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The Articles of War, 1749


If any person in the fleet shall conceal any traitorous or mutinous practice or design, being convicted thereof by the sentence of a court martial, he shall suffer death . . .


(Article 20)




Prologue



‘Damme, but that’s six o’ them – an’ they’re thumpers, Sir Edward!’ The massive telescope that the first lieutenant of HMS Indefatigable held swayed in the hard gale, but the grey waste of winter sea made it easy to see the pallid white sails of line-of-battle ships, even at such a distance.


Captain Pellew growled an indistinct acknowledgement. If it was the French finally emerging from Brest, it was the worst timing possible. The main British battle fleet had retired to its winter retreat at Portsmouth, and there was only a smaller force under Rear Admiral Colpoys away in the Atlantic, off Ushant to the north, and the two other frigates of his own inshore squadron keeping a precarious watch – and those an enemy of such might could contemptuously sweep aside. Heaven only knew when the grudging reinforcements from the Caribbean would arrive.


‘Sir—’ There was no need for words: more and more sails were straggling into the expanse of the bay. Silently, the officers continued to watch, the blast of the unusual easterly cold and hostile. The seas, harried by the wind, advanced towards them in combers, bursting against their bows and sending icy spindrift aft in stinging volleys.


The light was fading: the French admiral had timed his move so that by the time his fleet reached the open sea it could lose itself in the darkness of a stormy night. ‘A round dozen at least. We may in truth say that the French fleet has sailed,’ Pellew said drily.


The lieutenant watched eagerly, for the French were finally showing after all these months, but Pellew did not share his jubilation. His secret intelligence was chilling: for weeks this concentration of force had stored and prepared – with field guns, horses and fodder – and if reports were to be believed, eighteen thousand troops. If the entire fleet put to sea, it could have only one purpose . . .


‘Desire Phoebe to find Admiral Colpoys and advise,’ he snapped at the signal lieutenant. However, there was little chance that Colpoys could close on the French before they won the open sea. In the rapidly dimming daylight the swelling numbers of men-o’-war were direful.


‘Sir! I now make it sixteen – no seventeen of the line!’


A savage roll made them all stagger. When they recovered it seemed the whole bay was filling with ships – at least the same number again of frigates; with transports and others there were now forty or more vessels breaking out into the Atlantic.


‘Amazon is to make all sail for Portsmouth,’ Pellew barked. It would reduce his squadron to a pitiable remnant, but it was essential to warn England while there was still time.


Yet the enemy sail advancing on them was not a line of battle, it was a disordered scatter – some headed south, shying away from the only frigate that lay across their path. Strings of flags rose from one of the largest of the French battleships, accompanied by the hollow thump of a gun. The gloom of dusk was fast turning to a clamping murk, and the signal was indistinct. A red rocket soared suddenly, and the ghostly blue radiance of a flare showed on her foredeck as she turned to night signals.


‘So they want illuminations – they shall have them!’ Pellew said grimly. Indefatigable plunged ahead, directly into the widely scattered fleet. From her own deck coloured rockets hissed, tracing across the windy night sky, while vivid flashes from her guns added to the confusion. A large two-decker trying to put about struck rocks; she swung into the wind, and was driven back hard against them. Distress rockets soared from the doomed ship.


‘Can’t last,’ muttered Pellew, at the general mayhem. The driving gale from the east would prevent any return to harbour and the enemy had only to make the broad Atlantic to find ample sea-room to regain composure.


The mass of enemy ships passed them by quickly, disdaining to engage, and all too soon had disappeared into the wild night – but not before it was clear they were shaping course northward. Towards England.




Chapter 1



‘Bear a fist there, y’ scowbunkin’ lubbers!’ The loud bellow startled the group around the forebitts who were amiably watching the sailors at the pin-rail swigging off on the topsail lift. The men moved quickly to obey: this was Thomas Kydd, the hard-horse master’s mate whose hellish open-boat voyage in the Caribbean eighteen months ago was still talked about in the navy.


Kydd’s eyes moved about the deck. It was his way never to go below at the end of a watch until all was neatly squared away, ready for those relieving, but there was little to criticise in these balmy breezes on the foredeck of the 64-gun ship-of-the-line Achilles as she crossed the broad Atlantic bound for Gibraltar.


Kydd was content – to be a master’s mate after just four years before the mast was a rare achievement. It entitled him to walk the quarterdeck with the officers, to mess in the gunroom, and to wear a proper uniform complete with long coat and breeches. No one could mistake him now for a common sailor.


Royal blue seas, with an occasional tumbling line of white, and towering fluffy clouds brilliant in southern sunshine: they were to enter the Mediterranean to join Admiral Jervis. It would be the first time Kydd had seen this fabled sea and he looked forward to sharing interesting times ashore with his particular friend, Nicholas Renzi, who was now a master’s mate in Glorious.


His gaze shifted to her, a powerful 74-gun ship-of-the-line off to leeward. She was taking in her three topsails simultaneously, probably an officer-of-the-watch exercise, pitting the skills and audacity of one mast against another.


The last day or so they had been running down the latitude of thirty-six north, and Kydd knew they should raise Gibraltar that morning. He glanced forward in expectation. To the east there was a light dun-coloured band of haze lying on the horizon, obscuring the transition of sea into sky.


The small squadron began to assume a form of line. Kydd took his position on the quarterdeck, determined not to miss landfall on such an emblem of history. His glance flicked up to the fore masthead lookout – but this time the man snapped rigid, shading his eyes and looking right ahead. An instant later he leaned down and bawled, ‘Laaaand ho!’


The master puffed his cheeks in pleasure. Kydd knew it was an easy enough approach, but news of the sighting of land was always a matter of great interest to a ship’s company many weeks at sea, and the decks buzzed with comment.


Kydd waited impatiently, but soon it became visible from the decks, a delicate light blue-grey peak, just discernible over the haze. It firmed quickly to a hard blue and, as he watched, it spread. The ships sailed on in the fluky south-easterly, and as they approached, the aspect of the land changed subtly, the length of it beginning to foreshorten. The haze thinned and the land took on individuality.


‘Gibraltar!’ Kydd breathed. As they neared, the bulking shape grew, reared up far above their masthead with an effortless immensity. Like a crouching lion, it dominated by its mere presence, a majestic, never-to-be-forgotten symbol: the uttermost end of Europe, the finality of a continent.


He looked around; to the south lay Africa, an irregular blue-grey mass across a glittering sea – there, so close, was an endless desert and the Barbary pirates, then further south, jungle, elephants and pygmies.


Only two ships. Shielding her eyes against the glare of the sea, Emily Mulvany searched the horizon but could see no more. Admiral Jervis, with his fleet, was in Lisbon, giving heart to the Portuguese, and there were no men-o’-war of significance in Gibraltar. All were hoping for a substantial naval presence in these dreadful times . . . but she was a daughter of the army and knew nothing of sea strategy. Still, they looked lovely, all sails set like wings on a swan, a long pennant at the masthead of each swirling lazily, a picture of sea grace and beauty.


Flags rose to Glorious’s signal halliards. They both altered course in a broad curve toward the far-off anonymous cluster of buildings half-way along at the water’s edge. As they did so, the gentle breeze fluttered and died, picked up again, then dropped away to a whisper. Frustrated, Kydd saw why: even this far out they were in the lee of the great rock in the easterly; high on its summit a ragged scarf of cloud streamed out, darkening the bay beneath for a mile or more. He glanced at the master, who did not appear overly concerned, his arms folded in limitless patience. The captain disappeared below, leaving the deck to the watch. Sails flapped and rustled, slackened gear rattled and knocked, and the ship ghosted in at the pace of a crawling child.


Kydd took the measure of the gigantic rock. It lay almost exactly north and south some two or three miles long, but was observably much narrower. There was a main town low along the flanks to seaward, but few other buildings on the precipitous sides. On its landward end the rock ended abruptly, and Kydd could see the long flat terrain connecting the Rock of Gibraltar to the nondescript mainland.


It wasn’t until evening that the frustrating easterly died and a local southerly enabled the two ships to come in with the land. Kydd knew from the charts that this would be Rosia Bay, the home of the navy in Gibraltar. It was a pretty little inlet, well away from the main cluster of buildings further along. There was the usual elegant, spare stone architecture of a dockyard and, higher, an imposing two-storey building that, by its position, could only be the naval hospital.


Rosia Bay opened up, a small mole to the south, the ramparts of a past fortification clear to the north. There, the two ships dropped anchor.


‘Do you see . . .’


Kydd had not noticed Cockburn appear beside him.


‘Er, no – what is it y’ sees, Tam?’ The neat, almost academic-looking man next to him was Achilles’s other master’s mate, a long-promoted midshipman who had yet to make the vital step of commission as a lieutenant, but had accepted his situation with philosophic resignation. He and Kydd had become friends.


‘We’re the only ones,’ Cockburn said quietly. ‘The fleet must be in the Med somewhere.’ Apart from the sturdy sails of dockyard craft and a brig-sloop alongside the mole in a state of disrepair, there were only the exotic lateen sails of Levant traders dotting the sea around the calm of Gibraltar.


‘Side!’ The burly boatswain raised his silver call. The captain emerged from the cabin spaces, striding purposefully, all a-glitter with gold lace, medals and best sword. Respectfully, Kydd and Cockburn joined the line of sideboys at the ship’s side. The boatswain raised his call again and as the captain went over the bulwark every man touched his hat and the shriek of the whistle pierced the evening.


The captain safely over the side, the first lieutenant remained at the salute for a moment, then turned to the boatswain. ‘Stand down the watches. We’re out of sea routine now, I believe.’


The boatswain’s eyebrows raised in surprise. No strict orders to ready the ship for sea again, to store ship, to set right the ravages of their ocean voyage? They would evidently be here for a long time. ‘An’ liberty, sir?’ he asked.


‘Larbowlines until evening gun.’ The first lieutenant’s words were overheard by a dozen ears, sudden unseen scurries indicating the news was being joyfully spread below.


At the boatswain’s uneasy frown, the lieutenant added, ‘We’re due a parcel of men from England, apparently. They can turn to and let our brave tars step off on a well-earned frolic, don’t you think?’


Kydd caught an edge of irony in the words, but didn’t waste time on reflection. ‘Been here before?’ he asked Cockburn, who was taking in the long sprawl of buildings further along, the Moorish-looking castle at the other end – the sheer fascination of the mighty rock.


‘Never, I fear,’ said Cockburn, in his usual quiet way, as he gazed at the spectacle. ‘But we’ll make its acquaintance soon enough.’


Kydd noticed with surprise that Glorious, anchored no more than a hundred yards away, was in a state of intense activity. There were victualling hoys and low barges beetling out to the bigger ship-of-the-line, every sign of an outward-bound vessel.


The old-fashioned longboat carrying the senior hands ashore was good-natured about diverting, and soon they lay under oars off the side of the powerful man-o’-war, one of a multitude of busy craft.


‘Glorious, ahoy!’ bawled Kydd. At the deck edge a distracted petty officer appeared and looked down into the boat. ‘If ye c’n pass th’ word f ’r Mr Renzi, I’d be obliged,’ Kydd hailed. The face disappeared and they waited.


The heat of the day had lessened, but it still drew forth the aromas of a ship long at sea – sun on tarry timbers, canvas and well-worn decks, an effluvia carrying from the open gunports that was as individual to that ship as the volute carvings at her bow, a compound of bilge, old stores, concentrated humanity and more subtle, unknown odours.


There was movement and a wooden squealing of sheaves, and the gunport lid next to them was triced up. ‘Dear fellow!’ Renzi leaned out, and the longboat eased closer.


Kydd’s face broke into an unrestrained grin at the sight of the man with whom he had shared more of life’s challenges and rewards than any other. ‘Nicholas! Should y’ wish t’ step ashore—’


‘Sadly, brother, I cannot.’


It was the same Renzi, the cool, sensitive gaze, the strength of character in the deep lines at each side of his mouth, but Kydd sensed something else, something unsettling.


‘We are under sailing orders,’ Renzi said quietly. The ship was preparing for sea; there could be no risk of men straggling and therefore no liberty. ‘An alarum of sorts. We go to join Jervis, I believe.’


There was a stir of interest in the longboat. ‘An’ where’s he at, then?’ asked Coxall, gunner’s mate and generally declared leader of their jaunt ashore – he was an old hand and had been to Gibraltar before.


Renzi stared levelly at the horizon, his remote expression causing Kydd further unease. ‘It seems that there is some – confusion. I have not heard reliably just where the fleet might be.’ He turned back to Kydd with a half-smile. ‘But, then, these are troubling times, my friend, it can mean anything.’


A muffled roar inside the dark gundeck took Renzi’s attention and he waved apologetically at Kydd before he shouted, ‘We will meet on our return, dear fellow,’ then withdrew inboard.


‘Rum dos,’ muttered Coxall, and glared at the duty boat’s crew, lazily leaning into their strokes as the boat made its way round the larger mole to the end of the long wall of fortifications. He perked up as they headed towards the shore and a small jetty. ‘Ragged Staff,’ he said, his seamed face relaxing into a smile, ‘where we gets our water afore we goes ter sea.’


They clambered out. Like the others Kydd revelled in the solidity of the ground after weeks at sea: the earth was curiously submissive under his feet without the exuberant liveliness of a ship in concord with the sea. Coxall struck out for the large arched gate in the wall and the group followed.


The town quickly engulfed them, and with it the colour and sensory richness of the huge sunbaked rock. The passing citizenry were as variegated in appearance as any that Kydd had seen: here was a true crossing place of the world, a nexus for the waves of races, European, Arab, Spanish and others from deeper into this inland sea.


And the smells – in the narrow streets innumerable mules and donkeys passed by laden with their burdens, the pungency of their droppings competing with the offerings of the shops: smoked herring and dried cod, the cool bacon aroma of salted pigs’ trotters and the heady fragrance of cinnamon, cloves, roasting coffee, each adding in the hot dustiness to the interweaving reek.


In only a few minutes they had crossed two streets and were up against the steep rise of the flank of the Rock. Coxall didn’t spare them, leading them through the massive Southport gate and on a narrow track up and around the scrubby slopes to a building set on an angled rise. A sudden cool downward draught sent Kydd’s jacket aflare and his hat skittering in the dust.


‘Scud Hill. We gets ter sink a muzzler ’ere first, wi’out we has t’ smell the town,’ Coxall said. It was a pot-house, but not of a kind that Kydd had seen before. Loosely modelled on an English tavern, it was more open balcony than interior darkness, and rather than high-backed benches there were individual tables with cane chairs.


‘A shant o’ gatter is jus’ what’ll set me up prime, like,’ sighed the lean and careful Tippett, carpenter’s mate and Coxall’s inseparable companion. They eased into chairs, orienting them to look out over the water, then carefully placed their hats beneath. They were just above Rosia Bay, their two ships neatly at anchor within its arms, while further down there was a fine vista of the length of the town, all cosy within long lines of fortifications.


The ale was not long in coming – this establishment was geared for a fleet in port, and in its absence they were virtually on their own, with only one other table occupied.


‘Here’s ter us, lads!’ Coxall declared, and upended his pewter. It was grateful to the senses on the wide balcony, the wind at this height strong and cool, yet the soft warmth of the winter sun gave a welcome laziness to the late afternoon.


Coins were produced for the next round, but Cockburn held up his hand. ‘I’ll round in m’ tackle for now.’ The old 64-gun Achilles had not had one prize to her name in her two years in the Caribbean, while Seaflower cutter had been lucky.


Kydd considered how he could see his friend clear to another without it appearing charity, but before he could say anything, Coxall grunted: ‘Well, damme, only a Spanish cobb ter me name. Seems yer in luck, yer Scotch shicer, can’t let ’em keep m’ change.’


Cockburn’s set face held, then loosened to a smile. ‘Why, thankee, Eli.’


Kydd looked comfortably across his tankard over the steep, sunlit slopes towards the landward end of Gibraltar. The town nestled in a narrow line below, stretching about a mile to where it ceased abruptly at the end of the Rock. The rest of the terrain was bare scrub on precipitous sides. ‘So this is y’r Gibraltar,’ he said. ‘Seems t’ me just a mile long an’ a half straight up.’


‘Aye, but it’s rare val’ble to us – Spanish tried ter take it orf us a dozen years or so back, kept at it fer four years, pounded th’ place ter pieces they did,’ Coxall replied, ‘but we held on b’ makin’ this one thunderin’ great fortress.’


‘So while we have the place, no one else can,’ Cockburn mused. ‘And we come and go as we please, but denying passage to the enemy. Here’s to the flag of old England on the Rock for ever.’


A murmur of appreciation as they drank was interrupted by the scraping of a chair and a pleasant-faced but tough-looking seaman came across to join them. ‘Samuel Jones, yeoman outa Loyalty brig.’


Tippett motioned at their table, ‘We’re Achilles sixty-four, only this day inward-bound fr’m the Caribbee.’


‘Saw yez. So ye hasn’t the word what’s been ’n’ happened this side o’ the ocean all of a sudden, like.’ At the expectant silence he went on, ‘As ye knows – yer do? – the Spanish came in wi’ the Frogs in October, an’ since then . . .’


Kydd nodded. But his eyes strayed to the point where Gibraltar ended so abruptly: there was Spain, the enemy, just a mile or so beyond – and always there.


Relishing his moment, Jones asked, ‘So where’s yer Admiral Jervis an’ his fleet, then?’


Coxall started to say something, but Jones cut in, ‘No, mate, he’s at Lisbon, is he – out there.’ He gestured to the west and the open Atlantic. Leaning forward he pointed in the other direction, into the Mediterranean. ‘Since December, last month, we had to skin out – can’t hold on. So, mates, there ain’t a single English man-o’-war as swims in the whole Mediterranee.’


Into the grave silence came Coxall’s troubled voice. ‘Yer means Port Mahon, Leghorn, Naples—’


‘We left ’em all t’ the French, cully. I tell yer, there’s no English guns any further in than us.’


Kydd stared at the table. Evacuation of the Mediterranean? It was inconceivable! The great trade route opened up to the Orient following the loss of the American colonies – the journeys to the Levant, Egypt and the fabled camel trains to the Red Sea and India, all finished?


‘But don’t let that worry yez,’ Jones continued.


‘And pray why not?’ said Cockburn carefully.


‘’Cos there’s worse,’ Jones said softly. The others held still. ‘Not more’n a coupla weeks ago, we gets word fr’m the north, the inshore frigates off Brest.’ He paused. ‘The French – they’re out!’ There was a stirring around the table.


‘Not yer usual, not a-tall – this is big, forty sail an’ more, seventeen o’ the line an’ transports, as would be carryin’ soldiers an’ horses an’ all.’


He sought out their faces, one by one. ‘It’s a right filthy easterly gale, Colpoys out of it somewhere t’ sea, nothin’ ter stop ’em. Last seen, they hauls their wind fer the north – England, lads . . .’


‘They’re leaving!’ The upstairs maid’s excited squeal brought an automatic reproof from Emily, but she hurried nevertheless to the window. White sail blossomed from the largest, which was the Glorious, she had found out. The smaller Achilles, however, showed no signs of moving and lay quietly to her anchor. Emily frowned at this development. With no children to occupy her days, and a husband who worked long hours, she had thrown herself into the social round of Gibraltar. There was to be an assembly soon, and she had had her hopes of the younger ship’s officers – if she could snare a brace, they would serve handsomely to squire the tiresome Elliott sisters.


Then she remembered: it was Letitia who had discovered that in Achilles was the man who had famously rescued Lord Stanhope in a thrilling open-boat voyage after a dreadful hurricane. She racked her brain. Yes, Captain Kydd. She would make sure somehow that he was on the guest list.


The next forenoon the new men came aboard, a dismal shuffle in the Mediterranean sun. They had been landed from the stores transport from England, and their trip across wartime Biscay would not have been pleasant.


Kydd, as mate-of-the-watch, took a grubby paper from the well-seasoned warrant officer and signed for them. He told the wide-eyed duty midshipman to take them below on the first stage of their absorption into the ship’s company of Achilles and watched them stumble down the main-hatch. Despite the stout clothing they had been given in the receiving ship in England, they were a dejected and repellent-looking crew.


The warrant officer showed no inclination to leave, and came to stand beside Kydd. ‘No rowguard, then?’


‘Is this Spithead?’ Kydd retorted. Any half-awake sailor would see that it was futile to get ashore – the only way out of Gibraltar was in a merchant ship, and they were all under eye not two hundred yards off at the New Mole.


The warrant officer looked at him with a cynical smile. ‘How long you been outa England?’


‘West Indies f ’r the last coupla years,’ Kydd said guardedly.


The man’s grunt was dismissive. ‘Then chalk this in yer log. Times ’r changin’, cully, the navy ain’t what it was. These ’ere are the best youse are goin’ to get, but not a seaman among ’em . . .’ He let the words hang: by law the press-gang could only seize men who ‘used the sea’.


He went on: ‘Ever hear o’ yer Lord Mayor’s men? No?’ He chuckled harshly. ‘By Act o’ Parlyment, every borough has to send in men, what’s their quota, like, no choice – so who they goin’ to send? Good ’uns or what?’ He went to the side and spat into the harbour. ‘No, o’ course. They gets rid o’ their low shabs, skulkers ’n’ dandy prats. Even bales out th’ gaol. An’ then the navy gets ’em.’


There seemed no sense in it. The press-gang, however iniquitous, had provided good hands in the past, even in the Caribbean. Why not now? As if in answer, the man went on, ‘Press is not bringin’ ’em in any more, we got too many ships wantin’ crew.’ He looked sideways at Kydd, and his face darkened. ‘But this’n! You’ll find—’


Muffled, angry shouts came up from below. The young lieutenant-of-the-watch came forward, frowning at the untoward commotion. ‘Mr Kydd, see what the fuss is about, if you please.’


Fisticuffs on the gundeck. It was shortly after the noon grog issue, and it was not unknown for men who had somehow got hold of extra drink to run riotous, but unusually this time one of them was Boddy, an able seaman known for his steady reliability out on a yardarm. Kydd did not recognise the other man. Surrounded by sullen sailors, the two were locked in a vicious clinch in the low confines below decks. This was not a simple case of tempers flaring.


‘Still!’ Kydd roared. The shouts and murmuring died, but the pair continued to grapple, panting in ragged grunts. Kydd himself could not separate them: if a wild blow landed on him, the culprit would face a noose for striking a superior.


A quarter-gunner reached them from aft and, without breaking stride, sliced his fist down between the two. They fell apart, glaring and bloody. The petty officer looked enquiringly at Kydd.


His duty was plain, the pair should be haled to the quarterdeck for punishment, but Kydd felt that his higher duty was to find the cause. ‘Will, you old haul-bowlings,’ he said loudly to Boddy, his words carrying to the others, ‘slinging y’ mauley in ’tween decks, it’s not like you.’


Kydd considered the other man. He had a disquieting habit of inclining his head one way, but sliding his eyes in a different direction; a careful, appraising look so different from the open honesty of a sailor.


‘Caught th’ prigger firkling me ditty-bag,’ Boddy said thickly. ‘I’ll knock his fuckin’ toplights out, the—’


‘Clap a stopper on it,’ Kydd snapped. It was provocation enough: the ditty-bag was where seamen hung their ready-use articles on the ship’s side, a small bag with a hole half-way up for convenience. There would be nothing of real value in it, so why—


‘I didn’t know what it was, in truth.’ The man’s careful words were cool, out of place in a man-o’-war.


Boddy recoiled. ‘Don’t try ’n’ flam me, yer shoreside shyster,’ he snarled.


It might be possible – these quota men would know nothing of sea life from their short time in the receiving ship in harbour and the stores transport, and be curious about their new quarters. Either way, Kydd realised, there was going to be a hard beat to windward to absorb the likes of these into the seamanlike ship’s company that the Achilles had become after her Atlantic passage.


‘Stow it,’ he growled at Boddy. ‘These grass-combin’ buggers have a lot t’ learn. Now, ye either lives wi’ it or y’ bears up f ’r the quarterdeck. Yeah?’


Boddy glared for a moment then folded his arms. ‘Yair, well, he shifts his berth fr’m this mess on any account.’


Kydd agreed. It was a seaman’s ancient privilege to choose his messmates; he would square it later. There was no need to invoke the formality of ship’s discipline for this. He looked meaningfully at the petty officer and returned on deck.


The warrant officer had not left, and after Kydd had reassured the lieutenant-of-the-watch he came across with a knowing swagger. ‘Jus’ makin’ the acquaintance of yer Lord Mayor’s men, mate?’ Kydd glanced at him coldly. ‘On yer books as volunteers – and that means each one of ’em gets seventy pound bounty, spend how they likes . . .’


‘Seventy pounds!’ The pay for a good able seaman was less than a shilling a day – this was four years’ pay for a good man. A pressed man got nothing, yet these riff-raff . . . Kydd’s face tightened. ‘I’ll see y’ over the side,’ he told the warrant officer gruffly.


At noon Kydd was relieved by Cockburn. The bungling political solution to the manning problem was lowering on the spirit. And Gibraltar was apparently just a garrison town, one big fortified rock and that was all. England was in great peril, and he was doing little more than keeping house in an old, well-worn ship at her long-term moorings.


Kydd didn’t feel like going ashore in this mood, but to stay on board was not an attractive proposition, given the discontents simmering below. Perhaps he would take another walk round town: it was an interesting enough place, all things considered.


Satisfied with his appearance, the blue coat of a master’s mate with its big buttons, white breeches and waistcoat with cockaded plain black hat, he joined the group at the gangway waiting for their boat ashore. The first lieutenant came up the main-hatch ladder, but he held his hat at his side, the sign that he was off-duty.


‘Are you passing through the town?’ he asked Kydd pleasantly.


Kydd touched his hat politely. ‘Aye, sir.’


‘Then I’d be much obliged if you could leave these two books at the garrison library,’ he said, and handed over a small parcel.


Kydd established that the library was situated in Main Street, apparently opposite a convent. It didn’t take long to find – Main Street was the central way through the town, and the convent was pointed out to him half-way along its length. To his surprise, it apparently rated a full complement of sentries in ceremonials. There was a giant Union Flag floating haughtily above the building and a sergeant glared at him from the portico. Across the road, as directed, was the garrison library, an unpretentious single building.


It was a quiet morning, and Emily looked around for things to do. On her mind was her planned social event, as always a problem with a never-changing pool of guests. Her brow furrowed at the question of what she would wear. Despite the tropical climate of Gibraltar, she had retained her soft, milky complexion, and at thirty-two, Emily was in the prime of her beauty.


There was a diffident tap on the door. She crossed to her desk to take position and signalled to the diminutive Maltese helper.


It was a navy man; an officer of some kind with an engagingly shy manner that in no way detracted from his good looks. He carried a small parcel.


‘Er, can ye tell me, is this th’ garrison library, miss?’ She didn’t recognise him: he must be from the remaining big ship.


‘It is,’ she said primly. A librarian, however amateur, had standards to uphold.


His hat was neatly under his arm, and he proffered the parcel as though it was precious. ‘The first l’tenant of Achilles asked me t’ return these books,’ he said, with a curious mix of sturdy simplicity and a certain nobility of purpose.


‘Thank you, it was kind in you to bring them.’ She paused, taking in the fine figure he made in his sea uniform; probably in his mid-twenties and, from the strength in his features, she guessed he had seen much of the world.


‘Achilles – from the Caribbean? Then you would know Mr Kydd – the famous one who rescued Lord Stanhope and sailed so far in a tiny open boat, with his maid in with them as well.’


The young man frowned and hesitated, but his dark eyes held a glint of humour. ‘Aye, I do – but it was never th’ maid, it was Lady Stanhope’s travellin’ companion.’ His glossy dark hair was gathered and pulled back in a clubbed pigtail, and couldn’t have been more different from the short, powdered wigs of an army officer.


‘You may think me awfully forward, but it would greatly oblige if you could introduce me to him,’ she dared.


With a shy smile, he said, ‘Yes, miss. Then might I present m’self ? Thomas Kydd, master’s mate o’ the Achilles.’




Chapter 2



It had been an agreeable day, Kydd decided. Cockburn had joined him later and they had wandered along the busy back-streets, sampling exotic fruit and fending off importunate gewgaw sellers. They returned on board and Kydd opted to stay on deck, knowing that Cockburn would want to get out his quill and paper to scratch away, his particular solace.


The evening had turned into night, and Kydd stood at the mizzen shrouds. Yellow lights twinkled in the darkness, faint sounds of the land floated across the water: a donkey’s bray, an anonymous regular tap of a hammer, the ceaseless susurration of activity.


Possibly their indefinite stay in Gibraltar would not be wholly unpleasant, he reflected. Then he recalled the dire news of the invasion fleet and that Renzi, in Glorious, was on his way to join in a titanic battle for the very life of England, while his own ship was left here as a poor token of English power.


Logically he knew that helpless worry was of no use to his country, and he tried resolutely to turn his mind to other things. The ship: as soon as they took delivery of a spar, they would re-sling the cro’jack yard across the mizzen-mast, and he would then make his plea for a double cleat truss, for this would conveniently also act as a rolling tackle.


His thoughts returned to the present. Here he was, a master’s mate, a warrant officer. It was something he couldn’t have dreamed of being in years past; it was the pinnacle of achievement for a common sailor to have a crackling Admiralty Warrant in his sea-chest. While he wasn’t a real officer – they held a commission from King George – as a master’s mate he was held in real respect aboard. He messed with the midshipmen it was true, but he was senior to them and could curb their schoolboy antics as he felt inclined. At the same time, he was squarely part of the ship’s company – a seaman and a professional. His social horizons were theirs, but he was at the top and owed no one before the mast except the master any deference; he could look forward to long service at this comfortable eminence.


Yet there was one aspect of this existence that was a continuing source of regret. Nicholas Renzi had not only shared his adventurous and perilous sea life, but had opened so much to him that was deep and true, and from him he had learned the habits of reason and principle in many a companionable night watch. He remembered the passionate discussions in the South Seas over the precepts of Rousseau, the intensity of Renzi’s convictions informed by Locke and Diderot – all worthy of an enlightened mind. And Renzi’s effortless acquaintance with the beauty and art of words, which touched a part of the soul that nothing else could.


But Renzi was now also a master’s mate; even a sail-of-the-line would only have one or two. This made it unlikely that they would ever again serve together.


His eyes cast down to the dark water. At least up to now they had been on the same station and could occasionally visit. They had divided their stock of books in Barbados, now long-since read, but to exchange them he must wait until they met again . . .


Moody and depressed he was on the point of going below when he thought of the garrison library. Perhaps the kind lady in charge would understand and allow him a volume or two; then he would apply himself and later astonish Renzi with a morsel of philosophy, or an arcane and wonderfully curious piece of natural science. He brightened.


Emily was cross with herself. Mr Kydd had come to her, and she had ended up tongue-tied, like a silly girl, letting him walk away. And this morning she would have to face the odious Mr Goldstein again to inform him that the committee did not see fit in this instance to contravene their inviolable rule that tradesmen, however eminent, were not eligible to join the library.


She fussed a row of learned journals into line, then heard a diffident knock. Brushing aside the Maltese helper, she strode rapidly to the door and opened it with a sweet smile. ‘Why, Mr Kydd!’ He was just as she recalled, the same shy smile. Emily inclined her head gracefully: she would not be discommoded this time.


‘Er, I was wonderin’, miss, if there’s any chance I might borrow a book ’r two?’


His eyes were so open and guileless – if he had seen much, it wasn’t in salons or drawing rooms. ‘Mr Kydd,’ she said coolly, ‘this library was created after the Great Siege by the officers of the garrison who did not want to endure such another without they had food for the intellect. This is their library by contribution.’


Kydd’s face fell. Emily suppressed a smile: he was so adorably transparent.


‘Naval officers have nobly contributed as they can,’ she continued, ‘and the committee have therefore declared them equally eligible for borrowing privileges.’ She picked up a book and pretended to scrutinise its pages.


Kydd didn’t respond, and when she looked up, she was surprised to see rueful resignation. ‘Then I’m brought up wi’ a round turn – I’m a master’s mate only.’ At her puzzled look he added, ‘A warrant officer.’


Her face cleared. ‘We don’t care what kind of officer you are, Mr Kydd. You may certainly join our library.’


Kydd’s smile returned and Emily responded warmly. ‘Now, let me see, what do we have that will interest you . . .’


It was a nice problem: there were officers who earnestly sought educational tomes, others who reserved their enthusiasm for accounts of the wilder excesses of the fall of Rome, yet more who would relentlessly devour anything on offer. Kydd did not seem to fit any of these.


‘May I suggest the Gabinetti, Customs and Cultural History of the Iberians? It might prove interesting for someone come to this part of the world.’


Kydd hesitated. ‘Er, I was thinkin’ more ye might have one b’ Mr Hume – I have a yen t’ know more about what he says on causality.’ Mistaking her look, he hurried to add, ‘Y’ see, I have a frien’ who is more in th’ metaphysical line, an’ will much want t’ dispute empiricism wi’ me,’ he finished lamely.


‘Oh,’ Emily said. ‘We don’t get much call for that kind of thing, Mr Kydd, but I’ll do what I can.’ There was a dark old leather volume she remembered behind the desk by Hume, but she hadn’t the faintest idea what it contained.


‘Ah, here you are,’ she said brightly, ‘David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding.’


Kydd took the little book and leafed through it reverently. His hands were very strong, she noticed. ‘This will do, thank ye, miss,’ he said.


‘Splendid!’ Emily said, with relief. ‘And it’s Mrs Emily Mulvany,’ she added.


Kydd gravely acknowledged her, his old-fashioned courtesies charming. At the door he turned to bid her farewell. ‘Oh, Mr Kydd, I may have omitted to let you know, we are holding an assembly and you are to be invited, I believe,’ she said, as off-handedly as she could manage. ‘I am sure you will find it congenial after your long voyaging.’ It would be a fine thing to display such a prize – and so interesting a man. Emily’s thoughts were bubbling: Gibraltar was small and unchanging and she’d never met someone like Mr Kydd before. Imagine – discussing philosophy with his friend under the stars, yet ready at a moment’s notice to engage the enemy in some dreadful battle. And his great feat in rescuing the diplomat in a tiny boat on the open sea. He’d certainly led a much more exciting and romantic life than a soldier. She watched him depart. A man’s man, he was probably restless, hemmed in by the daily round of the Rock. It would be an interesting challenge to keep boredom at bay for him . . .


The invitation came the following morning, a plainly worded card, beautifully penned in a feminine hand and addressed to ‘Mr Kydd, on board HMS Achilles’. It was the first social invitation he had ever had, and he fingered the expensive board with both pleasure and surprise. Mrs Mulvany was obviously of the quality and he’d thought that she was just being polite when she mentioned the assembly.


An assembly, he knew from a single previous experience in Guildford, was a fairly informal social gathering – but then he remembered that it involved dancing . . .


‘M’ friend,’ he said to Cockburn, after showing him the invitation, ‘do ye help me, I must refuse. I’m no taut hand at th’ dancing, an’ I’ll shame the ship. C’n ye give me some rousin’ good reason I cannot attend, or—’


‘Thomas, you must attend,’ Cockburn said, his face shadowed at this familiar token of polite society he was most unlikely to see himself. ‘An absence would bring dishonour on both you and the service!’


‘But I can’t dance, I never learned,’ Kydd said, in anguish. He would far rather face an enemy broadside than make a fool of himself before tittering ladies.


‘Ah.’ Cockburn had grown up with the attentions of a dancing-master and had no apprehension himself of the dance floor, in fact he rather enjoyed the decorous interplay of femininity on gentlemanly ardour.


‘My folks were never much in th’ social line,’ Kydd said forlornly.


‘Then I shall be your teacher!’ Cockburn declared impulsively.


‘Wha— No!’ Kydd blurted. A moment’s fantasy flashed by of Emily’s slim figure bobbing in delight at his dancing skills, her attractive ringlets springing out in the mad whirl, a blush on her cheeks as . . .‘Could ye? I don’t—’


‘Of course. It’s, er, it’s rather like your redcoats doing their drill, and they learn it easy enough.’


The dog-watch saw them both repair down to the dim cockpit on the orlop, the area outside the surgeon’s cabin, the purser’s and the midshipman’s berth.


Cockburn looked around warily, then addressed himself to Kydd. ‘In the matter of a cotillion, it is of the first importance to place the feet so . . .’ he said, as he gracefully adopted the pose. Kydd did so, looking down doubtfully. ‘You look at the lady, not your feet – is she not to your liking, sir?’


Kydd’s head lifted, and he strained to be graceful. A muffled splutter came from the shadows and he wheeled round. ‘Clap a stopper on y’r cacklin’, damn y’r whistle,’ he snarled, ‘or ye’ll be spending y’r dog-watches in the tops!’ A midshipman slunk back into the shadows.


Cockburn persevered. The gloom and thick odour of the orlop did nothing to convey a ballroom atmosphere, and there were ringbolts on the deck, here above the main hold. ‘The measure is stepped like this – one, two, three and a stand, and a one, two, three and a four . . .’


The surgeon’s cabin door opened noiselessly, and Cockburn was aware of muffled footfalls from forward, an appreciative audience gathering in the shadows. ‘No, Tom, you’ve forgotten the “four” again,’ he said, with some control, for Kydd had tripped and sent him staggering. His pupil had a memory as short as . . . ‘It won’t answer, not at all,’ he said to the crestfallen Kydd. He muttered under his breath, then had an idea. ‘Please to pay attention – I will now make this clear enough for the meanest intelligence.’ Kydd looked at him resentfully.


‘Er, the first is to make sail, then we haul our wind to the starb’d tack, and wear about before we drops anchor to boxhaul around, like this.’ The relief on Kydd’s face was plain. ‘Then we tack about twice against the sun and heave to for a space, let the lady get clear of our hawse, and we are under way again, this time to larb’d . . .’


‘Shouldn’t be more’n a half-hour,’ the lieutenant said, through his towel, finishing his personal preparations for a rendezvous ashore. ‘Lobsterbacks like marchin’ around, up ’n’ down, that sort of thing, then they flog the poor wight an’ it’s back to barracks.’


‘Aye, sir,’ Kydd said, without enthusiasm. He had agreed to take the lieutenant’s place in an army punishment parade to represent Achilles as a major ship in the port.


‘Mos’ grateful, Mr Kydd. As long as you’re at the Alameda by five bells . . .’


Kydd clapped on a black cockaded hat, and settled a cross-belt with its distinctive anchor shoulder plate over his white waistcoat. The rather worn spadroon sword he had borrowed from Cockburn was awkward in the scabbard; it was so much longer and daintier than a sturdy cutlass. A glance reassured him that his shoes were well shined – the gunroom servant needed coaxing of a sort but was a knowing old marine.


With two marines as escort stepping out smartly ahead, Kydd found his way to the Alameda, and halted the marines.


The Alameda was a remarkably large parade-ground that would not be out of place in the bigger army establishments in England. It was alive with ranks of marching soldiers, hoarse screams sending them back and forth. Splendidly kitted sergeant-majors glared down the dressing of the lines and bawled in outrage at the hapless redcoats. The discordant blare of trumpets and the clash and stamp of drill added to the cacophony, and from the edge of the arena Kydd watched in wonder for what he should do.


A sashed, ramrod-stiff figure with a tall shako detached himself from the mêlée and marched up, coming to a crashing halt before Kydd. His eyes flickered at Kydd’s polite doffing of his hat and strayed to the marines motionless behind him.


‘Sah! With me. Sah!’ He wheeled about abruptly and marched energetically across to a ragged square of men across the parade; Kydd saw with relief that a few were in navy rig.


‘An’ what happens next?’ Kydd asked a weathered marine lieutenant. The other navy representatives nodded cautiously or ignored him in accordance with rank.


The man’s bored eyes slid over to him. ‘They brings out the prisoner, the town major rants at ’im, trices him up t’ the whipping post, lays on the lashes, an’ we goes home.’ The eyes slid back to the front in a practised glassy stare.


Kydd saw the whipping post set out from the wall they were facing, an unremarkable thick pole with a small platform. He had grown inured to the display of physical punishment at sea, seeing the need for it without a better solution, but it always caused him regret. He hoped this would not take long.


The parade sorted itself into a hollow square behind them. Within minutes a small column of men appeared from the further side of the parade-ground. They were accompanied by a drummer with muffled drum, the slow ta-rrum, ta-rrum of the Rogue’s March hanging heavy on the air.


The prisoner was a blank-faced, scrawny soldier without his shako. The column halted and turned to face the post. From the opposite corner of the parade-ground, a small party appeared, led by a short, florid officer strutting along bolt upright.


‘Actin’ town major,’ murmured the marine.


The peppery army officer looked about testily, ignoring the prisoner. Slapping his gloves against his side irritably, he stepped over to the assembled representatives. ‘Fine day, ge’men,’ he rasped, his flinty eyes merciless. ‘Kind in ye to come.’


The eyes settled on Kydd, and he approached to speak. ‘Don’ recollect I’ve made the acquaintance?’ The tautness of his bearing had a dangerous edge.


‘Thomas Kydd, master’s mate o’ Achilles, sir.’


The eyes appraised him for a moment, then unexpectedly the man smiled. ‘Glad t’ see your ship here, Mr Kydd – uncertain times, what?’ Before Kydd could speak, he had stalked off.


The essence of the business was much as the marine had said: the town major tore at the prisoner’s dignity with practised savagery, the hard roar clearly meant for the parade as a whole. The offence was the breaking into of an army storeroom while drunk.


Stepping aside contemptuously, he ordered the anonymous brawny soldier with the lash to do his work. It was a lengthy and pitiful spectacle – the army had different ideas of punishment and, although delivered with a lash that was lighter-looking than a navy cat-o’-nine-tails the blows went on and on, thirty, forty and finally fifty.


At the conclusion, in a flurry of salutes, the attendant officers were dismissed. Kydd avoided the sight of the wretched victim still tied to the whipping post and declined the invitation to a noon-day snifter. He wanted to get back aboard to sanity.


‘Ah, you there – Jack Tar ahoy, is it?’ A resplendent sergeant-major, tall and with four golden stripes, was heading rapidly towards him. ‘Me boy!’ the soldier bawled. He came closer, his smile wide. ‘A long time!’


Soldiers leaving the parade-ground went respectfully around them while Kydd stared and tried to remember the man.


‘Why, it’s Sar’nt Hotham, if m’ memory serves!’ The desperate times on Guadeloupe came back vividly.


‘Not any more, it ain’t,’ Hotham boomed, the effortless authority of his voice still the same. ‘Colour Sar’-Major Hotham will do fer you, m’lad.’ His happy satisfaction turned to curiosity. ‘An’ what’re you now, then?’


‘Master’s mate Tom Kydd, it is now.’


His hand went out and was strongly gripped. ‘Thought you wuz dead, Tom,’ Hotham said, more quietly.


‘No, got t’ the other fort on the west, got taken off b’ Trajan,’ he said.


He hesitated, and Hotham picked up on it. ‘I’d admire ter have yer as me guest in the barracks fer a drink or so. Then we c’n take a look at th’ fortress, if yez got the time.’


Line wall and bastions, counterguard and casemates, innumerable heavy gun positions and watchful sentries everywhere. Gibraltar was nothing if not a mighty fortress. The garrison even had its barracks, Town Range, in the centre of the town, which was itself behind massive walls and ramparts.


‘We gets a ride on th’ ration wagon, you’ll see somethin’ ’ll make ye stare.’ Hotham flagged down the small cart pulled by mules. They sat together on the back, legs dangling, and the cart wound slowly up a steep zigzag track.


The view rapidly expanded, an immense panorama of misty coast, dusty plains and sea. Kydd was fascinated.


The cart stopped at a gate, which was neatly set round a large hole in the side of the Rock. Hotham dropped to the ground briskly and, nodding to the curious sentry, motioned Kydd inside.


Coolness, a slight damp and the peculiar odour of unmoving air on old stone enfolded him as they strode into the bowels of the Rock of Gibraltar.


‘Watch yer bonce,’ Hotham warned, his own tall frame stooped, but Kydd was used to the low deckhead of a man-o’-war. The tunnel drove on, then widened, and suddenly to the left there was a gallery with bay after bay, and in each a twenty-four-pounder gun facing out of an aperture in the rock. The gallery was bright with daylight, and a cheerful breeze played inwards.


‘See ’ere, cully,’ said Hotham, edging towards the opening on one side of the first gun. Kydd stared out at a dizzying height from the sheer face of the north aspect of the Rock. Far below was a flat plain that issued from the base, curving around until some miles further on it dissolved into mainland.


‘Spain, cully!’ Hotham declared, waving outwards.


‘Where?’ These guns could fire far, but not to the hills.


Hotham grinned. ‘There!’ He pointed directlydown to the flat plain. No man’s land, and only some half a mile away. So close – an enemy in arms against Britain, continuously ready to fall upon them if there was the slightest chance. Kydd tried to make out movement, figures on the hostile side of the lines, but to his disappointment could not.


‘We got a hunnerd ’n’ forty like this’n,’ Hotham said, patting the twenty-four-pounder, ‘an’ thirty-twos, coehorns, even our own rock mortars. Nothin’ ter fear, really, we ain’t.’ Kydd wondered what it must be like to look up at the sheer heights of the Rock, knowing the fire-power that could be brought down on any with the temerity to test the impregnability of Gibraltar.


Kydd was no more than half-way returned to his ship when he heard the first gun, a low crump, from somewhere above him. He craned to look, scanning the skyline, but there was only dissipating smoke. Suddenly, below him, there came the heavier thud of an answering gun.


Kydd hurried on. Within minutes there were signs of agitation, shopkeepers emerging to look about nervously, water-carriers halting their donkeys in confusion. A young seaman acknowledged Kydd, just as the measured thump of a minute gun started from somewhere in the harbour. Guns opened up in other parts of the Rock and the sudden soaring of a rocket from below was quickly followed by others.



Achilles! It could be nothing less than an urgent general recall. Kydd had to make it back: there was peril abroad and his deepest instincts were with his ship. At the Ragged Staff gate there was a scrimmage for boats; Kydd and others quickly packed into the launch. Bedlam erupted all along the Rock – guns, church bells, shouting and confusion.


‘What’s th’ rout, then?’ one sailor demanded.


‘Spanish. Sighted t’ the east, mebbe a dozen or more sail-o’-the-line, comin’ on like good ’uns an’ straight for us!’


The Spanish Mediterranean battle fleet was usually skulking far away in Cartagena but they had heard of the English evacuation of the Mediterranean and knew Gibraltar was at the moment defended only by an old 64, a handful of unrated ships and local craft. Were they now going to take revenge for nearly a century of humiliation – and finally liberate the Rock?



Achilles was frantic with activity: she couldn’t go to quarters until sail had been bent to the yards as she was still in refit. But a single ship? The enemy fleet would now be in sight from the point, a sinister straggling of tiny sail spreading over half of the eastern horizon.


Kydd’s battle quarters was on the main gundeck, but for now he was at the foremast, frantically driving men to send up the long sausages of sails to seamen on the yard. The new hands, landmen all, were pale and frightened at the prospect of battle and needed hard pressing. Kydd grew hoarse with goading.


‘Haaands to unmoor ship!’


The boatswain’s mates pealed out their calls, but Kydd knew they had two anchors out, which would take time to buoy and slip – it was a race against time.


From his station at the catheads, Kydd kept an eye on the point: the eastern side of Gibraltar was sheer and inaccessible, and any invading force must come round to this side, sweeping aside with concentrated cannon fire the single ship of significance before beginning their landing.


First one or two then a dismaying cloud of heavy men-o’-war appeared from beyond the point, keeping well out of range, however, of the guns perched high up on the Rock. Kydd’s heart beat fast. The last cable-buoy splashed into the water: they were now free to sail out to meet the enemy.


The ship cast to larboard and, under all plain sail, stood out from the harbour. The urgent thundering of the drum to quarters sounded, and Kydd snatched a last look at their opponents, then closed up on the main deck, briefly regretting having to face the battle in his best rig. Gun-crews with unskilled landmen, shot not brought up to the garlands from the lockers, gunner’s party sewing cartridges like madmen: it was the worst conceivable timing for a Spanish descent, with Admiral Jervis and the fleet far in the north, but Kydd accepted that the sacrifice of their ship had to be made. They could not stand aside meekly and allow Gibraltar to fall.


‘They’ve hauled their wind!’ the voice of the forward midshipman shrilled, withdrawing from a gunport. ‘Headin’ north!’


Kydd brushed a gun-crew aside and peered out. The Spanish had not completed the turn into the Bay of Gibraltar: they had simply braced up and headed north, past – and away. After the urgent recall to his ship, Kydd felt a sense of frustration. But then the lieutenant of the gundeck, staring hard at the enemy ships, said coldly, ‘They’re making for Cadiz. Together they will outnumber even Jervis, heaven help us!’


The cro’jack was got up into the mizzen very satisfactorily. Kydd’s party in the tops took care of the chain sling and, his suggestion being adopted, additional cleats were secured out on the yard through which the truss-pendants could be led to their own thimbles. By this neat solution, the wicked swing of the cro’jack in any kind of beam sea would be effectively damped without the need for rolling tackles from the deck.


Idly he watched his seamen passing the rose-lashing, which fixed in place the cushioning dolphin underneath the spar, and relished a sense of satisfaction in a job well done. He had personal experience enough of fine seamanship as a life-preserving imperative never to take the short path.


Cockburn dismissed the deck party and waited for Kydd to descend the shrouds. ‘Tell me, in what character will you be attending your assembly?’


Taken aback, Kydd hesitated. ‘I should—’


‘You will have noticed “masquerade” on the invitation, of course.’


‘But . . .’ Kydd had no idea of the oddities of polite society, and could only wait for the elucidation that Cockburn was clearly looking to provide.


‘This means that your assembly is in the nature of a fancy-dress, I fear.’


‘I – I—’ Kydd struggled for words.


Four days later, at three bells in the first dog-watch, Mr Kydd and Mr Cockburn were logged as stepping ashore. What was not noted was the capacious sea-bag carried by Mr Kydd, and the haste with which they hurried to a small taphouse in King’s Yard Lane.


Minutes after, at a side entrance, the astonishing sight of King Neptune emerged furtively, holding his crown and trident self-consciously, but looking a striking picture with his muscular torso exposed.


‘Best o’ luck!’ Cockburn chuckled, Kydd’s sea-going rig safely in the bag.


‘Be damn’d!’ Kydd growled, but an impish delight was building in him.


The first measures of the dance were as fearsome a trial as bringing in topsails under the eye of the admiral, but the same skills that made Kydd a fine seaman out on a yard came to his rescue and he stepped out the rest of the dance with increasing confidence.


His partners, an improbable wood-nymph, a well-nourished Britannia, a shy young swan and a stout milkmaid, all enjoyed dancing with Neptune. The candlelight did well for Kydd’s sea-darkened complexion, and he attracted many thoughtful female glances.


He dared a look round the long room: great chandeliers cast a golden light that picked out the sparkles of ladies’ jewellery and gentlemen’s quizzing glasses. The smell of candles and perspiration was swamped in a generous cloud of fragrances, but there was an unmistakable air of living for the moment. With a stab, Kydd remembered the grave threats out in the wider world that might bring all of this to an end.


Uneasily aware that he could be thought a trespasser socially if the gentlemen around him knew his status, he held firmly to the fact that he had been personally invited. And in the happy chatter around him he could perceive that there were others who in England’s polite society could not expect an invitation to such an evening as this. How kind of Emily to invite him. She was a striking woman: tall, self-possessed, she had the disturbing trick of letting her voice change to a low purr in the intimacy of a personal conversation.


Kydd smiled and waved at a laughing mermaid sweeping by.


Emily, thinly disguised as a Spanish temptress, approached him at refreshments. ‘Do I see you enjoying yourself, Mr Kydd?’ she asked lightly, flourishing a large, colourful fan.
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