, first thing is t’ be sure this is what y’ say, out of an Armada barky. If not, there ain’t goin’ to be more gold – stands to reason. No other ship has treasure chests.’


‘And how are we goin’ t’ do that? Can’t ask about – the laird hears of it an’ he’ll not rest until he’s got it all, the bastard.’


‘Well, now, and I might ’ave an idea on that, Laddie …’


Kydd would be coming in for his bracer soon, and who better? He could be trusted and he had a head-piece. He would know what it was or how to find out.


But he was an officer and they had a different slant on things. What if he took it into his noggin to tell the Revenue or such? Kydd was a true north sort of cove right enough and if he … No, he wouldn’t. He knew the way of a Jack Tar and right now didn’t he want to be a part of it? He’d not turn them in.
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When Kydd entered Stirk gave a cheery hail. ‘What ho, Tom, mate! Bring y’r arse to anchor wi’ us.’ Whatever had passed up there on the heights seemed to have done him a power of good. ‘What’ll ye have?’


Kydd gave a wry smile. ‘The usual, Toby.’


Stirk turned and bellowed, ‘A jorum of y’r finest ale – with th’ splicin’s!’


After it had arrived, Stirk beckoned him closer. ‘I’ve a favour t’ beg of ye, Tom. See, Laddie here’s found somethin’ and he’s vexed t’ know what it is.’


‘Oh?’


‘He wants it to be like, confidential, no bugger t’ know he has it or they’ll be after him. So ye’ll keep it to y’rself?’


‘If that’s what he’s asking.’ Kydd glanced at McFadden curiously.


‘Right. Here it is.’ Stirk pushed out a fist, leaving the coin gleaming on the rough table.


Kydd shielded his hand as he palmed it up, looked at it closely, then passed it back.


‘Well?’ Stirk demanded, with a frown.


‘Laddie, where did you get this?’


‘Never mind. What is it, f’r God’s sake?’


‘No question. This is a gold doubloon, dates back a ways, time of Good Queen Bess, I shouldn’t wonder.’


‘Spanish Armada, like.’


‘You could say that, yes.’


Stirk and McFadden exchanged triumphant glances. ‘Well, that’s right good in ye t’ tip us the wink. We’s obliged.’


Kydd’s face tightened in suspicion. ‘You’ve found this, haven’t you? Came up in your fishing gear. A wreck or similar.’


‘Told ye he was a sharp ’un,’ Stirk muttered.


‘Your duty’s clear – it’s to report to the Receiver of Wreck directly, no delay. Else you’ll have every kind of juggins up to hookum snivey to plunder it.’


‘I never said it come from a piggin’ wreck, did I?’ McFadden retorted hotly. ‘’S mine, an’ that’s the truth!’


‘Stow it, Laddie. It came from y’r poor ole aunt as died, didn’t it? No need t’ trouble that Receiver gullion then.’
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Next morning the inaugural meeting of the Dunlochry Treasure Company took place, Tobias Stirk in the chair and secretary Brian McFadden recording. There being no others present they came quickly to the business before the meeting.


‘Equal shares – equal rhino,’ Stirk stated. ‘All them in favour?’


‘If it means if a cove puts in more pewter an’ he gets back more’n the other’s share o’ the cobbs, I’m agin it!’


‘No, mate. Chair says as we all puts in the same. Them as hangs back loses their share.’


‘How much—’


‘I’ve a bit put by, if’n you’s short. Now we votes. All in favour?’


‘Aye.’


‘Carried. So y’r boat comes in wi’ Maid o’ Lorne. Rest of it is—’


‘Hold, y’ scallywag. If your boat’s in that means Jeb Stirk has t’ be in on it too. Can’t sail her else. Does he get shares?’


‘Does yourn Wee Laurie get shares? No, cully. Boat ’n’ crew all the same – one share.’


Chair then called an intermission. After pots had been duly refreshed the meeting came to order.


‘So what’s next up?’


‘We go get the treasure!’


‘Not s’ fast, Toby! If we goes and—’


‘It’s Mr Chair.’


‘Bugger Mr Chair! I’m sayin’ as how I stand t’ lose everything once ye sees where it is. What’s to stop ye crackin’ on one night an’ liftin’ it all for y’r self?’


‘Ye’re a chuckle-headed ninny, Laddie, but you’ve a fine heart. If’n that was m’ lay I could’ve asked y’r little skinker where ye went that had a wreck in a cave, right? We got to be in it as muckers or we’ll get nothin’, savvy?’
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Early the following day two fishing boats hoisted their red sails and left Dunlochry, heading south-west past the holy island of Iona as if making for the rising shoals of mackerel in the open sea.


Aboard Aileen G and Maid, however, there was unrestrained glee, for in a few hours they could be as rich as barons. Both Jeb and Wee Laurie had been told their mission only once they were out, their silence secured by the strictest oaths and the certain promise that if any blathered a word they would end up with nothing.


When they were well out to sea and the horizon innocent of land, they bore up for Tiree, to its remote south-west tip, passing inside the long, menacing black reefs of the Skerryvore to reach the end of the island. Even in the glory of the early-morning sun there was an unsettling, sinister air about the place. On this side the light of day could not touch the gloom of the craggy fastness. The sea heaved and struck in sullen white explosions against the dark coast, and as they neared the tortured tumble of rocks, it seemed impossible that they could reach through to the glittering prize that lay inside.


Aileen G sailed by a long grey-sand beach and low pass leading down it to the precipitous pinnacles of the next point. Following on closely, Maid doused her main at the same time and the two eased on their sheets to come to, just beyond the highest headland and close to an inward twist in the tall crags.


It was as Laddie had said: a narrow inlet flanked by two majestic buttresses and there, on a stony slope leading to the impenetrable dark of a sea cave, the blackened remains of a considerably sized wreck.


All about were seaweed-covered rocks, even in this good weather seething and soughing – some unknown captain had achieved a miracle to con his ship through into this last haven in dark and storm to what he must have thought was blessed safety.


The cave, however, had been a deadly trap for there was no way out: the vertical outside rock-face was a hopeless barrier, and no soul could have survived the swim of a mile or more through the currents while being hurled against razor-sharp barnacled reefs.


Anchors were cast – two, this close.


The malefic aura reached out and quietened both boats as Stirk prepared. He looked down into the opaque green depths and shuddered. No sailor cast himself into the sea without good reason but there was nothing else for it.


In loose tunic and trousers he eased himself over the side. 


The cruel cold bit into him but he wasn’t going to let it deter him. He struck out for the slope, feeling the great surge and pull of the swell as he made for his goal, now looking so far away.


A clumsy swimmer, Stirk progressed slowly across the thirty yards to shore. He’d taken it on partly to be sure there was fair play but also to see for himself what lay in wait for them. Puffing like a walrus, he finally felt the pebble seabed under him and emerged on all fours next to the wreck timbers.


He had a light cord tied to his trouser belt at the back, which he used to pull in an oilskin bundle floating on a pig’s bladder. It contained a warm jacket, a short spade and a pick.


Throwing a quick reassuring wave, he crunched forward, sizing up the task. 


The ship lay sagging and spiritless, the ribs gaunt and jagged, weed slimed and decayed. The decks had long since collapsed and the timbers been driven clear; the outline of the frames was now stark and unrelieved. Stirk moved past the beached hull towards the bow and entered the cave proper. It was dim and stank richly of seaweed and brine. Every step on the shards and pebbles echoed sharply.


He shivered: up this far he might be coming on the bones of long-dead sailors – or, worse, trespassing on the haunt of mermaids and sirens. Every nerve on edge, Stirk fought down his fears and entered the wreck through the skeletal ribs. It was almost unrecognisable, a jumble of anonymous weathered timbers and decay above the tide-line and below it more of the same, green-slimed.


He stumbled about inside, looking for anything that could bring life to the remains, but it was quite bare. The ship’s bottom timbers curved away and he made out foot-waling above it; the decks overhead were completely gone. The wreck had been scoured clean.


It was a bitter blow. Here and there were shapeless, encrusted masses but a few exploratory blows with the edge of the spade showed them to be mast stumps, the iron of fittings, a tangle of heavy cable nearly eaten away – nothing resembling a treasure chest.


Shuddering with the bite of the wind he stumped about, trying to think. It was no good hacking at the wreck – these were the last vestiges, the hold and bottom timbers. Nothing more was below it.


If anything had fallen out, could it be on the tiny beach next to the remains? He clambered out and at random attacked the hard-packed silty sand and rock fragments.


Half an hour’s solid work revealed nothing more than sand fleas, a pair of energetic little crabs and a rapidly filling hole. 


He straightened, glancing out into the brightness of the sea. Maid was there, dutifully ‘fishing’, while Aileen would be out of sight around the point expecting a signal. All aboard were waiting for his sudden cry of discovery.


Wearily he went further down, nearer the water and began again. After twenty minutes he knew he was beaten. Neither in the wreck nor outside it was there the slightest sign of treasure. If there was any, it would take an army of diggers and even then …


He paused to think. It was odd. Wrecks he’d seen, even old ones, had in them at least a few sad and poignant reminders of those who had lived and died in them. A barnacled pewter tankard, galley pots, a trinket, masses of rigging and blocks from the boatswain’s stores, fittings, bottles. 


Why had this ship been picked clean as a whistle?


His brow furrowed as he pondered the mystery. Then the answer burst in with a finality that put paid to the whole venture. The conger eel! 


They were all nothing but a crowd o’ loobies. If the eel had swallowed the coin, by definition it must have been under water! He smacked his forehead in realisation.


Stepping back a pace or two from the wreck he sighted down it. Sure enough there was a slight but definite incline. Over the years the seas had surged into the cave and, bit by bit, washed all that was movable down into the ocean. In despair he went to the water’s edge and stared bitterly at the innocent waves. In the depths, within yards of where he stood, was their treasure – but as far out of reach as though it were on the moon.
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‘Chair says brother Laurie shuts his trap an’ gets the ale. Meetin’ has a mort o’ thinking t’ do.’


‘Aye! A right settler for them as don’t deserve it!’ spluttered Jeb. ‘Why, if we’d have—’


‘For Chrissakes!’ roared Stirk. ‘Put a reef in y’r jawin’ tackle! ’Less anyone has somethin’ t’ offer, keep y’r gob shut!’


It wasn’t meant to be like that, and the frustration was keenly felt by all of them. To know a fabulous treasure lay almost within arm’s reach was too much to bear.


‘We throws out a grapnel an’ drags it up?’ McFadden offered.


‘Don’t be a ninny, Laddie! They’re not in the chest any more – that’s how y’r conger got one. They’s scattered about over the bottom o’ the sea.’


Jeb sullenly interjected. ‘Y’ told us once how in the Caribbee there’s natives as dive f’r coins you throw in the sea. What’s wrong wi’ us—’


‘’Cos we ain’t divers! Born to it, they is, like fish. And in them seas it’s as clear as glass an’ they can see what they’re a-doing.’


The shareholders of Dunlochry Treasure Company slumped back.


Laurie came back with the ale. ‘Has ye done wi’ your havering?’


Too depressed for words, Stirk only growled at the lad.


‘Then why don’t ye ask Mr Paine? He’s a knowin’ gent, won’t mind helpin’ us out.’


‘We can’t. ’Twould mean a-tellin’ him what we’re doin’, an’ he’s down on it.’ But as he spoke Stirk realised that Kydd wouldn’t turn them in: the worst that could happen would be a refusal to help.


‘He’s at the hall, suppin’ whisky while the young lasses dance,’ confided Laurie.


‘Go an’ ask him t’ step this way, it’s important. Mind ye say it politely, like.’


Kydd soon arrived, a look of concern on his features. ‘Laurie said you’d a serious problem, Toby. I hope I can help.’


Stirk cleared his throat. The others crowded forward, silent and watchful. ‘It’s like this’n, Tom.’ He swallowed and avoided his gaze. ‘When I asks ye for a steer wi’ the coin, I didn’t tell it all, an’ it’s gettin’ to me as I wasn’t square with ye.’


‘Oh?’ Kydd said carefully, drawing up a chair.


‘Well, ye’re right an’ all, we’ve found treasure.’


‘Ah! And you want to know where to hand it in.’


‘Not as we should say, Mr K—, that is, Mr Paine. See, we’ve found it but can’t get at it an’ was hopin’ ye’d see y’r way free to givin’ us some advice.’


Kydd frowned. ‘Let’s be clear on this, Toby. You say—’


‘Tom, mate. We found a wreck right ’nough, Spanish Armada an’ all. Nobody knows of it. Ye can’t get at it from the shore-side, so everything’s still there. So we gets together a little venture an’ goes out to dig it up. Trouble is …’


He tailed off at Kydd’s look. ‘Toby. You’re asking me to compound a felony by assisting you to—’


‘No, no, mate! Whatever we does, that’s our own business. All we’re askin’ is a course t’ steer. Nothin’ to clap t’ your tally a-tall!’


‘Oh?’ 


‘Well, could be there’s not one piddlin’ syebuck there, but we has a notion t’ try, is all.’


‘Go on.’ The liberal measures of highland whisky he’d enjoyed at the hall were doing nothing for his concentration but he heard Stirk out. The least he could do was to give his opinion to an old shipmate.
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Maid bobbed to her anchor off the cave, and Kydd strained to see what he could of the wreck. It was on a small pebble beach within a terrifying twist of rock and had the sombre dignity of centuries about it.


He surveyed the area carefully, squinting as the pain behind his eyes became intrusive – generosity in the matter of libation at his offer of counsel had not been stinted. The incline was certainly enough over time to account for the wreck washed clean, but had the contents been scattered on the seabed below?


The first thing was to make soundings. 


They had brought a coracle with them and Stirk set out in it. Under Kydd’s direction he paddled it on a straight course and lowered a lead-line at regular intervals.


Kydd soon had a picture: the beach incline led into the sea and quickly levelled to a flattish firm silt undersea plain, at this state of tide, of the order of three fathoms deep over a respectable area. There must have been high-water springs when the ship struck for it would never have cleared it otherwise. There was every possibility that whatever had been brought down had settled and gone no further.


On its own, however, this was not enough. The area was within two buttresses of rock, which would have protected it from the worst of the seas, but the most insidious foe would have been tide scour, currents regularly swirling back and forth about the craggy points as the water ebbed and flowed. It would not have been long before loose objects had tumbled into deeper water.


Kydd took in the situation carefully. Tides were always local and could take any number of courses, even down to individual outcrops of rock. Here, with the tide on the make, he could see from the pattern of ripples that, while it passed offshore, the little bay itself was not disturbed.


Almost certainly the relics were strewn within twenty or thirty yards of the end of the wreck – in but three fathoms of water.
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As the Dunlochry Treasure Company reconvened, the chair recognised Mr Paine as counsellor.


‘We’s awaiting y’r report, Mr Paine,’ Stirk stated respectfully.


‘Well, Toby, it’s not—’


‘It’s Mr Chair,’ McFadden said importantly. ‘If’n I has to, he must.’


‘But of course! Mr Chair, this is not good news for your little endeavour. It’s my judgement that whatever the wreck held is indeed on the seabed – and is, therefore, sadly, quite out of reach. My advice is that the venture be now wound up.’ He felt a stab of sympathy for them and a small twinge of disappointment. If they’d been luckier it would have been an interesting diversion.


‘Hey, now – that’s not what we want to hear.’


‘I’m sorry, Laddie.’


‘We want t’ know how to get up our treasure, not how’s about it’s so difficult.’


‘You’re talking about salvage. Like Royal George where they recovered so much.’


‘Aye, that’s it!’


‘Sadly, this is not within your means. They used one of Dr Halley’s diving bells, which I’d be sanguine are not readily available to the ordinary folk.’


‘If we need ’un we’ll find ’un, never fear on that.’


‘They’re tons’ weight of bronze, or is it copper? Never mind, your Aileen could never lift one.’


‘So we rafts the Maid to her! Look, Mr Paine, we thanks ye for your advice, right kindly in you, an’ we’ll get it on ourselves.’


‘I really think—’


‘Thank ye again, Mr Paine, and if we needs your services further, we’d be obliged if we c’n call upon ye.’


Kydd took his leave and the meeting turned to the matter before them.


‘I heard o’ them diving bells,’ Jeb enthused. ‘Marvellous things, they. Ye sit inside, lowers down and next thing you’re in among all the fishes but dry as a bone. Goes right down to the bottom o’ the sea and all ye does is pick up what you wants!’


‘Sounds like what we needs. Where we goin’ t’ find ’un?’


‘Hold hard, y’ bugger. Think on this – it’s goin’ to take a hill o’ chinks to hire. Where’s that comin’ from?’


‘We puts in equal dibs.’


‘And if Maid an’ Aileen both can’t swing it between ’em we has to find a bigger barky. This is gettin’ a mort ticklish f’r me, Laddie.’


‘Ye’re givin’ up afore we starts?’ McFadden said scornfully. ‘A day’s work an’ we’ll be rich as Croesus and all I hear is groanin’ about a few guineas.’


‘Well, tell me this – where’s one o’ your divin’ bells t’ be found, then? They’ll all be in the south, Portsmouth, London, never in these pawky islands.’


‘Ah! That’s where ye’re dead wrong, mate. Five year back, when Fox sloop piled up on Colonsay they had in a bell at the trot, and all her guns up in a week.’


‘You’re sayin’ as they has a diving bell at the ready, like?’


‘Well, nearest navy is t’other side o’ Scotland, Leith. That’s only about five hundred sea miles to bring it, what do y’ think?’
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