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    Chapter 1

  




  

    ‘The Honourable Member for Molton.’ The Speaker of the Commons, in his full-bottomed wig, gave the floor to Edmund Burke in the crowded chamber.

  




  

    Rubbing his long nose, the orator stood and glanced across to the opposite benches at the slumped figure of the Prime Minister, Pitt the Younger, who seemed resigned to events. It would not do, however, to underestimate Pitt, even if, as a man of peace, he seemed unsure of his direction in this new war with the French.

  




  

    Burke drew himself up and spoke effortlessly above the disorderly hum. ‘Is this House aware that at this very moment, in a time of crisis without parallel in the history of these islands, His Majesty’s government sees fit to let its chief means of defence, the Navy, its sure shield . . .’ he paused and looked impressively about him ‘. . . rot at anchor in its ports, while the enemy is at liberty to issue forth on his awful missions of destruction?’ He was aware that behind him, ready for any excuse to interject, was the fat, mustard-waistcoated figure of Charles Fox. Discredited for his earlier support of the French Revolution, he was nevertheless leader of His Majesty’s loyal opposition – and a liability.

  




  

    ‘No doubt the Honourable Gentleman is sensible of the fact that our most valuable possessions in the Caribbean lie trembling in daily expectation of a descent by the enemy? That the City clamours for protection for its commerce? That we, the loyal Whigs,’ he ignored the raucous splutter behind him that could only have issued from the embittered Fox, ‘demand as conditional to our continued support to this Ministry that measures be taken to protect our commercial interests. And strong measures, which are swift, effective and decisive!’

  




  

    Pitt slouched further down in his seat. What did they know of the real situation? Admiral Howe with the Channel Fleet was in port, true, but he commanded the only strategic fleet Britain possessed at this time, and would answer to the nation for its preservation until it was fit enough to grapple with the enemy. Howe would not jeopardise its safety. Still watching Burke, he leaned over to the man on his left, and whispered, ‘Desire the Admiralty to make a showing off the French coast – just two or three ships of force will suffice.’ That would be enough to mollify Burke, who had only spoken to point up his own grand gesture of conciliation. Howe could spare two or three of the more elderly vessels. ‘Allow that it is a matter of some urgency,’ Pitt added wearily.

  




  

    From the quarterdeck of the ship-of-the-line Duke William, nothing could be seen of the passengers in the ugly little hoy thrashing its way through the grey-green seas towards them. It was making heavy weather of it, bluff bows slamming into the short, steep waves kicked up by the stiff northerly. Drenching sheets of spray were flung skywards before whipping aft over the small craft.

  




  

    Duke William’s officer of the watch lowered his telescope with a grunt of exasperation. It was important to know quickly the results of their swift press-gang raid inland. Duke William had to be in a position to catch the evening tide to enable them to reach Admiral Howe’s fleet at Spithead before it sailed.

  




  

    With a new Captain and a hard horse first lieutenant, the old ship had a poor reputation and would never attract volunteers. Furthermore, this was a full five days after the declaration of war against revolutionary France, and the Impress Service and individual press-gangs had between them cleared the Thames of seamen.

  




  

    From his own pocket, Captain Caldwell had paid the hire of a pair of coaches to take a press-gang in a lightning swoop down the Portsmouth road, hoping to pounce on seamen who had taken refuge in the country or, failing that, seize some sturdy rural lads. An illegal act, but they could be spirited away well before magistrate or sheriff could intervene, and once at sea they were beyond reach.

  




  

    The hoy drove on, its single-reefed mainsail board taut, its angle to the tide-driven waves resulting in an awkward screwing motion. Sprawled miserably on the bottom boards under a tarpaulin were some thirty wretched, seasick men and boys, the press-gang harvest.

  




  

    Taking an appreciative pull from a bottle, the petty officer in charge returned it to his shipmate and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. ‘Get it inside yer, Davey, while yer’ve still got the chance, mate.’

  




  

    The two men crouched in the lee of the weather gunwale, knowing they were out of sight from the ship. It would be their last chance before arriving aboard out in the great Fleet anchorage of the Nore.

  




  

    Spray rattled again on the sail, and a thin, cold rain drifted across them. As the petty officer hunkered down further, his black hat wet and gleaming, his shoe caught a lump in the tarpaulin, bringing a muffled cry. He lifted the edge, and a dark-haired young man of about twenty stared up at him with dull brown eyes. The petty officer grinned, and dropped the tarpaulin.

  




  

    The young man tried to ease his position, but it was hopeless: confined as he was by other wet bodies, seasickness and the continual violent motion of the hoy he lacked strength to move. Nearby, a pale flaccid face lifted. The empty eyes looked into his and as he watched, a weak spasm produced from slack lips a green ooze that tracked across the sunken cheeks. The sight brought on the inevitable, but there was no more of his meagre breakfast to bring up. Subsiding weakly after a series of dry heaves, Thomas Paine Kydd laid his head once more on the wet, hard boards.

  




  

    Only a few nights earlier, he had been enjoying warmth and companionship in the Horse and Groom in Merrow village, a public house that dated back to the first King Charles; its age and solidity spoke of the bucolic calm of that part of England. Three miles up the road was Guildford, a popular staging halt on the way from London to the trading ports of the south and west. There, in the last days of the peace, he had seen from his wig shop in High Street grim faces of naval officers staring from coach windows as they clattered over the cobblestones on their way to the Angel posting house.

  




  

    He had heard in the shop that this war was going to be quite different from the stately clashes of empires earlier in the century. It was not going to be a traditional war against France. Instead, it would be a fight to the death against the howling mob that had overwhelmed all the forces of the state, and had now put to death their own king. In the Horse and Groom there had been bold talk that night, and this time not only from Stallard and his crew, as usual ensconced in secret conclave in the snug. It was widely held that the midnight rides of ‘Captain Swing’ and a rash of rick-burnings were the work of Stallard and his men, and Kydd tried to avoid their company.

  




  

    The loss of the American colonies and the fall of Lord North, spectacular victories in India and the rise of the younger Pitt had not disturbed this quiet corner of England, so it had been all the more shocking when a wider world had come smashing in on the night the press-gang had made its move. Tipped off by a sheriff’s man who wanted to rid himself of undesirables, they had sprung their trap with practised ease.

  




  

    One minute it was noise and laughter, the next an appalled silence in the smoke-filled taproom at the sight of sailors appearing at every exit. They were in costume like that to be seen in the theatre, complete with pigtail, black tarred hat and short blue jacket. And each had a cudgel in one hand, which he tapped slowly in the opposite palm.

  




  

    Patrons were allowed to leave, but at each door they were separated into those who would go home to relate their escape to wide-eyed loved ones, and those who would begin a long journey to their fate on the high seas. Kydd had struggled, but under the weight of superior numbers was soon over-powered.

  




  

    The trip east to the Isle of Sheppey had taken two days. They had avoided towns, and the men had been handcuffed to a tarpaulin-covered wagon like common criminals. Kydd had felt bitter and hopeless by turns, not able to find comfort in cursing as Stallard seemed to do, or in the fatalism of the two merchant seamen also caught up in the press.

  




  

    They were kept for two more days in the dank holding cells in Sheerness’s Blue Town, at the tip of the desolate island at the mouth of the Thames. A bleak garrison town, it seemed to Kydd that he had arrived at the end of the earth. He was almost relieved when it was time to board the hoy. Then he saw, for the first time, the forest of masts set in an iron-grey winter sea, and knew he would need all the courage and strength he could muster for whatever lay ahead.

  




  

    Now he tried to ignore the steady trickle of icy rainwater on its way to the bilge that coursed down his neck and back.

  




  

    Suddenly the tarpaulin was flung aside, and Kydd took in the brightness of the pearly winter sky above, the reluctant stirring of damp men and, dominating all, the colossal form of a great ship. It seemed all gunports and lines of yellow and black timber, unknown fitments and black ropes. It towered up to the deck-line, and then above to an impossibly complex structure of masts and yards, black and ominous against the sky.

  




  

    His eyes sought meaning in the rush of detail. The massive sides of the ship were near enough to touch. At such proximity the pockmarks of age and battle were all too clear, and at the point where the fat side of the ship met the muddy grey waves of the Thames estuary, dark green weed betrayed the urgency with which the ship had been summoned from her foreign station. In the dark beyond the open gunports Kydd could discern unknown movement. From a small opening near the waterline discoloured water dribbled on and on into the sea.

  




  

    ‘Let’s be havin’ yer then, me lads!’ the petty officer said, and released them with a brisk clinking of metal. Kydd rubbed his wrists.

  




  

    High above, a figure in a gold-laced coat and black cocked hat appeared at the deck edge. ‘What the devil – My God, get those men inboard at once, or I’ll have the hide off someone’s back, I swear!’

  




  

    The sailor moved quickly. ‘That prick Garrett,’ he muttered. ‘Watch, you bleedin’ lubbers – like this!’

  




  

    He moved easily along the gunwale of the hoy to where a series of small steps marched vertically up the tumblehome of the ship’s side. On each side were handropes, shiny with use. Stepping lightly across at the highest point of the hoy’s wallow, in one movement he transferred his weight to step and handrope simultaneously and swarmed up the ship’s side.

  




  

    The remaining sailor blustered at them from behind, and the first man moved forward. He grabbed the ropes but his feet slipped on the rain-slick wood and he fell into the sea still dangling from the rope. He squealed in fright until the sailor hoisted him up by the scruff of his neck. The others held back in fear. ‘Fer Chrissake, get up there!’ the sailor urged.

  




  

    No one moved. The hoy rose and fell, the slap of waves between the two vessels loud and forbidding.

  




  

    Something stirred in Kydd. He pushed the others aside, snatched a look upward and acted as he had seen the seaman do. He jumped across the chasm between the two vessels, his feet scrabbled on the narrow step and he paused to gather his strength. Then he began to climb, not daring to look down. A sudden shaking of the handrope showed that his example had been followed.

  




  

    Kydd emerged over the thick bulwarks on to the upper deck. It was a scene of unutterable complexity, the deck sweeping far forward, massive cannon in rows along it, and above him a black web of lines connecting masts and spars higher and thicker than any tree imaginable. The rock-like stillness of the ship was in noticeable contrast to the lively movement of the hoy.

  




  

    The high irritable voice shrilled, ‘Over there, you fool!’ The officer was standing near the ship’s wheel, legs akimbo. ‘There, you damn’ idiot!’ he snarled, and stabbed his telescope towards the mainmast.

  




  

    Kydd shambled weakly towards it, tripping on a ringbolt in the deck.

  




  

    ‘Good God!’ the officer exclaimed. ‘So this is what we’re going to meet the French with!’ He turned to the plainly dressed older man standing with him. ‘Heaven help us!’

  




  

    The man’s expression did not change but he murmured, ‘Yes, Mr Garrett, heaven indeed help us.’

  




  

    The young farmhand had finally stopped howling in terror at the black, malodorous confines of the lower hold and was now looking up through the hatch grating at the marine sentry and sobbing quietly. The rest lay draped over the bulk stores, mainly huge casks, that extended out into the noisome gloom.

  




  

    The air was so thick it was difficult to breathe. Although Duke William barely noticed the waves, creaks and cracks randomly punctuated the darkness, terrifying for those who could not know what they meant. The only relief from the all-conquering darkness was the dim wash of tawny light that patterned down through the gratings from the few lanthorns on the deck above.

  




  

    Lying back on a cask top, Kydd strained his eyes at the shadows of the hold. Around him he could hear moans and coughs, weeping and obscenities. Men moved restlessly. At the very edge of his perception, he became aware of movement, out of sequence with the ponderous creaking from the working timbers. Then he heard the scrabble of tiny paws as pinprick flashes of red appeared and disappeared. He shuddered and fixed his gaze resolutely on the lanthorn.

  




  

    A broken mumbling started on one side. A voice Kydd recognised as Stallard’s snarled back and the mumbling stopped. The man next to Kydd stank, a musty uncared-for rankness. Kydd inched over the top of the big cask to get away – and slid off with a cry. He fell into what seemed to be a shingle beach. He stood up in confusion, and moved forward. Each step into the shingle ballast brought a renewed roiling of an acrid stench.

  




  

    A shape appeared over the edge of an adjacent cask. ‘Give us yer hand, mate,’ it said. Kydd hastily scrunched over and did so. The human contact was gratifying and he found himself hoisted surprisingly easily on to the top of the cask. ‘Don’t want ter go wandering around too much, cully. Yer can find dead ’uns an’ all down there!’

  




  

    It was difficult to make out who was talking; Kydd kept silent.

  




  

    The man eyed him. ‘Truscott. Didn’t move meself fast enough when they came.’ He grunted. ‘Shoulda known better. A pox on the bastards, anyway.’

  




  

    Kydd felt a surge of anger at those who had torn him away from his rightful place in life to this world of squalor and misery. ‘What happens now?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘Why, that’s easy enough. We go before the First Luff who’ll rate you landman ’n’ me able seaman – mebbe quartermaster’s mate if I’m lucky. And then we gets to be part of the crew of this ’ere vessel.’

  




  

    ‘So how long’ll this be – I mean, when can I go back home?’

  




  

    The man chuckled harshly. ‘Forget home, lad. You’re crew of the Royal Billy all the time she’s in commission – you gets to leave her only if she goes to Davy Jones’s locker by bein’ wrecked ashore or sunk in an arguyment with a Frenchie.’

  




  

    ‘But . . .’ The idea was too overwhelming to take in.

  




  

    ‘Look, chum, you’re a pressed man,’ said Truscott, ‘same’s me. We don’t get to go ashore, we gets paid less ’n a private soldier and we’ve less say about what we do next than a common bloody trull – so do yerself a great favour and get used to it. You’re now a foremast jack in a man-o’-war, ’n’ that’s that.’

  




  

    Kydd breathed deeply, reaching for calm, but frustration boiled within him. He smashed his fists on the cask and gave a long hopeless roar of impotent rage.

  




  

    Truscott sighed. ‘Don’t take on, lad. Nothin’ you can do now. Listen – there’s them who are goin’ to suffer,’ he glanced significantly at the broken farm-boy, ‘and they’re goin’ to be the muckers who’ll be on every shite chore there is, fer ever more. ’N’ there’s them that’ll work it out ’n’ make right Jack Tars of ’emselves – and that’s no bad life when you comes at it the right way.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Ye’ll not expect to be one right off, but—’

  




  

    ‘You’re just talking piss ’n’ wind, you are!’ Stallard’s acid voice cut in from the dark as he scrambled over to them. ‘He wants to know why he’s a prisoner down here in this stinkin’ hole, not what wunnerful prospects he has!’ His voice rose as though he was addressing a crowd. ‘We’re here because we ain’t got no rights – none!’ He paused. A groan sounded in the dark. ‘Only ’cos we’re born in a cottage, not a mansion, we’re no better’n a flock of cunny sheep – do this, go there, yes, sir, no, sir. Whatever they say, we do. You see any whoreson gentleman down here, then? Not a chance!’

  




  

    ‘You’d better keep your trap shut once we’re at sea, mate,’ Truscott said.

  




  

    ‘Don’t you worry, Mr Sailor Man,’ Stallard retorted. ‘I may know a thing or two about that – you just be sure you know where you’ll be standin’ when it comes down to it.’

  




  

    Kydd bit his tongue. Stallard was mad if he thought he could get away with his petty seditions here – there was no chance of a mad gallop away into the night and anonymity in this closed community.

  




  

    ‘Yer frien’ had better learn quick,’ said Truscott, in a low voice. ‘If he gets talkin’ wild like that he’ll be decoratin’ a yardarm before he knows where he’s at.’

  




  

    Stallard glared at him, then slithered over to Kydd. The lanthorn gleam caught his eyes. ‘Kydd knows what it’s all about,’ Stallard said. ‘Ain’t that right, mate?’

  




  

    Kydd said nothing.

  




  

    ‘We’re town-mates, from Guildford,’ Stallard told the figures draped on the casks about them, ‘and they’ve learned there to have a care when they deal with us – or they could get a midnight visit from Captain Swing.’ He cackled. Noticing Kydd’s silence he added, ‘We stand for our rights in the old town or we lose ’em. That’s what we say, ain’t it, me old cock – ain’t it?’ He thrust his face into Kydd’s.

  




  

    Kydd kept quiet.

  




  

    ‘Well, then! I do declare! Can it be Kydd’s a toady to the gentry – a stinkin’ lickspittle? Mebbe a—’

  




  

    Something gave way. Kydd threw himself forward and smashed his fist into Stallard’s face, but as he did so he cracked his own head against the low deck beams. Stunned, he fell back, and Stallard dived on him, punching, clawing, gouging.

  




  

    ‘Stow it, you mad buggers!’ Truscott thrust himself between them, pulling Stallard off Kydd by his hair.

  




  

    Stallard knelt back. Dark runnels of blood came from his nose, and smeared over his face. ‘Don’t think I’ll forget this, Kydd!’ he said.

  




  

    Kydd looked at him contemptuously. ‘You’re gallows-bait, Stallard – y’r cronies won’t save y’ now!’

  




  

    He was interrupted by a clumping at the grating, and a petty officer appeared at the hatchway. ‘Up ’n’ out – move yer scraggy selves!’

  




  

    They emerged on to the orlop deck, the dull yellow glow of the lanthorns appearing almost cheerful after the Stygian darkness of the hold.

  




  

    Awaiting them were a pair of marines, in scarlet with white cross-belts and muskets, standing rigidly. The boatswain’s mate had two seamen with him.

  




  

    ‘Topsides, gemmun!’ the petty officer rasped. ‘First Lieutenant wants to make yer acquaintance.’

  




  

    They were herded together, making their way along several gundecks and up endless ladderways to the main deck. Here they were assembled on one side, sheltered from the fitful drizzle by the extension of the quarterdeck above before it gave way to the open area of the boat stowage.

  




  

    The Master-at-Arms arrived, flanked by his two corporals. He was a stout, florid man with dark piggy eyes that never seemed to settle. ‘Toe the line, then!’ he rumbled at the petty officer.

  




  

    Shoving the pressed men together, the petty officer showed them how to line up by pressing their toes up against one of the black tarry lines between the deck planking.

  




  

    From the cabin spaces aft a small party of men emerged; a lectern and a small table were set up. Then an officer appeared in immaculate uniform and cockaded bicorne.

  




  

    The Master-at-Arms stiffened. ‘Pressed men, sir!’ he reported, touching his hat.

  




  

    The officer said nothing but stopped, glaring, at the line of men. He took off his hat, and thwacked it irritably at his side. He was short, but built like a prize-fighter. His dark, bushy eyebrows and deep-set eyes gave him an edgy, dangerous look. The rich gold lace against the dark blue and white of his uniform cloaked him with authority.

  




  

    In his sensible country fustian, which was now filthy and torn, Kydd felt clumsy and foolish. He tried to look defiantly at the officer while the wind flurried down the boat space, sending him into spasms of shudders.

  




  

    ‘I’m Mr Tyrell, and I’m the First Lieutenant of this ship,’ the officer began. ‘And you’re a parcel of landmen and therefore scum. A worthless damn rabble – but you’re now in the sea service of King George and you’ll answer to me for it.’ He stomped across until he was within arm’s length.

  




  

    Kydd saw that the dark eyes were intelligent as they roved up and down the line. ‘Forget what you’ve heard about jolly Jack Tar and a life on the rolling waves. It’s a nonsense. We’re now at war, a hot bloody war, and there’ll only be one winner at the end, and that’s going to be us. And we win it by courage and discipline, by God!’ He paced past them in a measured tread. ‘So listen to me! On board this ship you’d better soon understand that we have only one law and that’s called the Articles of War. The quicker you learn that, the better for you.’ He paused. ‘Show ’em the cat, Quentin.’

  




  

    The Master-at-Arms looked at the boatswain’s mate and nodded. The man stepped forward and, from a red baize bag, carefully extracted a thick, ornate rope handgrip ending in nine strands of much thinner line, each carefully knotted. He teased out the yard-long strands so that they fell in a cascade in front of him.

  




  

    ‘Every man jack of you is now subject to the Articles of War – and there it says that the penalty for disobedience is death . . .’ Tyrell held his audience in a deadly fascination, ‘. . . or such laws and customs in such cases used at sea,’ he snarled. ‘And that means I may need to ask Mr Quentin to scratch your back with his cat. Isn’t that so, Quentin?’

  




  

    ‘Aye aye, sir, Mr Tyrell.’

  




  

    In the shocked silence Tyrell paced back to the table then turned, his eyes cold. He let the silence hang, doing his work for him. No sound from the men broke the deathly hush but the mournful keening of a pair of seagulls carried clearly across the water.

  




  

    Tyrell handed his hat to the clerk and took his place at the lectern. The clerk opened a large book and prepared quill and ink. ‘You will answer my questions now and this will help me decide how best you will serve. I will rate you here and provide watch and station details later to the officer of your division.’

  




  

    He glanced at the clerk. ‘Volunteers?’

  




  

    ‘None, sir,’ the clerk said, expressionless.

  




  

    Tyrell’s eyebrows rose. ‘Begin.’

  




  

    The clerk consulted his book. ‘Abraham Fletcher,’ he called.

  




  

    A scrawny, apologetic-looking man shuffled forward.

  




  

    Raising his eyes heavenward Tyrell asked sarcastically, ‘Profession, Mr Fletcher?’

  




  

    ‘Tailor’s cutter,’ the man mumbled.

  




  

    ‘Sir!’ screamed the Master-at-Arms, outraged.

  




  

    ‘Sir!’ agreed the man hastily, knuckling his forehead.

  




  

    ‘Then you’re just the man the sailmaker would like to see,’ Tyrell said. ‘See that Mr Clough gets to know about him. Rated landman, Mr Warren’s division. Next.’

  




  

    It did not take long to deal with them all: Tyrell was clearly in a hurry. ‘Get them to the doctor. If he refuses any, he’s to give his reasons to me personally.’ The book slammed shut. ‘Then they muster at the main capstan, lower deck. Tell the boatswain.’

  




  

    A single long squeal from somewhere aft cut through the bustle. All movement ceased. A seaman near Kydd stirred. ‘Something’s on, lads,’ he muttered.

  




  

    Minutes later, out of sight on the deck below, several boatswains’ pipes shrieked out together – low, high, low – their slow calls a barbaric yet beautiful and frail sound carried on the buffeting wind.

  




  

    ‘Ah, Captain’s come aboard,’ the seaman said.

  




  

    Tyrell hurried off up the ladder.

  




  

    ‘He’ll have to come up this way, mates,’ the seaman added.

  




  

    The Captain appeared from below. He was wearing full dress uniform, sword and decorations with white gloves and gold-laced cocked hat, and was accompanied by a small retinue. He moved slowly, his lean figure ungainly, bowed. Before he began ascending the ladder to the deck above he stopped and looked about him – suspiciously, Kydd thought.

  




  

    Over the distance of the width of the deck his eyes rested for a moment on Kydd, who froze. The eyes moved on. The Captain resumed his stately climb up and out of sight.

  




  

    Nobody spoke.

  




  

    Chivvied by the boatswain’s mate, the pressed men moved on down to the dim orlop deck, to a cursory glance by the surgeon, then back to the lower gundeck. They found themselves trying to keep out of the way in the busy confusion of preparing the ship for sea.

  




  

    Kydd had the chance to take in more of his surroundings. A few yards away from the capstan, the weak winter sunlight still penetrated through the main hatches on all the decks, on down even through the orlop below to the hold, casting an unearthly bright glow on the seamen taking the last of the stores aboard. On either side, great cannon stretched away into the distance, the implements of gunnery ready to hand beside them, lashed to the deckhead, while more homely articles were stowed at the ship’s side in neat vertical racks between each gun.

  




  

    The main jeer capstan was at the centre of the deck, all gleaming polished wood, its massive shaft extending up to disappear through the low deckhead. Kydd could almost feel the vessel’s strength – the sweep of mighty beams, the thick angular knees and the wrist-thick rope breechings of the guns. The gunports were still open, and through them he could see the wan glitter of the sea a few feet below. He went to the opening and looked out.

  




  

    Several miles away over the sea, he could see the dull green and brown scarred cliffs of Sheppey. Halfway along the undulating coast was the square tower of a Saxon church on the skyline amid a tiny huddle of rainwashed grey dwellings. He wondered briefly who could be living in such a bleak place. With a pang he realised that for all the chance he had of setting foot there, they might as well have been on the moon.

  




  

    He pulled back inboard, and despite himself his pulse quickened. Whatever else, he was now caught up in the age-old excitement of a ship ready for sea, outward bound; maybe to lands far away, perhaps to meet mermaids and monsters, and even adventures like the ones described by Mr Swift.

  




  

    The light from above dimmed to nothing as, one by one, the hatches were secured. Now only the light reflected through the gunports from the sea remained.

  




  

    Shortly, from forward, Kydd heard irregular muffled thumps as a party of men began to close and seal the gunports. Now the cold sunlight and chill breeze were cut off, and an oppressive gloom advanced on them. There was no natural light or air now, only a suffocating closeness with uneasy overtones of dread.

  




  

    Then lanthorns were lit, their dull yellow-gold light catching the flash of eyes, buckles and seamen’s gear, and revealing a nervous young officer arriving down the hatchway ladder.

  




  

    As Kydd’s eyes grew accustomed to the dark, he saw that the gundeck, which before had seemed a spacious sweep of bare decks, now appeared crammed with men. It was difficult to make sense of all that went on, but there was no mistaking the role of the big capstan. Deck pillars around it were removed and capstan bars more than ten feet long were socketed and pinned in a giant starfish pattern, a taut line connecting their ends to ensure an even strain on all.

  




  

    ‘Nippers! Where’s those bloody nippers?’ bellowed a petty officer.

  




  

    A ship’s boy stumbled up with a clump of lengths of rope, each a few yards long.

  




  

    ‘Bring to, the messenger!’

  




  

    A rope as thick as an arm was eased around the barrel of the capstan, the ends heaved away forward to be seized together in an endless loop. Activity subsided.

  




  

    ‘Man the capstan!’

  




  

    Kydd found himself pushed into place at a capstan bar, among a colourful assortment of men. Some, like himself, were still in shoreside clothing of varying degrees of quality, others wore the scarlet of the marines.

  




  

    ‘Silence, fore ’n’ aft!’

  




  

    Men stood easy, flexing arms and shoulders. Kydd gulped. It was only a few days since he had been standing behind the counter, talking ribbons with the Countess of Onslow. Now he was a victim of the press-gang, sent to sea to defend England. It crossed his mind that she would be outraged to see him transplanted to this context, but then decided that she would not – hers was an old naval family.

  




  

    ‘Take the strain, heave ’round!’ The distant cry was instantly taken up.

  




  

    Following the motions of the others, Kydd leaned his chest against the capstan bar, his hands clasping up from underneath. For a moment nothing happened, then the bar began to revolve at a slow walk. A fiddler started up in the shadows on one side, a fife picking up with a perky trill opposite.

  




  

    ‘Heave around – cheerly, lads!’

  




  

    It was hard, bruising work. In the gloom and mustiness, sweating bodies laboured; thunderous creaks and sharp wooden squeals answered with deep-throated shudders as the cable started taking up. The muscles on the back of Kydd’s legs ached at the unaccustomed strain.

  




  

    ‘Well enough – fleet the messenger!’

  




  

    A precious respite. Kydd lay panting against the bar, body bowed. Looking up he caught in the obscurity of the outer shadows the eyes of a boatswain’s mate watching him. The man padded back and forth like a leopard, the rope’s end held at his side flicking spasmodically. ‘Heave ’round!’

  




  

    Again the monotonous trudge. The atmosphere was hot and fetid; the rhythmic clank of the pawls and the ever-changing, ever-same scenery as the capstan rotated became hypnotic.

  




  

    The pace slowed. ‘Heave and a pawl! Get your backs into it! Heave and a pawl!’

  




  

    Suddenly a pungent sea smell permeated the close air, and Kydd noticed that the cable disappearing below was well slimed with light blue grey mud. A few more reluctant clanks, then motion ceased.

  




  

    ‘One more pawl! Give it all you can, men!’ The officer’s young voice cracked with urgency.

  




  

    Kydd’s muscles burned, but there would be no relief until the anchor was won, so he joined with the others in a heavy straining effort. All that resulted was a single, sullen clank. He felt his eyes bulge with effort, and his sweat dropped in dark splodges on the deck beneath him.

  




  

    It was an impasse. Their best efforts had not tripped the anchor. Along the bars men hung, panting heavily.

  




  

    There was a clatter at the ladder and an officer appeared. Kydd thought he recognised him. The man next to him tensed.

  




  

    Garrett strode to the centre of the deck. ‘Why the hell have we stopped, Mr Lockwood? Get your men to work immediately, the lazy scum!’ The high voice was spiteful, malicious.

  




  

    Lockwood’s eyes flickered and he turned his back on Garrett. ‘Now, lads, it’s the heavy heave and the anchor’s atrip. Fresh and dry nippers for the heavy heave!’

  




  

    Kydd was exhausted. His muscles trembled and he felt light-headed. His bitterness at his fate had retreated into a tiny ball glowing deep inside.

  




  

    ‘Now, come on, men – heave away for your lives!’ Lockwood yelled.

  




  

    The men threw themselves at the bar in a furious assault. The heavy cable lifted from the deck and thrummed in a line direct from the hawse. Nothing moved.

  




  

    ‘Avast heaving!’ Garrett screamed.

  




  

    The men collapsed at the bars, panting uncontrollably.

  




  

    Garrett sidled up behind Lockwood, whose pale face remained turned away. ‘You have here a parcel of lubbers who don’t know the meaning of the word work,’ he said. ‘There’s only one way to wake these rogues up to their duty, you’ll find.’ He moved forward and glared at the men contemptuously. Only one side of his face was illuminated, adding to its demonic quality.

  




  

    His chin lifted. ‘Boatswain’s mates, start those men!’

  




  

    Unbelieving murmurs arose as the petty officers hefted their rope’s ends and closed in.

  




  

    ‘Silence!’ Garrett shrieked. ‘Any man questions my orders I swear will get a dozen at the gangway tomorrow!’

  




  

    ‘Heave ’round!’ Lockwood called loudly, but with a lack of conviction.

  




  

    The men bent to their task but their eyes were on the circling boatswain’s mates. There was no movement at the capstan. A vicious smack and a gasp sounded. Then more. Still no displacement of the thick cable, which was now so tight that it rained muddy seawater on the deck. The blows continued mercilessly.

  




  

    Kydd heard the whup a fraction before the blow landed, drawing a line of fire across his shoulders. The buried resentment exploded, but a tiny edge of reason kept him from a cry of rage or worse.

  




  

    There could be no possible escape. While that anchor was so fiercely gripped by the mud they would remain at their Calvary.

  




  

    ‘’Vast heaving!’ The bull-like roar of the boatswain broke into the agonised gasping of the men. He was not contradicted by the two lieutenants.

  




  

    ‘All the idlers to the bars – that means all you boatswain’s mates, and you, the fiddler!’ He tore off his own faded plain black coat and went to the capstan. ‘Shove along, matey!’ he said, to an astonished marine.

  




  

    ‘And it’s one, two, six an’ a tigerrrr!’ he roared. ‘Heeeeave! ’

  




  

    Men fought the bars as though against a powerful opponent. Kydd threw himself at the capstan bar in a frenzy of effort. Spots of light swam before his eyes and he knew no more than the hard unyielding wood of the bar and the gasps and groans from beside him in the sweaty gloom.

  




  

    Quite unexpectedly there came a single clank. Then another. Kydd found himself moving forward.

  




  

    ‘Walk away with it, lads. Anchor’s atrip.’

  




  

    Almost sobbing with relief, Kydd kept up the pressure, desperate to avoid a loss of momentum. The clanks now came so regularly that they were almost musical.

  




  

    A shout came down the ladder from the relay messenger, acknowledged by Lockwood, who turned quickly and ordered, ‘’Vast heaving! Pass the stoppers!’

  




  

    Light-headed with relief, Kydd hung from the bar.

  




  

    ‘Well done, lads!’ the boatswain said, and retrieved his coat. Garrett was nowhere to be seen.

  




  

    Kydd gazed muzzily down the length of the ship, then felt the gundeck fall to one side with a stately, deliberate motion, slowly, then faster. He clung dumbfounded to his bar.

  




  

    An old seaman chuckled. ‘Don’t worry, mate, she’s casting under topsails, just taken the wind. Now let’s see those shabs topside do a bit o’ work.’

  




  

    The roll slowed and stopped, then returned, remaining at a small but definite angle. Incredibly, there was no other indication that this massive structure could now be moving through the water. Quickly, the capstan and gear were secured, and Kydd fell back with profound relief.

  




  

    A boatswain’s mate appeared at the top of the ladder and piped, ‘Haaaands to supper!’

  




  

    That made Kydd keenly aware that he was fiercely hungry, but in the hubbub nobody seemed to care about the bewildered pressed men who stayed where they were, not knowing what they should do.

  




  

    Others rushed down the ladders, rudely shoving them out of the way as the mess was rigged for supper. Tables hinged to the ship’s side were lowered into place between each pair of guns. Benches and sea-chests became seats, lanthorns shed light over the tables.

  




  

    Kydd hovered in the darkness at the centreline of the deck, watching friends greet each other, others hurrying past with mess-kettles and kids. Before long the savoury smell of the evening meal washed past him. He was left alone. He watched the jolliness and familiarity with a pang, realising that it reminded him of the fellowship and intimacy of his local tavern, and he longed to be part of it.

  




  

    His stomach contracted violently and he could stand it no longer. Hesitantly he approached the nearest mess, who were listening with appreciative attention to an engrossing yarn from a small, dark-haired sailor clutching a wooden tankard and gesturing grandly.

  




  

    The story finished with a flourish and helpless laughter, and they returned to their food. Kydd stood awkwardly, wondering what to say. The conversation died away, and they looked up at him curiously. ‘I’m – I’m new on board, just been pressed,’ he began.

  




  

    They roared with laughter. ‘Never have guessed it, mate!’ a stout, red-faced sailor said, eyeing his country breeches.

  




  

    ‘Just wondering, have you anything I can eat?’ Kydd said.

  




  

    ‘Why, which would be your mess, then?’ the stout man replied.

  




  

    ‘Only just got on the ship . . .’ Kydd tried to explain.

  




  

    ‘Well, Johnny Raw, you’d better go aft ’n’ ask Mr Tyrell ter give yer one, then, hadn’t you?’ A hard-faced man leered and looked around for approval.

  




  

    ‘Shut your face and leave him be, Jeb. Shift outa there, younker,’ the stout man said, thumbing at a ship’s boy sitting at the end of the table. ‘Bring your arse to anchor, mate, we’ll see you right.’ He added, ‘Dan Phelps, fo’c’sleman.’

  




  

    Kydd introduced himself, sat down and looked around respectfully.

  




  

    The hard-faced man leaned across to him. ‘So yer new pressed, are yer? Know about the sea, do yer? No?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. Jabbing his pot at Kydd he snarled, ‘Yer’ll suffer, yer clueless lubber. You’re really gonna hurt.’

  




  

    The conversations tailed off, and around the table sea-hardened men stared at Kydd.

  




  

    Phelps’s eyebrows rose. ‘Give no mind to ’im. We has a sayin’ – “Messmate before a shipmate, shipmate before a stranger, stranger before a dog.”’ He glared around and the talk resumed.

  




  

    Kydd remained quiet.

  




  

    Phelps chuckled, then turned to the old man at the ship’s side and called, ‘Crooky, lend our guest some traps – we can’t have him keelin’ over on his first day.’

  




  

    Kydd nodded gratefully as a wooden plate landed in front of him filled with a grey oatmeal mix and occasional lumps of meat. Ravenous, he spooned up some of the oatmeal but was instantly revolted. It was rancid, with flecks of black suggestive of darker secrets. The meat was a mass of gristle and definitely on the turn. There was nothing for it: he was famished, so he bolted it down without pause. The gristlebound hunks stayed in the bottom of the bowl.

  




  

    The repulsive food restored his energy, and Kydd’s spirits rose. He finished his meal and looked up, aware that he had been too hungry to pay attention to his duties as a guest at table. ‘Er, where are we going, d’ y’ reckon?’ he asked. It was still a matter of amazement to him that their busy world was travelling along while they sat down to table.

  




  

    ‘Give it no mind, lad, it’s not our job to know the answer t’ that.’ Phelps sniffed and leaned over to the grog tub. He waved his pot at the old man. ‘Light along a can for my frien’ here, Crooky.’

  




  

    Kydd gingerly took a pull at his tankard. It was small beer, somewhat rank with an elusive herb-like bitterness, but he nearly drained it in one.

  




  

    ‘I thought sailors only had rum,’ he said, without thinking.

  




  

    Phelps grinned. ‘We does, but only when the swipes runs out.’ He pursed his lips. ‘You sayin’ as you want to try some?’ he said, in mock innocence.

  




  

    Kydd looked around, but the others did not seem to notice; they were all comfortably in conversation. ‘Are you offering?’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Wait there,’ said Phelps, and lurched heavily to his feet. He went forward out of sight, and returned with his jacket clutched tight around him as though against the cold. He resumed his seat. ‘Give us yer pot, mate,’ he instructed. Kydd did as he was told, and caught the flash of a black bottle under the table. Then his tankard was returned.

  




  

    He waited casually then lifted it. It caught him by surprise. In the dull pewter of his tankard was a deep, almost opaque mahogany brown liquor. Its pungent fumes wafted up with a lazy potency, which dared him to go further.

  




  

    The buzz of conversation swirled around him. He took a swallow. This was not issue three-water grog, but neat spirit, and its burning progress to his stomach took his breath away. He surfaced with a grin. ‘A right true drop!’

  




  

    Phelps’s eyebrows lifted. ‘You’ll not get that sorta stingo usually, cully, but if yer play your cards right with Dan Phelps . . .’ tapping the side of his nose ‘. . . yer mebbe could see more of it.’

  




  

    Kydd raised his pot again. This time he was prepared for the spreading fire, and gloried in the flood of satisfaction it released. His whirling anxieties subsided and his natural cheerfulness began to reassert itself. He finished the last of the rum with regret.

  




  

    The piercing squeal of the boatswain’s call abruptly cut through the din. ‘Be damned. Starbowlines – that’s us. Fust dog-watch.’ Phelps lurched to his feet, and disappeared into the throng.

  




  

    The mess traps were cleared away rapidly and Kydd found himself the only one still seated. ‘Move yer arse, mate,’ he was told, and once more found himself alone in the midst of many.

  




  

    Instinctively, he turned to follow Phelps, who, he remembered, his head swimming, had left with the others up the main hatch ladder. It led to an almost identical gundeck to the one he had left, so he continued on up the next ladderway, muscles alive with discomfort, emerging into darkness. The night had already fallen.

  




  

    Overhead, past the hulking shadows of the boats on their skids above him, he saw the paleness of huge sails in regular towers, each at the same angle and each taut and trim. Nearby, but invisible, he could hear the regular plash and sibilance of the sea, and as he stood he became aware of a background of sounds meshing together. It was a continuous and oddly comforting interplay of creaks, dings, slattings and all manner of unfamiliar mutterings.

  




  

    Out into the starless night on either hand the darkness was broken only occasionally by the flash of a white wave. He felt rather than saw that they were travelling steadily through the water, a hypnotising, unchanging sliding which gave no impression of headlong speed and he marvelled once again.

  




  

    He was still comfortably warm from the rum, and ambled along, wondering at the vast mystery of the ship with all its unfathomable shapes, sounds and implied dangers. The sights above disappeared abruptly as he passed under a deck, the unmistakable outline of a bell in its belfry silhouetted briefly against the pallid fore course.

  




  

    Loath to return between decks he noticed a short ladder leading upwards. He mounted, and found himself directly under the sails, the downdraught from them buffeting him with a deluge of cold air. He looked about quickly. Forward there was nothing but darkness, but aft he could make out men standing together, eerily illuminated by lights coming up from a low angle.

  




  

    He moved towards them along the gangway next to the boats.

  




  

    ‘Where you off to, matey?’ A sailor had him by the arm. It was too dark even to make out his face.

  




  

    ‘Lay aft, that man!’ Garrett’s high-pitched voice came from among the cluster around the lights.

  




  

    There was no point in hiding, he had done nothing wrong.

  




  

    ‘At the run!’ Garrett screamed. Tortured muscles burned as Kydd staggered over to the group. They were around the ship’s wheel and the light from the binnacle was shining up into their faces.

  




  

    Garrett stalked up to Kydd and peered into his face. ‘When I say move, you fly! Stand at attention, you scurvy rogue. Who the devil do you think you are that you can just stroll about my quarterdeck under cover of night?’ Garrett leaned forward, jutting his face at Kydd, who flinched. A stale smell of brandy hung about the officer.

  




  

    Kydd stood rigid, all traces of the rum falling away. He had no idea what offence, if any, he had committed.

  




  

    ‘Nothing to say?’ Garrett asked dangerously. ‘Nothing to say? You know you’re caught out, and you know I’m going to punish you.’ Garrett swayed forward, looking closely at Kydd’s shore clothing. His head jerked up. ‘Ah. So you must be one of that sorry-looking crew the press brought aboard today.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Then you’ll have to learn that common seamen don’t just wander about on the quarterdeck when it suits them. It is reserved for officers only – for your betters.’ He rocked on his heels and cocked his head skyward as if looking for inspiration.

  




  

    ‘I’ve a mind to give you a spell in the bilboes to help you remember.’ His gaze snapped back to Kydd. A vicious look, and then a saintly smile spread. ‘But I’m too soft. I’ll let it go – just this once. But if it happens again,’ the voice rose to a biting crescendo, ‘by Harry, I’ll make you rue the day you ever set foot in this vessel!’

  




  

    Somewhere high above a sail started a fretful slapping. The man at the wheel eased a spoke or two and the noise stopped.

  




  

    ‘Get below – now!’

  




  

    Kydd turned wordlessly and made his escape. He hadn’t asked to be part of this. He was a wig-maker of Guildford and belonged there, not in this alien company.

  




  

    He plunged down the ladders. He was friendless and unknown here, cut off from normal life as completely as it was possible to be. Not a soul aboard cared if he lived or died; even Phelps must regard him as a form of street beggar deserving of charity.

  




  

    At the end of the last dog-watch, hammocks were piped down and Kydd was tersely advised to be elsewhere. Once hammocks were slung, every conceivable space was occupied. ‘Get the softest plank you can find and kip out on that,’ was the best advice he was offered. These men would be relieving the watch on deck at midnight and had little sympathy for a lost soul overlooked by the system.

  




  

    Worn out by the trials and challenges of the day, some instinct drove him to seek surcease in the deepest part of the ship. He found himself in the lowest deck of all, stumbling along a narrow dark passage past the foul-smelling anchor cable, laid out in massive elongated coils.

  




  

    Kydd felt desperately tired. A lump rose in his throat and raw emotion stung his eyes. Despair clamped in. He staggered around a corner, and just at that moment the lights of a cabin spilled out as a door opened. It was the boatswain, who looked at him in surprise. ‘Got yourself lost, then?’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Nowhere t’ sleep,’ mumbled Kydd, fighting the waves of exhaustion. ‘Jus’ came on the ship today,’ he said. He swayed, but did not care.

  




  

    The boatswain looked at him narrowly. ‘That’s right – saw you at the jeer capstan. Well, lad, don’t worry, First Luff has a lot on his plate right now, sure he’ll see you in the morning.’ He considered for a moment. ‘Come with me.’ He pulled at some keys on a lanyard and used them to open a door in the centre of the ship.

  




  

    ‘We keeps sails in here. Get your swede down there till morning, but don’t tell anyone.’ He turned on his heel and thumped away up the ladder.

  




  

    Kydd felt his way into the room. It stank richly of linseed oil, tar and sea-smelling canvas, but blessedly he could feel the big bolsters of sails that would serve as his bed, and he crumpled into them.

  




  

    He lay on his back, staring up into the darkness at the one or two lanthorns in the distance outside that still glowed a fitful yellow. Then he jerked alert. He knew that he was not alone and he sat up, straining to hear.

  




  

    Without warning, a shape launched itself straight at him. He opened his mouth to scream, but with a low ‘miaow’ a large cat was on his lap, circling contentedly. Kydd stroked it gently and the animal purred in ecstasy, then stretched out comfortably and settled down. Kydd crushed the animal to him. First one tear, then another fell on to its fur.

  




  

    Chapter 2

  




  

    It was the cruellest journey, from the womb-like escape of sleep and a gentle dream of home – the musty little shop, his mother watching him as he stitched dutifully at a periwig, the sun splashing in through the thick windows – back to this waking nightmare.

  




  

    Then came a vigorous shaking. ‘Rouse yourself – you’re wanted on deck!’ The boatswain’s distinctive voice brought Kydd to his senses. ‘On deck. First Lieutenant means to muster all pressed men.’ The light from the lanthorn he carried deepened the lines in his face and sent a glow into the far corners of the sail room. ‘You’ll get the number of your mess then. And your watch ’n’ station.’

  




  

    Kydd struggled to his feet. ‘Thank ’ee, sir, I’m—’

  




  

    ‘Get going – ask y’r way to the quarterdeck, abaft the mainmast.’

  




  

    In the cold grey of dawn, the pathetic line of pressed men shuffled miserably.

  




  

    Kydd recognised the homespun and weatherworn old felt coat of a pedlar, the patterned stockings, soft bonnet and greatcoat of a sedan-chairman, the leather knee breeches and smock of an agricultural labourer. They looked out of place here.

  




  

    The wind off the sea was raw and blustery. Kydd’s plain broadcloth coat gave little protection and he shivered.

  




  

    The sea dominated in every direction, winter-hard, blue-grey, its vastness amazing to someone whose only experience of great waters had been the Thames at Weybridge. A slight breeze flurried the surface, but Kydd’s eyes kept returning to the metallic line of the horizon. The ship slipped through the sea in a continuous, unvarying motion. Day and night they would be moving like this, much faster than he could run, eating up the countless miles without ever stopping. And over the line of the horizon was the outer world – that plane of existence containing the dangers and fables that were part of the folklore of his society. Where previously it could be marvelled at or ignored, now it was advancing to meet him, both threatening and beguiling.

  




  

    The man at the wheel stood braced impassively, occasionally looking up at the weather leech of the main course, easing a spoke or two if it appeared to be on the point of shivering in the useful quartering breeze. Nearby, the officer of the watch paced slowly, his telescope of office under his arm.

  




  

    High up the mighty mainmast nearly overhead, on the sturdy platform of the main fighting top, figures could be seen preparing for some manoeuvre. As Kydd watched, one man swung out and appeared to hang down from the main yard. He moved out, the men in the top paying out a rope as he made his way along the hundred-foot spread of the yard. Even at this distance Kydd could see that the sailor was disdaining to cling on, instead balancing on the tiny footrope he stood on while leaning familiarly against the big spar.

  




  

    Kydd watched in awe. Then there was movement and the Master-at-Arms growled, ‘To yer front!’

  




  

    The First Lieutenant strode briskly out from the cabin spaces aft, accompanied by a junior officer. His clerk hurried after him with books and paper, quill and ink. Two men set up a table at which Tyrell and the clerk then sat.

  




  

    Tyrell looked up at them from under his bushy eyebrows and nodded to the lieutenant, who touched his hat and went over to the pressed men to address them. ‘Pay attention! You will now be assigned your watch and station. This is very important. It will tell you your duty for every motion of this vessel, be it by the actions of the sea or the malice of the enemy. You will present yourself at your place of duty immediately you are called by the boatswain’s mates or any other in lawful authority over you.’ The men stared at him with attitudes ranging from dumb resentment to outright fear. ‘And if not found at your post you will answer for it at your peril!’

  




  

    The proceedings were efficient and rapid. In a short while Kydd was left standing holding a piece of paper bearing terse details of his future existence aboard Duke William. It appeared that the officer of his division, a Lieutenant Tewsley, and his deputy, Mr Lacey, master’s mate, would also have these details to hand. Possession of these particulars seemed to Kydd a mark of finality. With them he could no longer claim, even to himself, that he was a temporary, unwilling visitor to their world. He was now unarguably an official part of it, and therefore subject to the most solemn penalties under the Articles of War.

  




  

    A tendril of his dream brushed briefly over his mind and he felt lonely, vulnerable and frightened. Apart from the hot-headed Stallard, there was not a soul aboard whom he knew, someone he could trust, to whom he could reveal all his present fears and anxieties. One thing was sure: from now on he could rely only on himself, his own strength of mind and will. Blinking, he focused his attention on the First Lieutenant.

  




  

    Tyrell finished scrawling in the margins of the book and rose. For a long moment he paused, his deep-set eyes fixed on the disconsolate group. Then he turned to the junior officer and snapped, ‘For God’s sake, arrange an issue of slops immediately. I’ll not have this ship looking like a dago doss-house!’

  




  

    The bird-like purser’s assistant held up a blue and white striped open-necked shirt. ‘Here’s a fine rig for a sailor,’ he said. With it were some white duck trousers and a wide black leather belt.

  




  

    Kydd took them. The material was strong but coarse; it would never do in Guildford, but he could see that here its robustness would serve its purpose. He couldn’t help noticing how soft and pale his fingers were, and he wondered how long they would take to become brown and tough like a sailor’s. There was no escaping it – soon he would be a very different person from the one he was now.

  




  

    The assistant rummaged about and produced a short dark blue jacket adorned with plain anchor buttons and with it a glossy black tarpaulin hat and other seamanlike gear, and added them to the small pile. ‘Try them on.’

  




  

    It felt like dressing up, but it was plain that the short jacket and loose-bottomed trousers gave a great deal of freedom for movement. There was need, perhaps, for a bit of work with needle and thread to smarten them up, but they would do.

  




  

    Trousers – these free-swinging garments were peculiar to the sea profession, and they felt loose and strange. Kydd had been in ‘kicks’ – tight knee breeches – all his life, and so had everyone else of his acquaintance, high and low. He put on his glossy tarpaulin hat at a rakish angle and chuckled grimly at the sheer incongruity of it all.

  




  

    ‘So you’ll not be wanting these again,’ the assistant said, disdainfully holding up Kydd’s sorry-looking country clothes. Without waiting for a reply he stuffed them into a sack.

  




  

    A ship’s boy led the way up the ladder for several of the group who had mess numbers on the lower gundeck. It was deserted, and at a point where the bows began their curve in, forward on the starboard side, Kydd took a long hard look at the place that would be his home in his new life.

  




  

    It was the space between two monster long guns, now with their fat muzzles lashed upwards against the ship’s side. As he had seen the previous night, there was a table that could be lowered, revealing neat racks for the mess traps – wooden plates, pewter cutlery and bowls. Self-consciously Kydd added his new canvas ditty-bag to the others hanging up along the ship’s side. Each bag had an access hole half-way up the side, which was a practical means of keeping clothing and personal effects ready for use. Even in the dimness the impression he had was of extreme neatness and order, a Spartan blend of lived-in domesticity and uncompromising dedication to war. The whole purpose of the ship’s existence was as an engine of destruction to be aimed at the mortal enemies of his country.

  




  

    He emerged warily on deck to slate-coloured skies and fretful seas. The sails were braced round at an angle to the northerly, and there away to starboard, from where the wind blew, was a mottled coastline, all in greens and nondescript browns. There was no way of telling where this was. To Kydd it might be England or a hostile foreign shore. It was entirely different from what he could remember of the rolling greensward of the North Downs.

  




  

    ‘Damn you, sir! Do you think this is a cruise, that you are a passenger on my fo’c’sle?’

  




  

    Kydd had not noticed the officer standing among the men at the foot of the foremast. In confusion he faced him and attempted to address him.

  




  

    ‘Respects to the officer when you speaks to him, lad,’ a petty officer said testily.

  




  

    Kydd hesitated.

  




  

    Exasperated, the petty officer said more forcefully, ‘You salutes him, you lubber.’ Seeing Kydd’s continued puzzlement, he knuckled his forehead in an exaggerated way. ‘Like this, see.’

  




  

    Kydd complied – it was no different from when he had to address the squire at home. ‘Kydd, sir, first part of starboard watch.’

  




  

    ‘Never mind your watch, what part-of-ship are you?’ the officer asked tartly.

  




  

    The question left Kydd at a loss. He saw the great bowsprit with its rearing headsails soaring out over the sea ahead. ‘Th’ front part, sir?’

  




  

    The men broke into open laughter and the officer’s eyes glittered dangerously. Kydd’s face burned.

  




  

    A petty officer took his paper. ‘Ah, he’s afterguard, sir, new joined.’

  




  

    ‘Then he’d better explain to Mr Tewsley at the forebrace bitts why he is absent when parts-of-ship for exercise has been piped!’ The officer turned his back and inspected the clouds of sail above.

  




  

    ‘Get cracking, son!’ the petty officer snapped. ‘You’ll find ’em just abaft the mainmast – that’s the big stick in the middle.’

  




  

    Kydd balled his fists as he set off in the direction indicated. He had not been treated like this since he was a child.

  




  

    Around the mainmast there were scores of men, each in defined groups. They were all still, and tension hung in the air. A group of officers stood together in the centre, so he approached the most ornate and saluted. ‘Kydd, first part of starboard watch, and afterguard,’ he reported.

  




  

    The officer’s eyebrows rose in haughty astonishment, and he looked sideways in interrogation at the young officer at his side.

  




  

    ‘One of the new pressed men, I think, sir,’ the officer replied, and turned to Kydd. ‘Report to Mr Tewsley at the forebrace bitts – over there,’ he added, pointing impatiently to the square frame at the base of the massive mainmast. Kydd did so, feeling every eye on him.

  




  

    ‘Thank you, Kydd,’ a lined, middle-aged lieutenant replied, looking at Kydd’s paper. ‘Bowyer, your mess,’ he told a seaman with iron-grey hair standing near the maze of belayed ropes hanging from their pins at the square framing of the bitts.

  




  

    ‘Aye, sir,’ the man replied. ‘Over here, mate. Jus’ do what I tells you to, when I does,’ he muttered. The group of officers in the centre of the deck conferred, the rest of the ship waiting.

  




  

    Bowyer leaned forward. ‘That was the Cap’n you spoke to, cully. Don’t you do that again, ’less you’ve got special reason.’

  




  

    The discussion among the officers grew heated in the inactivity, the Captain standing passive.

  




  

    Bowyer looked curiously at Kydd and said in a low voice, ‘’Oo are you, then?’

  




  

    ‘It’s Tom – Thomas Kydd, who was o’ Guildford.’

  




  

    ‘Joe Bowyer – an’ keep it quiet, lad,’ Bowyer said, from the corner of his mouth. ‘It’s always “silence fore ’n’ aft” when we’re handling sail for exercise.’ He snatched a glance aft. ‘Jus’ that we’ve done a dog’s breakfast of the sail drill, and someone ’as to catch it in the neck,’ he muttered, his voice oddly soft for a long-service seaman.

  




  

    Kydd noticed the petty officer closest to Tewsley: his face was set and hard as he watched the officers and in his fist was a coiled rope’s end. Kydd stood with the others, unsure even where to put his hands, but the confidence in Bowyer’s open face was reassuring.

  




  

    Tewsley had the calmness of age, but he also kept his eyes fixed on the group on the quarterdeck.

  




  

    The Captain turned on his heel and took position before the man at the wheel. He looked up once at the maze of sails and cordage, then down to the teams of waiting men. ‘Hands to make sail,’ he ordered. His voice came thinly, even with the speaking trumpet.

  




  

    ‘Sod it!’ Bowyer’s curse made Kydd jump. ‘Captain’s taking over.’

  




  

    Kydd puzzled at the paradox. ‘Th’ Captain shouldn’t take charge?’ he asked.

  




  

    Bowyer frowned. He gave a furtive look aft and replied gravely, ‘’Cos he’s not what you might call a real man-o’-war’s man – got his step through arse-lickin’ in Parliament or some such.’ He sucked his teeth. ‘Don’t trust him in sailorin’, yer might say.’

  




  

    The Captain raised his speaking trumpet again. ‘Stations to set main topsail.’

  




  

    Lifting his voice Tewsley called, ‘Captain of the quarterdeck!’

  




  

    Kydd looked about in surprise, expecting another gold-laced officer. Instead the hard-faced petty officer came forward.

  




  

    ‘Carry on, Elkins.’

  




  

    The petty officer rounded on his men. ‘Youse – double up on the weather buntlines, and you lot t’ the clewlines.’ To Bowyer he ordered tersely, ‘Lee clewlines.’

  




  

    Elkins moved to the bitts at the base of the mast from which hung masses of ropes, and Kydd noticed that there were openings in the deck on each side down which ropes passed to the deck below. ‘Stand by topsail sheets, you waisters!’ Elkins bellowed.

  




  

    Bowyer crossed quickly to the row of belaying pins at the ship’s side, just where the shrouds of the mainmast reached the bulwarks – the men already there moved to make room for him.

  




  

    As much to them as to Kydd he said, ‘Now, Kydd, when I casts loose, you tails on to the line with the rest o’ them land toggies.’

  




  

    The tension was almost palpable. Most of the ordinary sailors Kydd could see around him were clearly not of the first order, and he guessed that they were stationed here because they could be brought more under eye from the quarterdeck. All were uneasy and watchful.

  




  

    The man at the wheel now had a second assisting him in the freshening wind, and the ship showed a more lively response to the hurrying seas.

  




  

    The Captain brought out a large gold watch and consulted it ostentatiously. ‘I shall want to see topsails set and sheeted home at least a minute faster. If this is not achieved,’ he glanced about him, ‘then hands will not be piped to dinner until it is.’

  




  

    At Bowyer’s snort, Kydd turned. ‘He means no grog until he gets ’is times,’ he growled.

  




  

    ‘Stand by!’ A boatswain’s mate placed his call to his lips, eyes on the Captain, who nodded sharply.

  




  

    The peal of the call was instantly overlain with shouts from all parts of the deck.

  




  

    ‘Lay aloft and loose topsail!’

  




  

    Men shot past Kydd and into the main shrouds to begin a towering climb to the topmast. Bowyer jumped to the clewline fall and lifted clear the coil of rope, thumping it to the deck behind him. Kydd was shouldered roughly out of the way as the line was handed along until all had seized hold of it. He joined hesitantly at the end. Bowyer expertly undid the turns until one remained, the line of men taking the strain. He looked across in readiness.

  




  

    Tewsley was staring hard upwards and Kydd followed his gaze. Men had made the ascent up the shrouds to the maintop, and were even now continuing on past and up the topmast shrouds, moving up the ratlines in fast, jerky movements. They reached the topsail yard – an arm waved.

  




  

    ‘Lay out and loose!’

  




  

    Kydd was startled by Tewsley’s roar, which seemed too great to have come from his slight frame. In response seamen poured out along the yard on each side and began casting off the gaskets retaining the sail. Watching them moving far above, he felt his palms go clammy at the thought of the height at which they were working, much higher than the top of any building he had ever seen. He stole a glance back at the Captain, who stood impassively, still holding his watch before him.

  




  

    The sail began dropping from the yard.

  




  

    ‘Sheets!’ Tewsley snapped.

  




  

    ‘Topsail sheets!’ roared Elkins to the deck below, and was answered by an instant rattling of ropes against the mainmast.

  




  

    ‘Clewlines!’

  




  

    Bowyer cast off the last turn and the lee topsail clewline swung clear.

  




  

    The rough hairiness of the rope felt alien to Kydd, but being at the end of the line he manfully put all his weight on it – and was immediately pulled off his feet.

  




  

    He scrambled up, roundly cursed by those in front.

  




  

    From nowhere came the hiss and fiery crack of a rope’s end over his back. The pain caught him by surprise, clamping his chest in a stab of breathlessness. He swung round to see Elkins coiling his rope for a second lash. Instinctively he threw up his arms to shield himself.

  




  

    Surprise, then cruel satisfaction passed over Elkins’s face. ‘Well, damn me eyes! Raise yer ’and to a superior officer, then, you mangy dog!’

  




  

    Bowyer threw in his position as first on the line. Racing up behind Kydd, he felled him with a glancing blow to the ear. ‘No, he wasn’t, Mr Elkins – he’s a iggerant lubber who doesn’t know ’is ropes yet.’ Panting and staring at Kydd rather than Elkins he continued, ‘Give ’im a chance to learn – only bin aboard a dog-watch.’

  




  

    Ears ringing, Kydd staggered to his feet.

  




  

    ‘Silence!’ Tewsley strode over, his face red with anger. ‘Take charge properly, Elkins, or I’ll have you turned before the mast this instant.’

  




  

    Elkins wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes following Tewsley. ‘Ease away clewlines.’

  




  

    Taking up position in front of Kydd, Bowyer threw over his shoulder, ‘Sorry fer that. See, yer heaves on the sheets, but when settin’ sail you overhauls the clewlines ’n’ buntlines – let it out, mate,’ he said, tugging at the line to let it go forward.

  




  

    Kydd did as he was told, too stunned by events to question anything.

  




  

    ‘Handsomely!’ Tewsley growled, as the rope surged.

  




  

    On the main yard, at the weather tip, a man sat astride the yardarm, his feet in the ‘Flemish horse’ footrope at the end, his task to keep the loose line of the sheet fed into the sheave at the best angle as the sail was sheeted home.

  




  

    Querulous, the Captain called across, ‘Get your men to work, Mr Tewsley – they seem to have gone to sleep!’

  




  

    ‘Er – sir, we—’ began Tewsley, in astonishment.

  




  

    The men at the clewlines and buntlines didn’t hesitate: unskilled as they were, and under the Captain’s eye, they lost no time in paying out the line faster and faster.

  




  

    ‘Avast there,’ roared Tewsley, but it was too late. At the topsail, the clewline dropping the corner of the sail had been slackened faster than the sheet pulling from beneath could keep up. Instead of a controlled glide to the yardarm, the topsail was now free to flog itself about in sweeping lashes. The topsail sheetman at the end of the yard ducked and parried, but there was nowhere to hide. The cluster of three massive blocks at the lower corner of the topsail, now a plaything of the hundred-foot expanse of sail, bounced the man off the yard. He fell in a wide arc outward and into the sea, his piercing shriek of despair paralysing Kydd until it was cut off by the sea.

  




  

    Kydd rushed to the side and saw the man, buffeted by the side wake of the ship, quickly sliding astern and away into the grey seas. The man’s arm raised briefly to show he had survived the fall and Kydd turned to see what would be done. The Captain, however, did not move, frozen in a stare forward.

  




  

    ‘Sir!’ the young officer of the watch entreated. It was not clear whether the Captain had indeed taken over the deck. ‘Sir, do we go about?’

  




  

    The Captain stood as though in a trance.

  




  

    Tewsley threw himself towards the wheel and roared, ‘Down helm – hard! Get that hatch grating overside. Let go lee main braces, main tack and sheet!’ Spinning on his heels he bawled forward, ‘Flow head sheets – clear away the lee cutter!’ Ponderously the ship’s head fell away from the wind. Tewsley paused and looked towards the Captain, who showed no apparent recognition. ‘Main clewgarnets and buntlines – up mainsail!’

  




  

    The great mainsail spilled its wind and began to be gathered up to the yard.

  




  

    Glancing aft to the far-off tiny dot in the sea, Tewsley snapped, ‘Brace aback – heave to!’ The effect of the backed sails balancing those normally set allowed the vessel to come to a stop, drifting slowly downwind. Touching his hat, Tewsley reported to the Captain, ‘Ship heaving to, sir. Larboard cutter on yard and stay tackles for launching.’

  




  

    The Captain’s eyes seemed to focus slowly. ‘That is well, Mr Tewsley, but I was looking to Mr Lockwood to act in this matter.’ He stepped over to the poop-deck ladder, touching it as though curious, and nodded to the young officer of the watch. ‘Carry on, Mr Lockwood,’ he said, almost without interest.

  




  

    From his place Kydd saw the boat hoisted from its chocks and lowered overside. It was a complex process and took far more men to achieve than the size of the boat seemed to suggest would be needed. He joined the crowd at the ship’s side to watch.

  




  

    It was too distant to see what was happening, and many opinions were expressed, but eventually when the boat drew near again, the chatter died away at the sight of a canvas covered form lying along the thwarts between the rowers.

  




  

    The bowman stood in the foresheets and neatly hooked the mizzen chains. The boat lay bobbing alongside, oars tossed vertically. The coxswain stood and cupped his hands. ‘’E’s dead!’ he shouted.

  




  

    Kydd tailed on to the yardarm whip that hoisted the dead man inboard, secured to the grating. The surgeon, a lugubrious man in rumpled black, pushed through the throng and bent over the still form. ‘Broken bones and morbid cold – there was never any question.’ He did not look up.

  




  

    The two bells remaining of the exercise time went slowly for Kydd. The sailor’s sudden transition from hero of a lofty world to dead clay was much to take in. His experiences of death previously had been like Old Uncle Peel in a huddle on the high street, and the solemnity of the succeeding funeral. He pulled himself together. There was nothing he could do for the man.

  




  

    At eight bells – midday – the peal of the boatswain’s calls ended their drill. The Captain evidently did not wish to press the point about times. ‘Hands to dinner!’

  




  

    Bowyer turned to him and said sourly, ‘Let’s get below. I’ve a need to get outside a grog or two after this.’

  




  

    Grateful for his invitation, Kydd followed him down the fore hatchway, arriving in the now familiar gloom of the lower gundeck. It was alive with talk, and the tone of the voices and glaring eyes left him with no doubt about the subject.

  




  

    They thrust past to reach their mess, which Kydd noticed was conveniently not far from the hatchway, just at the point where the round of the bows straightened into the long sweep aft. He thought to count the number of guns from forward. His mess lay between the third and fourth guns. It was already nearly full and now he would be meeting his messmates. What would they make of an unwilling outsider like himself, who knew not the first thing about their strange, dangerous world?

  




  

    Bowyer grabbed the lanthorn that hung above the table and held it up next to Kydd’s face. ‘Listen, you bilge rats,’ he said against the din, ‘this here’s Tom Kydd, pressed man o’ Guildford, an’ he’s our new messmate.’

  




  

    There was a hush, and Kydd watched the faces turn towards him, varying in expression from frank curiosity to blank disinterest. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, in as neutral a tone as he could manage.

  




  

    A scornful ‘Pleased ter meecher!’ came from a sharp-faced man on one side. ‘We don’t have that sorta talk here, cully.’

  




  

    ‘Stow it, Howell,’ Bowyer said shortly. ‘Don’t you pay no mind to ’im, the old snarley-yow. He is – or was, I should say – a merchant jack and pressed same as you, ’cept he’s makin’ more noise about it.’

  




  

    Next to Howell a pleasant-faced lad stood up and leaned over to offer his hand. ‘Dick Whaley, pressed outa the Maid o’ Whitby, same as Jonas here.’ Kydd took the hand gratefully.

  




  

    Howell snorted. ‘What he’s not sayin’ is that I was bo’sun aboard while he was afore the mast – and don’t he forget it!’

  




  

    Whaley laughed. ‘And here we’re a pair of foremast jacks both. At least we’ve a chance fer some prize money. In the old Maid we was just floggin’ up and down the coast with a belly full of sea-coal, and never the sight of a frolic.’

  




  

    ‘Let him sit, Joe.’ At the ship’s side was a considerably older seaman, nearly covered with faded tattoos. His mild, seamed face gazed steadily at Kydd.

  




  

    Bowyer thumbed at the old sailor. ‘That’s Samuel Claggett, fo’c’sleman to the quality. Been aboard since the last age, so we ’as to keep ’im in humour.’

  




  

    While Kydd found his place at the end of the bench the conversations took up again. Diffident, he said nothing, and tried to listen to the others. His eyes slid to the men opposite, and were caught, to his astonishment, by the glittering black orbs of a Chinaman, the first he had ever seen. The man sat without speaking, his shaven head reflecting the lanthorn glow. Bowyer noticed Kydd’s start of surprise and said, ‘Say “how” to Wong, then.’

  




  

    ‘Er, how!’

  




  

    ‘Ni hau! ’ the man replied.

  




  

    ‘Wong Hey Chee, able seaman and right heathen but a good hand aloft when it comes on to blow.’ Bowyer’s introduction did nothing to affect Wong’s steady stare. ‘Was a strong man in a circus, was Wong,’ Bowyer continued admiringly.

  




  

    Kydd shifted his gaze to the last man, opposite Claggett.

  




  

    The man gave him a civil nod, but remained wordless. He had a sensitive face, which bore the unmistakable mark of intelligence. His eyes were dark and unsettling.

  




  

    ‘Yes – an’ that’s Renzi,’ Bowyer said. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. ‘Says nothing, keeps to himself. A rum cove, if you asks me. I’d leave him be, mate, bit quick on the trigger ’e can be.’

  




  

    Kydd looked back at Renzi, and realised what was bothering him. Although clearly at home in a comfortable but plain seaman’s rig, the man did not have the open, trusting manner of a sailor. Nor did he have the close-gathered tarry queue of the older seaman, or the long side-whiskers and wild hair of the younger. His almost blue-black hair was as short as a monk’s. He was further taken aback when he realised that the man’s gaze could best be termed a glare. He wondered if he had offended in some way.

  




  

    His thoughts were interrupted by shouts of appreciation greeting the arrival of the grog monkey, a well-used, two-eared wooden kid. It was thumped on the table in front of Claggett, who lost no time in sending an odd assortment of pots and tankards, well filled, back to their expectant owners.

  




  

    ‘That’s yourn, then, Kydd.’ He slid over a brass-bound wooden drinking vessel. Kydd lifted it. It was old-fashioned, the size and shape favoured by thirsty countryfolk, but where they would fill it with cider or beer, the sweetness of rum eddied up to him. He was amazed – there was well over a pint of the liquid.

  




  

    ‘Here’s to you, Tom lad,’ Bowyer said, and upended his own pot.

  




  

    Kydd felt an unexpected flush of pleasure at the use of his forename. ‘And Mr Garrett – damn his whistle,’ he replied, lifting his tankard in salute. The taste had an unexpected coolness.

  




  

    Bowyer’s eyes creased. ‘Three-water grog, this is only. You’ll be lucky ter get grog twice a week in Royal Billy – you’re catching on, mate!’

  




  

    They both drank deeply. The liquor spread warmth through Kydd’s vitals and he could feel the anxiety draining from him. A smile broke through.

  




  

    ‘That’s the ticket! Can be a hard life, a sailor’s, but there are, who shall say, the compensations!’

  




  

    Kydd drank again and, amid the animated ebb and flow of talk, studied his shipmates once more. Wong was listening impassively to Whaley describing the hardships of a voyage to Esbjerg, while Claggett was speaking softly to a man sitting next to him.

  




  

    Kydd lifted his pot to drink, but as it tilted he saw over the rim that Renzi’s glowering, intense eyes were on him. Disconcerted, he gave a weak smile, and took a long pull at his grog. The eyes were still on him, and he noticed the unusual depth of the lines incised each side of Renzi’s mouth.

  




  

    ‘Where’s that useless Doud? We’ll die of hunger else,’ Howell demanded. The others ignored him.

  




  

    ‘Hey-ho, mates, and it’s pease pudding and Irish horse!’ A wiry, perky young man arrived and swung a pair of wooden kids under the end of the table.

  




  

    ‘About time, damn you for a shab!’ Howell’s sneer in no way discommoded Doud, whose broad grin seemed to light up the entire mess.

  




  

    ‘Come on, Ned, we’re near gutfoundered,’ said Whaley, rubbing his hands in anticipation. The lids came off the food, and the bread barge was filled and placed on the table. Mess traps were brought down from their racks and the meal could begin.

  




  

    After his previous experience Kydd had no expectations. On his plate the pease pudding was grey-green, flecked with darker spots, and clearly thickened with some other substance. The beef was unrecognisable, grey and gristly. Kydd couldn’t hide his disgust at the taste.

  




  

    Bowyer saw his expression and gave a mirthless chuckle. ‘That there’s fresh beef, Tom. Wait till we’re at sea awhile – the salt horse’ll make you yearn after this’n!’

  




  

    He slid the bread barge across to Kydd. Lying disconsolate on a mess of ship’s biscuit was the stale remnants of the ‘soft tommy’ taken aboard in Sheerness.

  




  

    Kydd passed on the bread and gingerly took some hard-tack. He fastened his teeth on the crude biscuit, but could make no impression.

  




  

    ‘Not like that, mate,’ Bowyer said. ‘Like this!’ Cupping the biscuit in his palm, he brought his opposite elbow sharply down on it, and revealed the fragments resulting. ‘This is yer hard-tack, lad. We calls it bread at sea – best you learns a taste for it.’

  




  

    As they ate Kydd was struck by the small concessions necessary because of the confined space: the wooden plates were square rather than round and therefore gave optimum area for holding food. Eating movements were curiously neat and careful: no cutlery waved in the air, and elbows seemed fixed to the side of the body. It was in quite a degree of contrast to the spreading coarseness of the town ordinary where tradesmen would take their cheap victuals together.

  




  

    The last of his grog made the food more palatable, and when he had finished Kydd let his eyes wander out of the pool of lanthorn light to the other mess tables, each a similar haven of sociability.

  




  

    He remembered his piece of paper. ‘Joe, what does all this mean?’ he said, passing over his watch and station details.

  




  

    ‘Let’s see.’ Bowyer studied the paper in the dim light. ‘It says here you’re in the first part of the starboard watch – with me, mate. And your part-of-ship is afterguard, so you report there to Mr Tewsley for your place o’ duty.’ He paused and looked affectionately at the others. ‘And the other is the number of yer mess. You’re messmates with us here now, and on the purser’s books for vittlin’ and grog under that number. Not that you’ll get fair dos from Mansel, that bloody Nipcheese.’ Bowyer smiled viciously. ‘Yeah – those duds you’ve just got, you’ll be working them off a guinea t’ the poun’ for six months yet. And with a purser’s pound at fourteen ounces you’ll not be overfed, mate.’

  




  

    He looked again at the paper. ‘You’re in Mr Tewsley’s division, o’ course, so yer accountable to him to be smart ’n’ togged out in proper rig, and once yer’ve got yer hammock, it says here you’ll be getting your head down right aft on this deck. Show yer where at pipe-down tonight.’ He returned the paper. ‘That’s all ye need to know fer now. All this other lot are yer stations – where yer have to be when we go “hands ter unmoor ship”, “send down topmast” an’ that. You’ll get a chance to take it all aboard when we exercises.’

  




  

    Kydd needed more. ‘What’s this about a gun, then?’

  




  

    ‘That’s your post at quarters. We get ourselves into an action, you go to number-three gun lower deck,’ he pointed to it, ‘but I doubts we’ll get much o’ that unless the Frogs want ter be beat again.’ Taking another pull at his grog, Bowyer grinned.

  




  

    But Kydd wasn’t about to let go. ‘When do I have t’ climb the mast, Joe?’

  




  

    Bowyer’s laugh stilled the table’s conversation for a moment. He leaned forward. ‘Tom, me old shipmate, you’re a landman. That means nobody expects you to do anything more’n pull on a rope and swab the uppers all day. Me, I’m an able seaman, I c’n hand, reef and steer, so we gets to go aloft, you don’t.’ Finishing his grog he looked across at Kydd, his guileless grey eyes, clubbed pigtail and sun-bleached seaman’s gear making him the picture of a deep-sea mariner. He smiled good-humouredly. ‘That’s not ter say you’ll be a landman for ever. What say we take a stroll around the barky? Starbowlines are off watch this afternoon ’n’ yer could be learnin’ something.’

  




  

    They came out by the big fore hatch on to the upper deck. Up a short ladder and they were on a deck space at the foot of the foremast, beneath its sails and rigging. The wind was raw and cutting, and the odd fleck of spray driven up by the bows bit at the skin.

  




  

    ‘Now, Tom, this ’ere raised part is the fo’c’sle deck, an’ at the other end of the hooker is another, and it’s the quarterdeck, and we move between the two parts by means of them there gangways each side. Gives a pleasin’ sweep o’ deck, fore ’n’ aft.’

  




  

    Kydd nodded. ‘So is this then the upper deck?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘It’s not, mate. The upper deck is the top one of all that can run continuous the whole length, so it’s the one next under us. We often calls it the main deck, and this one the spar deck, ’cos we useta keep the spare spars handy here.’

  




  

    Looking about Kydd tried not to be awkward. ‘But I see one more deck above this, right at the end.’

  




  

    ‘Aye, that’s the poop deck – important on a smaller ship keepin’ waves from comin’ aboard when we’ve got a following sea, but all it really is are the Captain’s cabins all raised up off the quarterdeck – the coach, we calls it.’ Bowyer looked meaningfully at Kydd. ‘You should know, Tom, that the fo’c’sle is the place fer common sailors.’ He turned and looked aft. ‘And the quarterdeck is fer officers. If you’re not on dooty you don’t go there or—’

  




  

    ‘I know,’ said Kydd.

  




  

    ‘It’s a kind of holy ground – same even fer the officers,’ Bowyer said seriously, ‘and they ’n’ you should pay respec’ when crossin’ on to it.’

  




  

    Kydd’s quizzical look did not bring an explanation.

  




  

    Bowyer tilted his head to gaze at the complex array of masts, yards, sails and rigging with something that closely resembled affection. ‘Now, lookee there, Tom. Any ship-rigged packet has three masts, fore, main and mizzen, and the names of the yards and sails are nearly the same on all of ’em, so you need learn only one. And the ropes an’ all – they take their names from the masts and sails they work, so they’re the same.’

  




  

    Kydd tried to adopt a nonchalant pose, holding on to a substantial-looking rope. Bowyer winced. ‘Be careful now, Tom – we scratches a backstay to get a wind, and we don’t want ter tempt fate, now, do we?’ He moved on quickly. ‘And we rate our ships depending on ’ow many guns we ’ave. This one ’as three decks of guns, the most of any, near enough, so we’re the biggest, a line-of-battle ship.’ The guns on the fo’c’sle glistened blackly with damp. ‘We’ve got near one hunnerd o’ the great guns, the biggest down low, where we lives. We can take on anything afloat, me lad. You pity the poor bastard that finds ’imself lookin’ down the eyes o’ these beauties.’

  




  

    The chill wind fluttered Kydd’s jacket and made him shudder. By mutual consent they passed down the ladder to the deck below. It was mainly enclosed, but open to the sky for a distance between foremast and mainmast, here crossed by thick skid beams on which the ship’s boats were stowed.

  




  

    They passed the open area to go aft. The big main hatches, garlanded with cannon balls like lethal strands of black pearls, formed an opening that led deep into the bowels of the vessel. Past the imposing bulk of the mainmast was a final ladderway down, but across the whole width of the deck aft their way was now barred by a darkly polished bulkhead with doors each side.

  




  

    ‘There’s where the Admiral lives, Tom – an’ like a prince!’ Bowyer moved closer and spoke reverently. ‘And that’s where they plan out the battles ’n’ such.’ His mouth twitched. ‘’Twas also the place where Jemmy Boyes and his mates went afore a court martial. Mutiny, they called it, although it were really them only talkin’ wry – the year ’eighty-seven that was.’ He looked forward, his mouth compressed to a hard line. ‘It were our own fore yardarm where they was turned off, God save ’em.’

  




  

    For a moment he stood, then went over to the ladder and looked down. ‘We have two more decks of guns below us, ’n’ then it’s the waterline.’

  




  

    ‘And where were we at the purser’s?’

  




  

    ‘Well, I didn’t say we had no more decks under the waterline,’ Bowyer said. ‘In fact, me old gullion, we have the orlop under the lower gundeck, and that was where you was before.’

  




  

    He cracked his knuckles. ‘Interestin’ place, the orlop. Right forrard you get the boatswain and Chips. They both have their cabin and their stores. But turn round and right aft you get the sawbones, the purser and their stores – and not forgettin’ the midshipmen’s berth.’

  




  

    He looked down, as though the deck was transparent. ‘And all the middle bit is where the anchor cables are laid out in tiers, and where yer go down inside the gun magazines. Lots o’ dark, rummy places about, down in the orlop. Wouldn’t advise rovin’ about down there without yer’ve got a friend.’ He swung round with a grin. ‘And then all that’s left below is the hold. But I guess yer know all about that – it’s where the pressed men go afore we sails. It’s where all the water and vittles are stowed, and when we clears for action all the gear gets sent down there.’ Bowyer punched him on the shoulder. ‘So now you knows all the decks, we’ll go visit ’em!’

  




  

    There was no hanging back, and for the remainder of the watch Kydd found himself plunging after Bowyer – down ladders, along rows of huge guns, on gratings out above the sea and, in fact, to places it was impossible to believe might belong on a ship of war. A cookhouse with monstrous cauldrons simmering over an iron-hearted fire. A manger, complete with goats and chickens. A cockpit – but no cocks that Kydd could detect. And many – multitudes – of objects and places that Bowyer clearly thought important, but which had no meaning to Kydd.

  




  

    They happened to be under the boats when four double strikes sounded from the belfry just above. ‘Know what that means, Tom? It’s “up spirits” and then supper, me old griff!’

  




  

    In a whirlpool of impressions Kydd followed Bowyer down to the lower gundeck and the welcome fug of the mess. Howell looked up sourly. ‘You tryin’ to make Kydd a jolly Jack Tar, then, Joe?’

  




  

    ‘You sayin’ he shouldn’t be?’ Bowyer snapped.

  




  

    ‘I’m sayin’ as how he don’t know what he’s acomin’ to. He’s not bred to the sea, he’s a landlubber, don’t belong.’ He became heated. ‘Can you see him out on the yard in a gale of wind, doin’ real sailorin’? Nah. All his days he’s gonna be on his knees and arse up with a holystone – that is, when he’s not huckin’ out the heads or swiggin’ off on the braces!’ He leaned forward and told Bowyer earnestly, ‘’S not right fer you to fill his head with grand ideas – he’s never going to be a sailorman, sooner he knows it, better for him.’

  




  

    Pointedly ignoring him, Bowyer took down their mess traps. ‘We’ve got first dog-watch straight after so we takes a bit o’ ballast aboard now, Tom, mate!’

  




  

    It was still light on deck, showing up the swarm of small vessels around them, which were seizing the opportunity to slip down-Channel with an unofficial escort of such unchallengeable might.

  




  

    Kydd followed Bowyer closely, apprehensive because this was to be his first sea watch, and gingerly joined the waiting group near the mainmast.

  




  

    ‘You! Yeah – the cow-handed sod with Bowyer!’ Elkins’s grating shout broke into his thoughts. There was an animal ferocity in the hard face and Kydd froze. ‘Come here, you useless grass-combin’ bastard.’ Elkins thrust his face forward. ‘If ever you makes a sawney o’ me afore the quarterdeck again, you’re fishmeat, cully!’

  




  

    Kydd felt defiance rising, but he kept silent, trying to withstand the assault of the man’s glare.

  




  

    Abruptly, Elkins seized his jacket savagely in both hands at the throat and pulled him to his toes. Speaking softly and slowly, but with infinite menace, he said, ‘A lumpin’ great lobcock like you would do well to know where he stands afore he thinks to get uppity – you scavey?’

  




  

    The hard, colourless eyes seemed to impale Kydd’s soul. The thin lips curled. ‘O’ course yer do, cully,’ he said, ‘you’re a Johnny Raw, new caught, who’s goin’ to learn his place right quick – ain’t that the case?’

  




  

    He released Kydd slowly, keeping him transfixed.

  




  

    Bowyer’s troubled voice came in from behind Kydd. ‘No call fer that, Mr Elkins,’ he said.

  




  

    Elkins turned on him.

  




  

    ‘I’ll be lookin’ out for Kydd, don’t you worry, Mr Elkins.’ He grabbed Kydd’s arm and steered him back to the mainmast. A young officer watched, frowning.

  




  

    ‘Don’t do to cross Elkins’sbows, shipmate,’ Bowyer muttered, pretending to test the tension of a line at the bitts.

  




  

    Kydd had never backed down from anyone in his life – even the raw-boned squire’s son treated him with care. But this was another situation, filled with unknowns.

  




  

    ‘See there, Tom,’ Bowyer was trying to engage his attention, ‘we’re bending on the new mizzen t’gallant.’ Kydd allowed his interest to be directed to the second furthest yard upward at the mizzen. Men were spreading out along the yard, that side that he could see past the large triangular staysails soaring up between the two masts. ‘You’ll remember we saw Mr Clough and his mates sewing in the tabling for the t’gallant bolt-rope?’

  




  

    Kydd recalled his curiosity as they stepped around the cross-legged men busily plying their needles. Those were no delicate darning needles; instead they were long and heavy three-sided implements, which they drove through the stout canvas using a leather device strapped to their palms.

  




  

    ‘Clap on here, mate,’ said Bowyer. ‘We’re sending up yer sail now to fix on to its yard.’ A long sausage of canvas had made its way on deck, and an astonishing amount of rope lay in long coils next to it. ‘We uses the buntlines to haul it up for bending, but it being a t’gallant and all, the line is too short to come from aloft, so we bends on some extra.’

  




  

    Kydd let it all wash over him. It was beyond his powers to retain, but he was sure that Bowyer would be on hand later to explain. At the present moment he urgently needed to find his bearings and, indeed, himself.

  




  

    The watch passed quickly in a flurry of hauling, belaying and repeating this on other ropes in sequence with events, the canvas sausage making its way up the mast to its final glory as a trim, smartly set sail. Dusk was well and truly drawing in when the pealing of boatswain’s calls erupted forward. ‘There yer go, Tom, the Spithead nightingales are singin’. Larbowlines are on deck now, ’n’ we can go below – but first we’ve somethin’ to do, brother.’

  




  

    Kydd followed him down to the lanthorn-lit forward end of the main deck. It was crowded with men gathered closely around a quartermaster’s mate standing just abaft the foremast, and next to a small pile of clothing and other gear. Lieutenant Tewsley was there, hat held informally in his hand and his seamed face sombre.

  




  

    Bowyer coughed self-consciously. ‘This is what we do for them what goes over the standin’ part of the foresheet.’

  




  

    At Kydd’s look of incomprehension he said, ‘That is to say, them which tops their boom – dies at sea – like Ollie Higgins did this forenoon off the mainyard.’

  




  

    Kydd felt a stab of guilt at the stark memory of the man cartwheeling into the sea, knowing that it had been buried in the avalanche of images and experiences to which he had been subjected since.

  




  

    Bowyer continued, in a low voice, ‘We gets into Spithead tomorrow, so we holds an auction on his clobber now. If we c’n find a little silver for ’is widow, well, it’s somethin’.’

  




  

    The auction proceeded, low shouts as bids were cast and clothing fingered in quiet remembrance. Noticing Bowyer involved in the bidding, Kydd wondered what to do. There were only pennies left of what he had had in his pocket when pressed, and only volunteers received the bounty.

  




  

    ‘’Ere you are, Tom,’ Bowyer said, and passed over a well-worn seaman’s knife and sheath. ‘Ollie was a topman, and you can trust ’is steel to be the best.’ Kydd hesitated. ‘Go on, mate, take it – he won’t be needin’ it now, and he’d be happy it’s still goin’ to do its dooty.’

  




  

    Kydd’s helpless fumbling at his pocket made Bowyer touch his arm. ‘Don’t worry about that, mate. You’ll find nobody cares about us – we ’as to look to ourselves. Yer’ll not see a penny o’ yer pay for half a year or more, so we’ll square yardarms some other time.’

  




  

    Self-consciously, Kydd undid his broad belt and strapped on the knife, settling the sheath into place on the flat of his right buttock as Bowyer had his.

  




  

    Bowyer paid over several more silver coins and was handed a crackling bundle of olive-grey skins. ‘This is what yer’ll reckon best, Tom, out on the yard in a winter nor’-easter – an honest sealskin warmer under your jacket. Keeps out the cold like a hero.’

  




  

    Outside the purser’s store on the orlop Kydd tried again. ‘Look, Joe, you don’t have to—’

  




  

    ‘Leave it be, Tom!’ Bowyer said, gruffly.

  




  

    Kydd drew his issue hammock and meagre bedding. Bowyer fingered it doubtfully. ‘Listen, mate, only way yer goin’ to get a good kip in a hammacoe is if I tells yer how. So let’s be at it – we’re on watch right after hammocks are piped down. I’ll give yer a hand.’ Bowyer clicked his tongue at the haphazard bundle of stiff new canvas and bedclothing and deftly rolled them tightly together, securing them with half hitches. He threw the result over his shoulder. Thrusting his way aft, he found Kydd’s numbered position. ‘You’ll be slingin’ yer ’mick here, being as you’re afterguard. Part-of-ship stays together so’s yer can be found in the dark for a shake – yer oppo’s alongside yer, o’ course.’

  




  

    Seeing Kydd’s look he explained, ‘The man who does the same job as you but in t’ other watch.’

  




  

    Kydd nodded, but he was overwhelmed. An unbelievable number of men were moving about in the dim lower gundeck, all busily slinging hammocks, and it seemed inconceivable that they could fit into so limited a space.

  




  

    With the ease of long practice, Bowyer secured one rope to a batten fastened on the deck beams overhead. ‘Watch this, Tom – can’t show yer twice, have me own ’mick to sling.’ He teased out the parallel knittle lines at the ends of the hammock, then extended the canvas, taking the opposite end to another batten. ‘Guess you’ll want to try it low, first up,’ Bowyer murmured, and Kydd could see that there was a method in the madness about him. To maximise space, adjacent hammocks were slung clear, either high or low. Bowyer had eased the lines so that Kydd would be in the lowest of them.

  




  

    The hammocks also overlapped to the canvas in a fore and aft direction. It became clear that this had an additional benefit when Bowyer invited Kydd to climb into his hammock for the first time.

  




  

    The seasoned sailor chuckled at the inevitable result – like a skittish horse, the hammock skipped out of reach every time Kydd lifted a leg to lever himself in, quickly finding himself dumped smartly on deck the other side.

  




  

    ‘Yer gets aboard only like this,’ Bowyer said, and with one lithe movement, he grasped in both hands an overlapping hammock clew overhead, and this taking his weight, his first leg positioned the hammock for the other leg to thump in alongside.

  




  

    Reversing the movement Bowyer dropped to the deck. ‘Now you, mate.’

  




  

    Chapter 3

  




  

    In the light night winds, sailing easily full and bye on the starboard tack, there was little for the watch on deck to do. Keyed up to expect hours of toil, Kydd was surprised to find how relaxed the watch before midnight could be. After an initial fuss at the braces, tacks and sheets, the sails were finally trimmed to the satisfaction of Warren, the officer of the watch, who then reluctantly stood the men down, save those about the binnacle.

  




  

    One thing, however, Kydd found disconcerting. While the mess decks were gloomy, lanthorn-lit caverns, on deck it was positively tomb-like. A low overcast obscured the night sky and his eyes strained in the winter night to distinguish main features, let alone the dozens of ropes, ringbolts and sharp edges that lay invisibly in wait. It was quite impossible to make out the faces of the others. They were phantoms in the darkness: their voices had the curious quality of being overloud when close, and too distant when further away. Only moving shadows against the dim whiteness of the deck disclosed their presence.

  




  

    Kydd stayed close to Bowyer as they went down the ladder to the main deck. There, in the waist of the ship, they would be on instant call, but could shelter from the spray and keen wind. It didn’t escape Kydd that they would also be out of sight of Warren and the others on the quarterdeck. They hunkered down, backs to the bulwark, the old hands among them coming together in companionable groups to converse in low tones and while away the watch. Kydd sat on the periphery of Bowyer’s group, content to listen.

  




  

    The hiss of the ship’s wash out in the darkness was hypnotic. Sitting on the deck, leaning against a gun-carriage in the anonymity of the night, Kydd felt a creeping unreality, that stage of tiredness when a floating light-headedness bears the spirit on in a timeless, wondering void.

  




  

    Disembodied voices rose and fell. His mind drifted, but returned to hear what they were saying.

  




  

    ‘No, mate – I saw ’im! Didn’t do a bloody thing, just watched while Ollie went over the side. Did nothing ’cept stare, the useless ninny.’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, you saw him, but he was givin’ a chance fer Lockwood to do somethin’ for himself. He had the deck, didn’t he?’ Kydd recognised Bowyer’s troubled tones.

  




  

    ‘It won’t fadge, Joe,’ someone replied. ‘The Captain ’as the ship. There’s no buts in it. It’s his dooty to look after the people, same’s it’s our dooty to look after the ship.’

  




  

    ‘Now, what I don’t like is this. When it comes to a situation, it’s “sharp’s the word and quick’s the motion” but he just stood there! Yes, sir, just froze right up!’

  




  

    ‘So we gets a dirty great Frenchie, yardarm to yardarm, offerin’ to ventilate our sides – ain’t no time to be stoppin’ and starin’.’

  




  

    ‘I seen a scrovy like that!’ a voice chirruped from out of the dark.

  




  

    ‘Oh, yeah?’

  




  

    ‘Did so too. He was touched, that’s what he was, used t’ stare like that – into his vittles, out the window, nobody could speak to him. Right scareful, it was.’

  




  

    ‘What happened to him, then?’

  




  

    ‘Well, one evenin’ he fell down in the pothouse, kickin’ ’n’ twisting ’n’ scarin’ the daylights out of us all until they took him off ter the bedlam.’

  




  

    Kydd snorted into the gloom. ‘Bloody rot! You’re talkin’ of the falling sickness. Poor juggins to have you as his friend. It’s a kind of fit. An’ what I saw this afternoon wasn’t the fallin’ sickness.’

  




  

    Another voice challenged, nearer. ‘So what was it, Mr Sawbones?’

  




  

    Conscious that he had attracted attention to himself, Kydd could only answer lamely, ‘Well, it wasn’t, that’s all.’

  




  

    The exchange drifted into an inconclusive silence.

  




  

    The edge of an unseen sail fluttered sharply and quietened, and an occasional muffled crunch of waves came from forward, in time with a slight pitch of the bows. Kydd shifted his position.

  




  

    He heard Bowyer from further away: ‘Can’t blame the skipper, Lofty. He’s new, ’n’ he’s had to take over the barky from Halifax without the smell of a dockin’, poor lady.’

  




  

    ‘That’s all gammon, ’n’ you know it, Joe.’

  




  

    ‘No – what I’m a-saying is that, as bloody usual, in this war we’ve been caught all aback ’n’ all in a pelt – skipper’s got to get the ship out to meet the Frogs ’n’ ’e’s cuttin’ corners.’

  




  

    The man grunted loudly. ‘Pig-shite! You always were simple, Joe. What we ’ave is a Jonah! Seen ’em before. They doesn’t know it even but they ’as the mark! An’ it’s evil luck that comes aboard any hooker what ships a Jonah, as well you know, mate.’

  




  

    The murmurs died away, and Kydd shivered at the turn in the conversation. He took refuge in the continual run of shipboard noises – the ceaseless background of anonymous sounds that assured him his new world was continuing as usual.

  




  

    There were a few coughs before a deep voice announced, ‘When we makes Spithead tomorrer, I’m goin’ no further than yon Keppel’s Head – get me a good sea-coal fire ahead, a muzzler of stingo under m’ lee and I’ll not see daylight until we fronts back aboard.’

  




  

    ‘Stow that!’ someone whooped, ‘I’ve got a year’s pay says there’s no fubsy wench in Portsmouth Point’s goin’ unsatisfied while I’ve got the legs to get me ashore.’

  




  

    The babble of voices was broken by one of the older men. ‘Presumin’ we get to step off.’

  




  

    ‘Course we will! On the North Ameriky station for near two years – stands to reason we dock first to set the old girl to rights afore we join the Fleet. Gonna take at least half a year – we’re forty years old, mate, and you know she spits oakum in any sort of sea!’

  




  

    ‘Yeah, that’s right! We had thirteen months ashore off of Billy Ruffian in ’eighty-eight, an’ she was in better shape than we by a long haul.’

  




  

    ‘Jus’ let me get alongside my Polly – she’s been awaitin’ for me ’n’ my tackle since St Geoffrey’s Day.’

  




  

    The excited chatter ebbed and flowed around Kydd, until it crossed his mind that if the others went ashore then there might be a chance for him to slip away. A few days’ tramp along the London Road and he’d be back, God be praised, in the rural tranquillity of Guildford.

  




  

    Distant bells sounded from forward. A hand on his arm broke into these happy thoughts. ‘Stir yerself, Tom. Now we can get our heads down until mornin’,’ said Bowyer.

  




  

    Their way lit by a lanthorn carried by a ship’s corporal, they passed down to the lower deck. Shadowy figures, the last of the larbowlines, hurried past.

  




  

    After the cold dankness of the open air the heat and fug of the broad space, full of slowly swaying hammocks, was prodigious. The air was thick with the musty odour of many men in a confined space and the creeping fetor of bilge smells. With fatigue closing in on him in waves, Kydd stumbled over to his hammock. Stripping off his outer clothes, he followed the example of the others and rolled them into a pillow. He then addressed himself to the task of getting in. It took only two tries before he was aboard, agreeably enfolded by the canvas sides. Some cautious wriggles and he found that the hammock was remarkably stable and, in fact, astonishingly comfortable. The meagre ‘mattress’ conformed to his shape and the single coarse blanket was hardly needed, with the heat of so much humanity.

  




  

    Lying there, too exhausted to sleep, his eyes wandered restlessly over the scene – the loom of hammocks all around, the dark closeness of the deckhead above and the last few moving figures. Then the lanthorns were removed, and he was left alone with his thoughts in utter blackness.

  




  

    There was an air of excitement and anticipation as the far-off soft green and grey-black of the land resolved into the Isle of Wight, and Portsmouth, with its sheltered naval anchorage of Spithead. The weather had held, and there was nothing to disturb the winter-bright pearlescence in sea and sky. Duke William glided in under all plain sail towards the long dark smudge ahead that was the Fleet at anchor.

  




  

    A wearisome forenoon had been spent on the ship’s appearance, for it was well known that Admiral Howe was no friend to the indolent. Besides a thorough holystone fore and aft, salt-stained sides were sluiced with fresh water, brightwork brought to a thorough gleam and the sea-dulled colours around the beakhead and figurehead touched up to their usual striking splendour.

  




  

    Around the catted bower anchors and aloft, men had been working since daybreak. It was clear from the short tempers on the quarterdeck that more than appearances would shortly be judged.

  




  

    Along the line of the deck the gunner’s party were busy at the twelve-pounders with wadhook and shot ladle, removing the live charge and shot from each new-blacked gun. At sea a ship had to be ready to meet any enemy appearing unexpectedly with immediate fire. Now the guns would carry nothing more lethal than a blank saluting cartridge.

  




  

    The hawse bucklers were removed from the eyes in the bows, the massive twenty-five-inch cable roused out from the tiers below and passed through them before being secured to the bower anchor. Finally the sea lashings were removed, leaving the anchor suspended only by a single stopper. Amidships, the barge and cutter were readied for lowering, the barge crew going below to shift into their smart gear. Kydd noticed activity on the poop deck around the flag locker. Bright bunting, vivid on the grey day, was carefully checked, with the ensign and jack laid out ready for the staff.

  




  

    Duke William neared the land, which now took on more detail. Kydd marvelled at the number of ships about – tiny tan and white specks of sails up and down the coast as far as he could see: merchantmen, passenger craft and cumbersome naval auxiliaries. But dominating all, stretching over a mile of sea, there were at least a score of great ships-of-the-line at anchor, all arrogance and lofty grace. Closer still, it was possible to note the details of the small craft ceaselessly moving against the low-lying shoreline and the medieval white stone ramparts. At the narrow entrance of the harbour, he saw an untidy clutter of small rickety buildings perching close by.

  




  

    It soon became apparent that they were making for the outer end of the cluster of moored ships.

  




  

    ‘All hands, bring ship to anchor!’

  




  

    Hardly a soul stirred, long since standing to at their posts. A rope thrust into his hands, Kydd snatched a glance aft at the small group on the quarterdeck.

  




  

    The Captain, easily recognised with his large gold-laced cocked hat and imperious bearing, stood in the centre of the deck. Next to him was Tyrell’s restless stumpy form, with Garrett close behind. Within earshot, but at a respectful distance, were the Master in his plain black coat and a group of midshipmen.

  




  

    Lieutenant Tewsley watched the quarterdeck while Elkins kept his eyes on Tewsley and Bowyer watched Elkins.

  




  

    Kydd held the lee main topgallant clewline as though his life depended on it and waited for whatever would come.

  




  

    ‘Stand by to take in topgallants – man topgallant clewlines, fore and main clewgarnets and buntlines!’

  




  

    Bowyer made no move; neither therefore did Kydd.

  




  

    ‘Haul taut! In topgallants – up foresail, up mainsail!’

  




  

    Bowyer threw off his turns and went to it furiously, frantically imitated by Kydd, bringing in the rope hand over hand, the wind spilling thunderously from the big sail above them.

  




  

    Duke William slowed perceptibly, progressing parallel to the shoreline under topsails and staysails. Kydd could not keep his eyes from the scene – so many huge vessels, so much power and threat.

  




  

    Bowyer moved over to the clewline and Kydd followed. ‘Which is the Admiral’s ship?’ he asked.

  




  

    Bowyer’s hands on the rope, he cocked his head towards the largest. ‘Queen Charlotte, a hundred guns – Chatham-built, same’s Victory, but much newer.’ His eyes rested dispassionately on the big ship. ‘But not ever as sweet a sailer on a bowline as that old lady.’

  




  

    Silently they neared the anchorage, but even to Kydd’s eye, they appeared to be passing well to seaward of the dense gathering of ships. His not to reason why, he waited, grateful for the warmth generated by his recent exertions.

  




  

    Caldwell raised his speaking trumpet. ‘Helm a-lee! Topsail clew-jiggers, buntlines! Man jib downhaul!’

  




  

    The ship exploded into action, almost the entire company energetically at some task. Kydd tensed, noticing that the vessel was ponderously beginning a turn towards the anchored Fleet and incidentally the shore.

  




  

    ‘Haul taut! Let go topsail sheets, topbowlines! Clew up!’

  




  

    The turn grew faster, and Kydd’s quick glance aft took in the men at the wheel energetically spinning it to counteract the swing. It appeared that they were heading straight for the last three vessels in line.

  




  

    ‘Down jib! Settle away the topsail halliards – square away there!’

  




  

    The previously taut, finely trimmed sails were now baggy masses pressing against the forward sides of the mast, for as Kydd could see they had turned directly into the wind, meaning to slow the ship on her onward course towards the anchored vessels.

  




  

    Then the wind dropped, fluky and unreliable, and with reduced retarding effect on the fore part of her sails Duke William glided on unimpeded.

  




  

    Kydd looked at Bowyer beside him, who was watching the approach with rapt attention – his face hardening. Kydd felt a sudden stab of fear. ‘Joe – Joe, what is it?’

  




  

    ‘Christ save us!’ Bowyer blurted, staring forward. ‘We’re falling aboard Barfleur!’ He reached for the familiar solidity of the forebrace bitts.

  




  

    Kydd looked back at the quarterdeck – the wheel was hard over, but their slow way through the water did not give sufficient bite to the rudder and the bow’s reluctant swing was agonisingly too ponderous. Looking down the length of the ship he saw that beyond their long bowsprit loomed the after end of a vessel quite as big as they, towards which they seemed to be sliding inexorably. There was frantic activity on her quarterdeck and poop, booms beginning to stick out in despairing efforts to fend off the inevitable, white faces, angry shouts carrying across the water.

  




  

    The manoeuvre had failed in its purpose; the falling light winds blowing against the wrong side of the sails were insufficient to stop the forward momentum of the heavy battleship – a sad misjudgement. And under the eyes of the Admiral.

  




  

    Kydd watched the drama deepen on the quarterdeck. Captain Caldwell had the speaking trumpet up, but no words came. He looked sideways briefly at Tyrell, who refused to catch his eye, standing square, oak-like, and with eyes in a fierce stare forward. No one moved.

  




  

    It did not take much imagination to picture the result of the impact of a couple of thousand tons of out-of-control warship on another; Kydd, to his surprise, felt only a strange detached control as he awaited the outcome.

  




  

    A flurry of shouts took Kydd’s attention forward again. On the fo’c’sle, someone with quick wits had taken advantage of the presence of the fo’c’slemen, the most skilled and reliable seamen in the ship, to stop the downward descent of the jib and to boom it out sideways from its usual fore and aft position. It took the wind at a slant, and as the sail jerked higher, exposing more area, it tautened and added a lateral force to that of the rudder, and the ship’s head began to move a little faster. They were now very near, close enough to make out on the decks of the other ship running figures, faces at the gunports, a lazy spiral of smoke from the galley chimney.

  




  

    Beside him, Bowyer remained still, with a grave but calm expression as he watched. Kydd held his breath and braced himself.

  




  

    Their bowsprit speared across the last few feet of Barfleur’s poop, snapping the ensign staff like a twig, instantly dowsing the huge flag. Her spanker boom shuddered and jerked in response to the twanging of rigging as it parted, and a loud scr-e-e-eak ended as quickly as it started.

  




  

    Still swinging, the bulge of their bows narrowed the distance to her ornamented stern galleries, but Kydd saw that they had a chance – the gap was sufficient – and they were on their way past.

  




  

    The elaborately carved and gilded windows of the big ship shot by, it seemed at a bare arm’s length, Kydd catching sight through one window as they swept past of a shocked white face, without a wig.

  




  

    Their momentum carried them on for several hundred yards before they brought to, and they sagged away downwind in ignominy. Now flat aback, the vessel began to gather sternway, and under the last helm order this led to the remaining sails filling once more on the original tack. In silence they went around again, wearing ship, to repeat the whole manoeuvre. This time they crept in, turning and coming up into the wind well separated from the nearest vessel. The anchor was let go when forward motion ceased, the gun salute banging out from forward to send clouds of acrid smoke smothering aft around Kydd.

  




  

    The ship now fell to leeward until checked by the paid-out cable, leaving the vessel at anchor in her final position.

  




  

    At supper liquor flowed around the mess tables and tongues loosened. ‘What a bloody shambles! Seen better handlin’ on the village pond.’

  




  

    ‘Lost it again. We’ve got ourselves a right Jonah, mates.’

  




  

    ‘Yair – he’s bin called away by Black Dick to account fer hisself ’n’ I doubts he’ll be a-pacin’ his own quarterdeck for much longer.’

  




  

    ‘Meantimes, he’s goin’ to be killin’ orf sailors, lads, don’t forget that.’

  




  

    Bowyer said nothing, looking thoughtfully over his pot. He leaned forward. ‘Did you ever stop to think, mates, that he’s only had the Royal Billy a few weeks – and not forgettin’ a fourth part of his crew are new pressed?’

  




  

    It didn’t have any takers.

  




  

    ‘I seen like dat in Lisbon. They take the capitão ashore – they shoot him!’

  




  

    Kydd turned in surprise to the man at the end of the table. He was a sorrowful-looking, wall-eyed Iberian with a flaming red kerchief in place of the usual black.

  




  

    ‘Savin’ your presence, Pinto, the dagos sometimes got the right slant on things.’ Claggett’s pronouncement did not invite comment.

  




  

    Bowyer gave a twisted smile. ‘That’s Pinto, Tom. A Portugee with some sorta quarrel with shoreside. ’N’ cox’n’s mate – that’s why you ain’t seen him before,’ he added, as though it was an obvious explanation for his absence from meals at sea.

  




  

    With a quaint flourish, Pinto flashed his teeth and bobbed his head. ‘Fernando da Mesouta Pinto, your service,’ he said melodiously. ‘We ha’ not met?’

  




  

    Unsure, Kydd nodded in return. ‘Thomas Kydd o’ Guildford,’ he said, and seeing the polite inclination of the head added more loudly, ‘in England.’

  




  

    ‘O’ course, Thomas. And you are pressed? What did you before?’

  




  

    The conversations died away, eyes turning curiously to Kydd. He was aware that Renzi, in his accustomed position at the ship’s side opposite Claggett, had his dark eyes on him as well, but he refused to give the satisfaction of noticing.

  




  

    ‘Perruquier!’ he said defiantly, and took a strong pull at the grog. The hubbub at the other tables flurried and ebbed, but when he set down his tankard there was no comment.

  




  

    ‘Fine thing fer a man in Guildford,’ Claggett said mildly.

  




  

    Howell gave a harsh laugh. Then he leaned across the table and mock-toasted the bow-backed man next to Kydd. ‘About as fine a thing as bein’ a gennelman’s flunkey aboard a King’s ship, eh, you – Buddles?’

  




  

    The man made no reply. His eyes dropped as he shied away from the confrontation, his face turning towards Kydd.

  




  

    Kydd was shocked at the extremity of misery he saw.

  




  

    ‘What’s this – nothin’ to say? Yer tongue lyin’ to under a storm jib, then?’ Howell leaned back and half turned to his neighbour.

  




  

    ‘Nah – he’s missin’ his woman! He’s quean-struck on the old biddy – I saw them together in the tavern.’

  




  

    ‘Leave him, companheiro.’ The voice sliced through the talk quietly.

  




  

    ‘What’s he to you, Pinto?’ Howell said loudly, and glared at him. ‘That looby a friend of yourn?’

  




  

    In a movement of snake-like quickness Pinto thrust over and seized Howell’s kerchief. He yanked the man towards him – and towards a glint of steel that had simultaneously appeared at Howell’s throat. ‘You a pig,’ Pinto said, in a low and perfectly even voice.

  




  

    Howell’s hands fell away slowly, far too late to intervene. He was careful not to move. ‘You – you’re mad, you dago bastard!’

  




  

    Pinto held him with his brown, liquid eyes, then slowly released him, withdrawing the knife at the last moment. From first to last there had been no expression of emotion. Pinto resumed his place opposite Kydd and, unexpectedly, smiled at him. At a loss, Kydd smiled back, finding his gaze sliding along to Renzi, who sat perfectly still and as watchful as a cat.

  




  

    Claggett cleared his throat and addressed the now silent table. ‘You’re caught fightin’, Pinto, yer’ll get your back flayed at the gratings. And you, Howell, you know damn well that Buddles ain’t no sailor, and he’s got a family ’n’ bantlin’s an’ all. They could be on the parish now, fer all he knows.’

  




  

    A smothered sob escaped Buddles.

  




  

    ‘Come on, Jonas, leave him be,’ Whaley begged. ‘We’ve got Portsmouth Point under our lee, ’n’ I’m hot for a cruise there tonight – let’s see if your Betty still remembers yer.’

  




  

    Howell glowered.

  




  

    ‘Where’ll you be headin’ for, Ned?’ Whaley asked Doud, whose countenance had brightened considerably at the direction the talk was taking.

  




  

    Kydd bit his lip. The thought of returning to land and walking in a street, any street, seeing men in breeches, women in dresses and laughing children stabbed with poignant appeal. He downed the last of his grog. ‘What about you, Joe?’ he asked Bowyer.

  




  

    A slow, shy smile spread across his face. ‘Well, Tom, you see, I’ve an understandin’ with a lady, name of Poll. We goes back a while.’ His face softened. ‘We gets leave to step off, she’ll be a-waitin’ for me at Sally Port, ’n’ if not, then we’ll get “wives aboard” all the while we’re at moorin’s. ’S only human.’ The kindly grey eyes rested on Kydd. ‘She’ll know some young lass as would welcome an arrangement with ye, Tom, don’t you worry. It’s the right way fer a sailor.’

  




  

    ‘All hands! The hands ahoy! All hands on deck – lay aft!’ The boatswain’s mates echoed each other along the gundeck.

  




  

    ‘Well, mates, we says our farewells to Johnny Hawbuck, I believe.’ Bowyer seemed relieved at the swift return of the Captain and therefore early resolution of the situation.

  




  

    Howell stirred. ‘Aye, but that means it’s going to be Mantrap instead – it’ll be a hell ship.’

  




  

    Claggett broke through the murmuring: ‘Maybe, but don’t count on it. Black Dick’ll have his cronies he’ll want to satisfy, ’n’ who knows? We could get a real tartar like Bligh!’

  




  

    ‘Could be – but at least Bligh was a reg’lar-built sailorman. Damn near four thousan’ miles in that longboat ’n’ never lost a man.’

  




  

    Whaley punched Doud playfully. ‘Yeah – and at least now we’ll know if it’ll be the larbowlines first ashore.’

  




  

    It was the first time that Kydd had seen both watches of the ship’s company mustered together on deck, nearly eight hundred men. Bowyer had been right – the figure of the Captain stood clear above them at the forward nettings of the poop deck, waiting as the men congregated below. His officers stood behind, rigid and ill at ease. From all parts of the ship seamen came, covering the quarterdeck from the binnacle to the gangways. Quickly the rigging filled with men eager to improve their view.

  




  

    Kydd, with his messmates, took position near the centre, by the rail of the main companionway.

  




  

    ‘Can’t say Mantrap looks well pleased – wonder why?’ Bowyer muttered.

  




  

    Claggett looked bemused. ‘No sign of the new owner. Surely they’re not giving Shaney Jack his step over Tyrell?’

  




  

    Pinto’s vicious curse drew a sharp look from the petty officers.

  




  

    Wong grunted. ‘If him, I Hung Fu Chi!’ The contempt in his bland face was the first expression Kydd had ever seen on it.

  




  

    The wondering murmurs continued until Caldwell nodded at Tyrell, who snapped, ‘Still!’ at the boatswain.

  




  

    From a dozen silver calls a single steady note pealed. A slight shuffling of feet and silence spread. Captain Caldwell strode forward to the break of the poop to take position, legs astride, hands behind his back. In front of him, the ship’s company of Duke William: petty officers, hard men, the freely acknowledged backbone of the Navy; the tarry-pigtailed long-service able seamen, relaxed but wary; the idlers – the armourer, cooper, sailmaker, carpenter and their mates in their outlandish working clothes; the yeomen – coxswain, quartermasters, gunner’s mates; and the landmen, anxious, not understanding.

  




  

    The Captain cleared his throat and began. ‘I’ve called you all aft to tell you the news,’ his voice, not strained in shouting orders, was a pleasant patrician baritone, ‘but first I want to congratulate the fo’c’slemen on their quick thinking this morning. It may have prevented an unfortunate accident from occurring. Well done.’

  




  

    There was a ripple of indistinct comment.

  




  

    He paused, looking grave. ‘We shall need that sort of initiative and attention to duty where we will be going.’

  




  

    Significant looks were exchanged. If Caldwell was talking about sea duty in the near future then not only would estimates of leave time ashore need to be revised but they would be putting out into the Atlantic winter in an old, leaky vessel in certain peril of their lives. Faces hardened and attitudes took on a sullen cast as they waited for what came next.

  




  

    ‘As most ready for sea, we sail in a little while on a very important task. A vital task, and one on which England’s very existence may depend.’

  




  

    Disbelieving stares and mutters came from all sides: the men had been quick to notice Caldwell’s use of ‘we’ – clearly he had got away with it, there would be no new Captain.

  




  

    ‘You don’t need me to remind you that we are now at war with France. And this time we’re dealing with a set of murderous bandits who will stop at nothing.’ His voice whipped and rose in dramatic flourishes. ‘We proceed with Tiberius and Royal Albion with frigates for the coast of France to clamp our hold on their deep sea ports in time to prevent their fleet coming out to fall upon these islands. And our folk at home are right to put their trust in us to defend them. Ours is the just cause and ours will be the victory. Let me hear your spirit, men – an huzzah for old England! Let me hear it!’

  




  

    There were sparse cheers and stony looks.

  




  

    ‘And another for our brave ship!’

  




  

    The cheers held a little more conviction.

  




  

    ‘A three times three for His Majesty!’

  




  

    This time the shouts were more good-humoured for it was not the amiable ‘Farmer George’ who was the cause of their immediate discontent. Volleys of cheers echoed over the water, Caldwell and all the officers marking time with their hats.

  




  

    The final cheer died away. Satisfied, Caldwell carefully replaced his cocked hat and stepped forward again. ‘This ship is now under sailing orders. The hoys are already on their way out to us in order that we may complete stores ready for sea as soon as possible, and I know you are ready to do your duty. Unfortunately it is not possible to grant leave ashore,’ he continued smoothly. ‘You will, of course, appreciate the need for all hands at this time.’

  




  

    A surge of muttering spread outward in the sea of faces. Growls from the petty officers did little to stop it. Caldwell looked pained and waited. The murmuring grew in volume. Now and then individual shouts could be heard.

  




  

    Tyrell stood rigid, his chin thrust out, his eyes dangerous slits.

  




  

    More shouts erupted. Tyrell snapped at the Captain of Marines and a line of marines descended each side of the poop and forced their way forward down each side of the deck. On command, they halted and turned inboard, their muskets held tightly across their chests.

  




  

    The men drew back, the growls replaced by looks of savage discontent.

  




  

    Caldwell resumed in the same smooth tones: ‘I shall not be able to be with you during this period, unfortunately. I have urgent business in London. However, I’m sure you will give your support to Mr Tyrell, who will act in my place until I return.’ He nodded at Tyrell. ‘Carry on, please.’ Accompanied by his clerk, he made his way down the ladder and disappeared into the cabin spaces, leaving a sombre group of officers on the poop.

  




  

    Tyrell moved forward. ‘Hands to stations for store ship,’ he ordered brusquely.

  




  

    ‘No liberty – what about wives and sweethearts?’ The vigorous shout came from the anonymous centre of the mass of seamen, and was immediately taken up by all around. Boats now putting out from shore, crowded with enterprising womenfolk, gave point to their grievance.

  




  

    ‘Silence!’ Tyrell roared. His hands, clamped on the rail, writhed under the intensity of his anger. ‘You’re under discipline, you mutinous rascals. Any one of you wants to forget this, then I’ll see his backbone at the gratings and be damned to him. And it’s no use baying after skirt like a set of mangy dogs. It’ll do you no good. We’re under sailing orders. You’re a vile set of lubbers, no control, and I will not have the discipline in this ship undone by letting a crowd of drabtail trulls come swarming aboard.’

  




  

    ‘Why – the poxy, cuntbitten bastard! The – the—’ Words failed Whaley.

  




  

    Murmurs spread and grew in passion. As the shouts and catcalls peaked a shrill voice sounded clear above the disorder: ‘Death to tyrants – and an end to slavery!’

  




  

    Kydd recognised Stallard’s high, intemperate voice.

  




  

    Tyrell went rigid; the shouting died away. The Captain of Marines barked an order, and the marines on each side slapped their muskets to the present, a storm of clicking in the sudden silence as they cocked their weapons.

  




  

    The seamen shied at the sudden movement, unsure and fearful at developments. The officers on the poop in their blue, white and gold stood, legs apart, looking down, grave and silent.

  




  

    Tyrell’s murderous expression did not falter. Slowly and deliberately he went down the side ladder alone to the quarterdeck and into the mass of seamen. Directly challenging with his eyes individuals on one side and the other, but never uttering a word, he passed through them, past the mainmast, then with a measured tread back along the other side. Kydd caught his darting glance – a fierce, dangerous glint that held the same intelligence he had seen before. Unchecked by any movement, Tyrell made his way to the opposite ladder and back up to the poop. Taking position dead centre he stopped, holding the still mass of men with his gaze for a long minute. ‘I don’t know who that fool was,’ he roared, ‘but he’ll swing when I find him – and if he has any friends of like mind, they’ll dangle next to him.’ His eyes flicked up the naked masts with the ease of long habit, and down again. ‘I’ll have no more of this nonsense,’ he said, his fury in icy control. ‘We’re paid to fight the King’s enemies on the high seas, not pansy about in port! We sail to meet the French in a short while, and I mean to have this ship in fighting trim by then – and damn the blood of any knave who stands in my way! Hands to store ship!’ The moment hung. Then, with sullen reluctance, by ones and twos, the men dispersed.

  




  

    Kydd looked at Bowyer. The man still stood, his face a mask of sorrow. It was not hard to understand why: he was staring out over the mile or so of sea to the long stone landing place, and the colourful crowd gathering there. ‘It’ll be a long time afore we gets to see Spithead again, mate,’ he said, in a low voice, and turning abruptly stepped firmly to the seaward side of the deck to join the brooding group of men at the forebrace bitts.

  




  

    By the thump of the Admiral’s evening gun Duke William had completed taking in stores. Kydd’s back was seizing up with fatigue after the unaccustomed hours of drudgery manning the tackle falls used to sway in the innumerable forms of stores. Supper was a cheerless meal, with Whaley away in the gunner’s party and Doud nursing a wrenched shoulder. The inevitable acid barbs from Howell went unheeded in the depressing quiet and even Wong slumped over his meal.

  




  

    Kydd noticed Bowyer’s set expression and, not liking to intrude, turned to Claggett. ‘We’s got good reason to feel aggrieved, lad. What yer don’t know is that Duke William’s been on the North Ameriky station for two years, ’n’ before that the Caribbee. She’s well due t’get a proper docking. When you’s at sea for years you gets druxy timber. See here . . .’ He reached down and fumbled around in the gloomy recesses beneath the lashed muzzle of the gun. His hand came up with a dark substance. ‘This here is spirketting, believe it or not.’ As far as Kydd could see it might have been so much forest mulch – a perfectly black piece of wood flecked with tiny white dots. Claggett squeezed it in his palm and a pool of brown-stained seawater formed on the table. ‘It runs fore ’n’ aft the whole ship. If you knows how a ship works at the seams in any kind of sea, you’d be powerful concerned’s how even a First Rate’s goin’ to swim in the kinda blow you gets in Biscay in winter!’ The seamed old face turned to Kydd. ‘You’ll’ve heard of what happened to the Royal George in the year ’eighty-two. A ship-o’-the-line same’s us, they didn’t see their way clear t’ givin’ her a good refit ’n’ the bottom fell clean outa her as she lay at her moorings, right here in Spithead.’

  




  

    Long-faced, Bowyer fidgeted but listened as well.

  




  

    ‘Admiralty says as how a land breeze overset her while heeled over fer a repair, but my cousin was cox’n’s mate aboard ’n’ he said as how there was a great loud cracking first, afore she went under.’ His old eyes rested unseeingly on the ship’s side. ‘Took more’n a thousand souls with her, the women, the Admiral – they’re all down there together still, mate.’

  




  

    The sombre mood cast a pall, and Kydd made his excuses. He rose and made his way to the companionway. There was an ugly edge to the messdeck talk and he was troubled by it. He went up to the next gundeck. An argument had developed into a fight. Inside a tight ring of onlookers two men smashed into each other in brutal silence – meaty thuds, gasps and panting. It was not a match of skills: the transient flaring hatreds of the blood-smeared antagonists demanded immediate release. What chilled Kydd was that instead of the cheery crowds to be seen around any fights ashore, here the watchers growled and muttered against a glowering, dangerous quiet, taking long pulls from their grog and no joy in the action. He moved quickly to the ladder.

  




  

    On the upper deck he saw that it was getting towards dusk, an overcast building overhead that brought with it a lowering, claustrophobic atmosphere. Lights were beginning to flicker ashore. The fitful offshore breeze carried out to him the scent of horses, mud and sea-coal smoke, the comfortable smells of land.

  




  

    He stared hungrily at the shoreline as he gripped one of the myriad ropes coming down to the ship’s side; his foot rested on the low fife-rail of the fo’c’sle.

  




  

    His mind wandered across the small stretch of water to the odd few figures still waiting forlornly at the Sally Port. Further along, washing fluttered among the tightly packed houses of Southsea and he could discern the ant-like movements of carts and people. Folk would be wending their way home now to a welcome by the hearth, and victuals worthy of a man. He remembered that at this time his mother would be at work on the Tuesday beef pie in the old kitchen at the back of the workshop. He and his father could always be sure of a fine hot meal, no matter how hard the day. In fact, he realised, if he was over there on the foreshore he could board the London stage. For a few silver coins he could be at the Angel post house in Guildford the same day, safe and sound, and telling his story.

  




  

    He tore his gaze away from the tantalising sight of land. All around the ship boarding nettings had been rigged and the rowguard in the pinnace pulled slowly around the vessel. On deck close by was the bowed figure of Buddles. Kydd felt a sudden burst of fellow feeling for the man, who was taking his plight so desperately hard. He moved over to greet him, but Buddles jerked around, staring at him from swimming eyes. He turned away to shuffle below, without a backward glance.

  




  

    Kydd stared over the water. Who could say how long he would have to wait before he saw his family again? It was quite possible that his ignorance of the sea might cost him his life in some accident, or perhaps there would be a great battle . . . Emotion welled up. He clutched at the rope.

  




  

    ‘Why, Tom, you’re giving no mind to that cat-blash now, are ye?’ Bowyer’s voice was gentle, and his hand came to rest on Kydd’s shoulder.

  




  

    Unable to speak, Kydd brushed aside the gesture and continued to stare obstinately out to shore.

  




  

    Bowyer held his ground. ‘Damn me eyes, I must be a sad dog not to see when a man’s suffering the blue devils. Do ye—’

  




  

    ‘I don’t give a tuppenny damn!’ Kydd said thickly. ‘Go t’ hell for all I care!’ He could not look at Bowyer. Shouts and harsh laughter floated up from the deck below, and Kydd burst out with a curse. As he tried to control himself, he felt an arm around his shoulders, just as his father had done not so very long ago. Then it had been in the matter of a worthless doxy, now it was an older seaman touched by his unhappiness.

  




  

    Kydd pulled himself together with a great effort. ‘There wasn’t need for that, Joe – I’m sorry.’

  




  

    ‘That’s all right, me old shipmate,’ Bowyer said.

  




  

    ‘But if I can get on land over there, I can post to Guildford in just one day!’ he babbled, and saw a shadow pass over the sailor’s face. ‘That’s not to say . . .’ He realised that whatever he said would be either empty or a lie.

  




  

    Bowyer laughed softly. ‘Yer folks still in Guildford, then?’

  




  

    Kydd nodded. ‘Where’s yourn, Joe?’

  




  

    Bowyer walked over to the gratings in the centre of the deck. ‘Come on over the galley here, mate – it’s a mort warmer.’ They sat companionably, well placed on the gratings above the warmth of the ovens from the decks below.

  




  

    ‘Your kin, Joe?’

  




  

    ‘Well, I’m one o’ Jonas Hanway’s boys,’ Bowyer said simply. ‘Don’t rightly know m’ dad, ’n’ when I was a nipper m’ mum gave me up to Hanway’s Marine Society fer to go to sea.’

  




  

    ‘When was that?’

  




  

    ‘When I was eight – bin at sea since.’

  




  

    ‘And you’ve never lived on the land all that time?’

  




  

    ‘Never felt the need to.’

  




  

    Kydd felt a surge of bitterness. ‘Well, you c’n be infernal sure I feel the need. I didn’t ask to be part o’ this stinkin’ world. Being taken by the press like a common damn prigger, and thrown on board like—’

  




  

    ‘Hold hard, young ’un!’ Bowyer’s forehead was uncharacteristically creased. ‘Way I sees it, you has just two things you c’n do about it – get yourself into a fret all the time over what can’t be undone, or do somethin’ about it. What I means is, there’s no chance you’ll get yourself back to Guildford any time soon, so you’ll be spendin’ all your time on board. You then has the choice – stay a landman and take all the shite going, or learn to be a sailorman and live a life!’

  




  

    Kydd did not answer.

  




  

    ‘There’s worse things to be – them poor bastards in red coats carryin’ a musket, why, no warm hammock to go to, end of day, no reg’lar vittles of any kind, and marchin’ with a humpin’ great pack thing when they want ter go anywheres.’ He watched Kydd looking moodily over the fast darkening stretch of water, the rowguard pinnace creeping unseen past his line of sight. ‘An’ we get the chance for prize money! Know the Flag and Anchor in Southsea? No? I’ll interdooce yer to the landlord. Taut hand o’ the watch, as was. When he was a younker he shipped as able seaman in Active when they took the Hermione, Spanish frigate – earned ’emselves more’n three hundred years’ pay in one hour, that arternoon! Only a score of years old ’n’ he buys himself his own taphouse!’ He knew he had Kydd’s attention now. ‘We don’t say as how it happens to all, but we get a good fight and it’s gun money an’ head money . . .’ Bowyer allowed his eyes to gaze out dreamily. ‘’Cos it depends on yer rate, how much you get.’ He made himself more comfortable, leaning on his elbow over the gratings to catch more warmth. ‘But then money ain’t all. For a man o’ character, why, he c’n learn more about the way of things from what he sees in foreign parts than ever he could in stayin’ by the fireside ’n’ readin’ books. Me, I’m just an old tarry-breeks, but me first voyage as able seaman was in Resolution in ’seventy-nine – Cap’n Cook that was. Voyage of discovery, Tom – the Great South Sea, ice islands in the Ar’tic, the women on O’Whyee. Their menfolk did for ’im, you know, on the strand, when he couldn’t git back to the longboat where we was at.’

  




  

    It was almost completely dark now, but somehow it fitted the mood. Light from the decks below came through the gratings, gently patterning Bowyer’s face in alternating squares of light and dark, a slight breeze whiffling his thinning hair.

  




  

    ‘You’re bred t’ the sea, Joe. I just know . . . how to make wigs.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t you pay no mind to that!’ Bowyer said warmly. ‘A sailor has it inside, just a-waitin’ to have it woken up in him – could tell, first time I clapped peepers on yer, Tom, you has the makin’s.’ He gave a slow smile. ‘Like it’s said, “Begotten in the galley and born under a gun. Every hair a rope yarn, every finger a fishhook and ’is blood right good Stockholm tar!”’

  




  

    Kydd laughed.

  




  

    ‘Yeah – you’re quick on your feet, got a good headpiece on yer, ’n’ you keep your eyes open. And you’ve the build for it,’ Bowyer said. ‘An’ you have an eddication – means a lot these modern days. I’d be gunner’s mate be now if I could figure them books.’

  




  

    Kydd sat back. There was some truth in Bowyer’s words. Clearly, if he was to be imprisoned aboard for some indefinite time it made sense to avoid staying at the bottom of the heap. But he was rated on board as the lowest form of life, a landman. Without an academy for sailoring how could he qualify upward?

  




  

    Bowyer seemed to sense his thoughts. ‘You make your own chances, cuffin. You show willin’, you’ll get yer start.’ He smiled broadly. ‘Like this. Tomorrow forenoon, when it’s part-of-ship for priddying down, we goes together to the maintop – up there, Tom! First step is leavin’ the deck to the land toggies, and go where a sailor goes – aloft!’

  




  

    Kydd glanced up at the arrogant thrust of the great black masts and spars against the cold dusk clouds and his heart quailed.

  




  

    ‘Haaands turn to, part-of-ship! All the hands!’

  




  

    The afterguard part-of-ship in the form of Elkins was waiting for them the next morning, and under the eye of the boatswain and Lieutenant Tewsley he lost no time in despatching the men in parties to their respective tasks.

  




  

    ‘Bowyer, brace pendants with Pinto,’ he ordered.

  




  

    Glancing at Kydd, Bowyer said to Elkins mildly, ‘Be a chance to get Kydd aloft, learn some ropes – can I have him up there?’

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Elkins shortly, ‘you’ve got Pinto. Kydd stays on the holystones.’

  




  

    Bowyer paused. ‘Then, Mr Elkins, I’d be obliged if you’d allow me to join him.’

  




  

    Elkins looked at him, astonished. His jaw hardened. ‘You’re a clinking fool, Joe, always were, so get down on yer hunkers and get scrubbin’ with ’im then.’

  




  

    Kydd looked up from rolling up his duck trousers to see Bowyer do the same next to him. ‘I thought . . .’

  




  

    ‘This life, you can’t always get what yer want – but you can learn to take it. Move over, mate.’

  




  

    Captain Caldwell had made it quite plain that he regarded efficiency and smartness to be equivalents. As First Lieutenant, Tyrell would be judged on appearances, and this would mean at the very least continual hard labour for all. The gunner’s party toiled at their pieces; each cannon would receive close attention from canvas and brickdust, then be blackened with a shining mixture of lampblack, beeswax and turpentine. This left little time for vital work on vent and bore, or even chipping roundshot.

  




  

    And, of course, there was the appearance of the decks. While the seamen were aloft, the unskilled labourers of the sea rolled up their trousers, and with decks well a-swim from the wash-deck hose, and with sand liberally scattered over the planking, they began the soul-grinding misery of holystoning the decks. In a line the men moved from forward, on hands and knees and pushing a book-shaped piece of sandstone. Thomas Kydd was one of them. Twenty yards of the quarterdeck on, his knees were red and sore with the gritty sand and little splinters, but his chief suffering was the bitter pain from the icy water that pulsed relentlessly from the hoses carrying detritus to the scuppers. It was monotonous, painful and humiliating. It was only the uncomplaining presence of Bowyer that kept him going through the long morning.

  




  

    At four bells the job was at last complete to the satisfaction of Tyrell, but there was no relief. One by one the articles of running rigging – the operating machinery of the ship – needed to be checked for chafing and in many cases re-reeved, end for end. Nothing prepared Kydd for the effort this would take. Even the lightweight lines of the topgallants and royals were nevertheless hundreds of feet long and in themselves were an appreciable dead weight. The same with the blocks – the big pulleys through which ropes were hauled: these were unexpectedly immense when seen close to, on deck. One top block was so massive it took four men to lift it to its fall for hoisting. With agile topmen at the summit of the towering mast tending the sheaves of the blocks, it needed the humble labourers to manhaul ropes, seized to a girt-line, up the entire height of the mainmast.

  




  

    Unexpectedly, Elkins bellowed across the deck. ‘Bowyer – in the maintop, clew garnets.’ He paused just long enough to be noticed. ‘Kydd – get up there with him.’

  




  

    ‘Come with me, Tom lad,’ Bowyer said quietly, ‘and be sure and look where you want ter go, never back where you’ve been.’

  




  

    In one move, Kydd’s view of his place in the scheme of things was changed. After a lifetime of living and moving in two dimensions, he was now to join the select band of those who would know the third.

  




  

    He gulped and followed, aware of the eyes of his previous fellow labourers on him.

  




  

    Bowyer crossed to the side of the ship, seized the aftermost shroud and in a little half jump hoisted himself up on to the broad top of the bulwark. He swung down to the main channel on the outside of the hull, the true beginning of the tracery of rope ladder leading up aloft. ‘Let’s be havin’ yer!’ he called.

  




  

    Kydd grabbed the same shroud and kicked his legs up. To his mortification he found that with feet correctly on the bulwark, he hung backwards over the deck from the inward sloping shroud, unable to move around to the outer side.

  




  

    Bowyer’s hand reached for his collar and with surprising strength pulled Kydd upright and around. They stood together on the bulwark. Even this few feet of altitude was sufficient to alter for ever his notion of the ship. Every man on deck now was lower than he; the deck itself was observably in plan, and he felt a curious pleasure at the satisfying curve of the deck-line as it swept far forward.

  




  

    ‘Right, now, Tom, you goes first, ’n’ I’ll be right behind you.’

  




  

    Bowyer stepped aside, and there was nothing now before Kydd but the main shrouds leading up to a final focus – the big platform of the main fighting top.

  




  

    He addressed himself to the venture. The thick shrouds soaring up had thin lines across them to form a ladder. He began to climb, feet feeling shakily for the thin rope, looking obediently upwards.

  




  

    ‘Don’t put yer hands on the ratlines,’ Bowyer called from below him, ‘use the shrouds – they’ll never give way on yer.’

  




  

    Kydd had a brief but intense picture of the thinner line snapping in his clutching hands letting him hurtle backwards to his doom. Nervously he moved to grip tightly the thick black vertical shrouds, shiny with use.

  




  

    Despite himself, he became aware of his increasing height, the shrouds on the other side getting closer, the deck dropping away below. He continued upward, foot finding the next ratline above while he hung on grimly; a push upwards and a pause at the new level while his other foot relocated; then moving his hands gingerly one by one.

  




  

    He knew he was not moving efficiently, but at least he was safe like that. His leg muscles burned with fatigue and he stopped for a moment to rest.

  




  

    The shrouds shivered; and Bowyer appeared on the broad span of shrouds next to him.

  




  

    ‘I’m fine, Joe,’ Kydd said.

  




  

    ‘Yeah – but watch that feller over there.’ Bowyer was pointing to the opposite ratlines. A seaman was mounting the shrouds in a fast, economic swing. ‘See how he uses his hands to pull himself up, only rests his feet. Doesn’t go at it like he was climbin’ stairs.’

  




  

    Kydd watched the graceful continuity of the sailor’s movements; a fluid motion he could now sense was achieved by hauling forcefully on alternate hands, the feet just following. He tried it; the transfer of effort to the hands felt awkward at first, but he could feel the potential for a more connected movement. He persevered, his concentration on the required actions diverting his mind from his situation.

  




  

    The main top approached with a reality it had never had from the deck, foursquare and solid, with a big lanthorn rearing up oddly from the after edge. His arms ached. He knew now where the best seamen got their deep chests. Stopping for a breather he idly looked down.

  




  

    It was a mistake. What he saw was an ugly distortion – an impossibly narrow deck on which the people moving about it had become flattened, elongated discs, their feet blipping out in front of them like penguins’.

  




  

    But what was so hard to take was the sheer vertigo of being at a killing height while clinging half-way up a vertical surface. Animal instinct made him freeze, pinned helplessly somewhere between heaven and earth. He clung fiercely, his eyes closed.

  




  

    A shaking in the shrouds told him that Bowyer had arrived next to him. Whatever Bowyer said, Kydd vowed to himself that he would not release his hold. Perhaps Bowyer could work some rescue plan to lower him to the deck on a rope.

  




  

    ‘Bit of a hard beat to wind’d, first time aloft,’ Bowyer mused. ‘Um, ever you gets in the situation you needs yer bearings fast, what I does, I looks at where I’m at first.’ He waited. ‘These here shrouds, Tom, very curious ropes. See here, they’ve got four strands, not yer usual three. And they’re laid up with the sun, not like your anchor cable, which you may’ve noticed is laid up agin the sun.’

  




  

    Kydd allowed his eyes to slit open. Inches before his eyes was one of the shrouds, ordinary enough in itself, a stout rope several inches thick. It was tarred but this close he could see every microscopic detail of where it had been whitened by the weather. On impulse, he pressed his face to it, feeling its sturdy roughness against his skin and smelling the rich odour of tar and sea salt.

  




  

    ‘’N’ up there, you gets a good view of the catharpins. You c’n see there, Tom, how we use ’em to bowse in the shrouds – keeps the lee rigging well in when yer ship rolls.’

  




  

    Taking no chances, Kydd moved his gaze slowly upwards, following the line of shrouds to where they disappeared into a large hole in the black underneath of the top.

  




  

    ‘Get a move on, you heavy-arsed dogs!’ Elkins’s impatient bawl carried up clearly. It only served to make Kydd hold on tighter.

  




  

    ‘Shall we go a bit further, matey?’ Bowyer said, inching a little higher.

  




  

    Kydd willed the movement, but it stalled in a backwash of fear.

  




  

    At that moment into his consciousness seeped an awareness of angels. It was a pure sound that enveloped his soul. He listened, enraptured. It was a light tenor, and it soared so sweetly that he could swear it belonged to the upper celestial regions.

  




  

    Life is chequr’d – toil and pleasure

  




  

    Fill one up the various measure,

  




  

    Hark! the crew with sunburnt faces

  




  

    Chanting Black-eyed Susan’s graces . . .

  




  

    Bowyer chuckled. ‘That’ll be Ned Doud. Quite th’ songbird is our Ned. Let’s go visit, Tom.’

  




  

    The spell had been broken. With his heart in his mouth, Kydd followed Bowyer up.

  




  

    They passed under the shadow of the great fighting top, then up through the large aperture next to the mast and its complexity of massive jeer blocks and heavy rope seizings, to emerge on to the platform of the top itself.

  




  

    ‘Well, Joe,’ said Doud happily, ‘never thought to see you come up by the lubber’s hole.’ He was sitting cross-legged, making a plaited bunt gasket using his own fox yarns.

  




  

    ‘Came up to see what the noise was, did we not, shipmate?’ Bowyer said, but Kydd had taken a deep breath and was looking about him in giddy exhilaration.

  




  

    The maintop was impressive – it could take twenty men comfortably on its decked surface, and was bounded at the after end by a rail and nettings, and on both sides by the next stage of shrouds stretching up to the topmast.

  




  

    Cautiously Kydd got to his feet and went to the edge. Although it was only some seventy feet above the deck, it felt like a separate world, one of peace and solitude. Further out there were more ships at anchor, and beyond a noticeable increase in the depth of the countryside.

  




  

    ‘Bear a fist, will you, Ned, reevin’ the clewgarnet,’ Bowyer asked.

  




  

    He slipped out of sight over the side. Kydd went over to see him pass from a downwards hanging position on the futtock shrouds to drop to the main yard, with the dull white canvas of the course carefully furled in a fine harbour stow above it. Bowyer lay over the yard before swinging down, his feet finding the footrope, and moved outwards to where the clewgarnet blocks hung below the yard.

  




  

    ‘Watch yer back, sailor!’ Doud said, pushing past Kydd. He was watching the clewgarnet rise from below, suspended on a fly block next to the mainmast as it was hauled up by the labourers on deck. Feeling like a yokel on his first trip to town, Kydd admired the skill and cool assurance of the two as they worked, thoroughly at home in this unfathomable complication of spars and cordage.

  




  

    At one point when Doud and Bowyer were both out on the yard they asked him to pass the clewgarnet down to its second stoppering on the hauling line, out to the blocks. This involved the team sharing the task of passing it along, right out to the end of the yard where the clew of the furled course now was, and bringing it back again to where it was clinched to the mainyard.

  




  

    Kydd’s part was not onerous, but he had to move about the top and give his full attention to the whole picture. He sensed that this was no special task, but when they finally stepped down from the shrouds to the deck at last he was elated. Nothing could have stopped his foolish laugh and casual swagger.

  




  

    Elkins was waiting. ‘So you knows a bit o’ sailorin’ then, Kydd – get below, my respects t’ the boatswain, and we needs a sky hook to sway up the kelson.’

  




  

    Concentrating on the message, Kydd turned to go. ‘Where–?’

  




  

    ‘Forrard on the orlop, you grass-combin’ bugger. Get goin’, sharpish like, we got work to do.’

  




  

    The boatswain pursed his lips. ‘The sky hook, eh? Well, lad, that’s going to be difficult.’ His hand rasped on his dark-shadowed chin. ‘I gave it out, as I recollects, to Mr Walker for to raise a mousing. If you finds Matthew Walker, you’ll find your sky hook, lad.’

  




  

    Nobody seemed to know how to find Matthew Walker and even appeared to find his search entertaining. Remembering Elkins’s sharp orders Kydd hurried on. It was Dan Phelps who finally came to the rescue.

  




  

    ‘They’re gullin’ yer, matey – the cook, he’s yer Matthew Walker!’ Gratefully Kydd accepted directions to the galley.

  




  

    The cook scowled. He was a big man, seeming not to notice the absence of a lower leg which, with the grievous black ingrained wound on the side of his face, was legacy of a bursting gun, terrible pain and a saw on the cockpit table.

  




  

    ‘What the hell are you two a-grinnin’ at?’ he snarled at his mates, who were deep inside the colossal copper vats, sanding and sniggering. He turned back to Kydd. ‘See ’ere, me old Jack Tar, you tell yer Mr Elkins as how I’ve a sea pie to raise for damn near eight hunnerd men, and how does he expect me to do that without yon sky hook?’

  




  

    Kydd toiled up the fore companionway, aware that the seven bells striking meant that it was a half-hour to noon, and therefore soon dinnertime. From nowhere a boatswain’s mate appeared at the head of the ladder above, blocking Kydd’s progress. He grinned evilly at Kydd before raising his silver call and emitting an appalling blast of sound. ‘All the haaands! Hands lay aft to witness punishment!’ he bellowed at Kydd, then mock doffed his hat with its Duke William picked out in gold and red, and clattered past to the next deck.

  




  

    Joining the streaming throng, Kydd found himself in the familiar area of the quarterdeck between the ship’s wheel and the mainmast. He had been jostled to the front of the assembled company so his view of the proceedings would be immediate.

  




  

    The marines were formed up across the poop, but the officers were in a group before the break of the poop facing the men. A clear area existed between them.

  




  

    The Master-at-Arms and his corporals flanked two seamen, one of whom Kydd recognised as one of the fighters of the previous evening. He had bloodshot eyes but carried himself watchful and erect. The other he did not recognise, a slight grey vole of a man whose darting eyes were his only concession to fear.

  




  

    Kydd searched about, looking for Bowyer, but could not see him. With the oppressive tension draining his newly won reserves of confidence, he needed some other to share his disquiet. The only one he knew was next to the ship’s side, arms folded and with an impregnable air of detachment. Renzi.

  




  

    Transferring his attention back to the little group near the wheel, he was in time to see Tyrell appear from the cabin spaces. The officer stumped to the centre of the clear area, looking sharply about him. ‘Rig the gratings,’ he growled.

  




  

    A brace of carpenter’s mates pushed through the crowd of seamen behind Kydd, dragging two of the main hatch gratings aft. One was placed upright against the poop railings and lashed tightly. The other served as a scaffold for the victim to stand upon.

  




  

    A boatswain’s mate touched his forehead to Tyrell. ‘Gratings rigged, sir.’

  




  

    Tyrell glared around at the men and without referring to his paper snapped, ‘Caleb Larkin, Cooper’s mate.’

  




  

    The grey man shuffled forward. He blinked and looked sideways at Tyrell, but said nothing.

  




  

    Tyrell nodded at the Master-at-Arms.

  




  

    ‘Was found drunk and incapable, sir; did piss in the waist under cover of dark, sir.’ The piggy eyes looked at the man without particular expression.

  




  

    There was a ripple of movements, a few murmurs. The tall boatswain’s mate at the side of the gratings stroked his long red bag.

  




  

    Larkin seemed resigned, and continued his odd sideways stare at Tyrell.

  




  

    ‘An unspeakable act, you ill-looking dog! Have you anything to say?’

  




  

    The man thought for a moment, then mutely shook his head.

  




  

    Tyrell let the moment hang. ‘One week’s stoppage of grog, Master-at-Arms’ black list one month.’

  




  

    Larkin’s head rose in astonishment. His shoulders twitched as if throwing off the evil threat of the lash, and dared a triumphant look forward at his friends. Astonished looks showed that his incredible escape was not lost on anyone.

  




  

    The murmuring died away as Tyrell consulted his paper. ‘Patrick Donnelly, quarter gunner.’ He looked up and waited for absolute silence before nodding crisply at the Master-at-Arms.

  




  

    ‘Fighting when off watch, sir.’

  




  

    There were louder mutters this time. The going tariff for fighting would be a spell in the bilboes or a lengthy mastheading in this cold weather. The tall boatswain’s mate would be disappointed of his prey.

  




  

    ‘How long have you been quarter gunner, Donnelly?’ Tyrell began mildly.

  




  

    Unsure how to play it, Donnelly muttered something.

  




  

    ‘Speak up, man!’ Tyrell snapped.

  




  

    ‘Two year, near enough,’ Donnelly repeated. He had the unfortunate quirk of appearing surly when being questioned in public.

  




  

    ‘Two years – a petty officer for two years, so you know well enough that a petty officer does not engage in brawling. Disrated. You’re turned before the mast, and will shift your hammock tonight.’

  




  

    Donnelly’s dogged look created a wave of barely concealed muttering. This was hard. The reason for the aimless flaring and fisticuffs was well known: Donnelly had a sweetheart in Portsmouth.

  




  

    Tyrell watched the men. His hard face gave no quarter. ‘Collaby!’

  




  

    His clerk hurried over with a thin black leatherbound book. Tyrell took it.

  




  

    ‘Articles of War!’ he thundered.

  




  

    ‘Off hats!’ the Master-at-Arms bellowed. In a flurry of movement the entire assembly removed their headgear – the officers’ cocked hats, the round hats of the petty officers and the amazing variety of the seamen’s head coverings, ranging from shapeless raw woollen articles to the stout traditional tarpaulin hats.

  




  

    In grim stillness all stood to hear the strict law of the Service. The sea breeze plucked the hair on hundreds of bare heads.

  




  

    The words were flung out savagely. ‘“Article twenty-three. If any person in the Fleet shall quarrel or fight with any other person in the Fleet, or use reproachful or provoking speech or gestures” and so on and so forth, as well you know, “shall suffer such punishment as the offence shall deserve, and a court martial shall impose.”’

  




  

    He slammed the book shut.

  




  

    ‘On hats!’

  




  

    ‘You shall have a court martial, should you wish it. Have you anything to say?’

  




  

    Donnelly looked stupefied. This was no choice at all – a court martial could lead anywhere, from admonishment to a noose at the yardarm.

  




  

    ‘No? Then it’s half a dozen for fighting.’

  




  

    A fleeting smile appeared on the boatswain’s mate’s face, and he lifted his bag.

  




  

    A wave of unrest went through the mass of men like wind through a cornfield. This was ferocious justice.

  




  

    Tyrell waited, with a terrible patience. ‘And another dozen for the utter disgrace you have brought on your position, you damned rogue!’

  




  

    Donnelly’s head whipped round – apart from the fact that eighteen lashes was far above the usual, his ‘offence’ had no standing in law, however useless it would be to argue.

  




  

    ‘Strip!’ There was a chilling finality in the order.

  




  

    Donnelly stared at Tyrell, his eyes wild. He stripped to the waist in deliberate, fierce movements, throwing the garments to the deck, stalked over to the gratings and spreadeagled himself against the upright one, his face pressed to the wooden chequer-board.

  




  

    ‘Seize him up!’

  




  

    The quartermasters tied his hands to the grating with lengths of spun yarn and retired. The boatswain’s mate advanced, taking the cat-o’-nine-tails from the bag. He took position a full eight feet away to one side, and drew the long deadly lashes through his fingers, experimentally sweeping it back to ensure that there was enough clear space to swing it.

  




  

    Kydd stared across the few yards of empty deck to the man’s pale, helpless body. His eyes strayed over to Renzi who still stood, impassive and with his arms folded. His anger rose at the man’s lack of simple compassion and when he looked back at Donnelly he tried despairingly to communicate the sympathy he felt.

  




  

    ‘Do your duty!’

  




  

    Kydd was startled by the sudden furious beating of a marine drum on the poop. It volleyed and rattled frantically as the boatswain’s mate drew back the cat in a full arm sweep. At the instant it flew downward the drum beat stopped, so the sickening smack of the blow came loud and clear.

  




  

    Donnelly did not cry out, but his gasp was high and choked. Not only had the nine tails left long bruised weals where they landed, but at every point where the tail ended, blood began to seep.

  




  

    ‘One!’ called the Master-at-Arms.

  




  

    The drum began its fierce noise again; Donnelly turned his head to the side and fixed Tyrell with a look of such hatred that several of the officers started.

  




  

    Again the whipping blow swept down. It brought a grunt that seemed to Kydd to have been dragged from the very depths of the man’s being.

  




  

    ‘Two!’

  




  

    Even two blows was sufficient to make the man’s back a raw striping of bloody welts, the animal force of the blows visibly as violent as a kick from a horse, slamming the body against the grating.

  




  

    ‘Three!’

  




  

    Donnelly did not shift his gaze or his expression from Tyrell’s face. Blood appeared at his mouth where he had bitten his lip in agony, trickling slowly down in two thin streams.

  




  

    ‘Four!’

  




  

    The horror of Donnelly’s torment tore at Kydd. It went on and on in endless sequence; the lower grating was now spattered with blood, and when the boatswain’s mate drew back the cat for the next stroke, combing his fingers through the tails, bloody gobbets dropped from them.

  




  

    Donnelly’s eyes flickered now at each blow, and started rolling upwards, his grunts turning to smothered animal cries. His back was in places a roiling mess like a butcher’s cut of raw liver.

  




  

    ‘Twelve!’

  




  

    The Master-at-Arms looked questioningly over to Tyrell.

  




  

    ‘Quentin!’ Tyrell snapped, utterly unmoved.

  




  

    The tall boatswain’s mate surrendered his position and cat to Quentin, who was left-handed – this would enable the stripes to be crossed.

  




  

    Before he could begin his grisly work, Donnelly’s eyes rolled entirely out of sight with a soft despairing groan, and he hung down.

  




  

    The surgeon thrust over and examined him. Donnelly was semi-conscious, occasionally rolling his head about and issuing tiny child-like whimpers.

  




  

    ‘Sir, this man’s—’

  




  

    ‘Souse him!’

  




  

    ‘Sir, I must insist! There is—’

  




  

    ‘Then get below if you must. I will not have my discipline questioned. Carry on, Quentin.’

  




  

    A fire bucket of sea-water bearing the cipher of King George was produced. Measuring his distance, Quentin dashed the full contents against the man’s back.

  




  

    Donnelly shrieked just once and hung senseless.

  




  

    A midshipman crumpled to the deck.

  




  

    Tyrell scowled. ‘Cut him down,’ he grunted.

  




  

    Chapter 4

  




  

    At a sombre dinner Kydd pushed away his wooden platter. It was not possible to eat after the scenes he had witnessed.

  




  

    ‘Some says as how you’re not a real sailorman till you’ve got your red-checked shirt at the gangway,’ said Bowyer.

  




  

    Nobody laughed.

  




  

    ‘Pat should never’ve got more’n half a dozen,’ Doud said, playing with his hard-tack. Various growled comments supported him, although Renzi sat in his usual, watchful silence.

  




  

    ‘How the bloody hell can y’ take it like this?’ Kydd flared. ‘Are we animals t’ be whipped? Even a pig farmer takes better care o’ his stock. What lunatic way is this?’

  




  

    ‘Yer right enough, lad,’ Claggett replied. ‘But yer have ter understand our sea ways too. See, we’re different to youse ashore where you hang a man for stealin’ a handkerchief or clap him in a bridewell fer bein’ half slewed in the street.’

  




  

    ‘Me brother was transported ter Botany Bay fer twitchin’ just two squiddy cock pheasants,’ Whaley agreed.

  




  

    Claggett nodded. ‘Well, what I means to say is that if we chokes off everyone on board what does somethin’ wrong, why, soon we’d have no one left to man the barky. Besides which, makes no sense to bang anyone up in irons doing nothin’ fer too long, or we’d soon be gettin’ short-handed. An’ that makes no sense if we meets a blow, or comes up with an enemy.’ He finished his grog. ‘So everythin’ we does is short and sharp, and back on course again, yardarms square, ’n’ all a-taunto!’

  




  

    In a low voice Bowyer added, ‘But there was no call for Tyrell to come the hard horse like that. Pat’s a right good hand. Has a short fuse only.’

  




  

    Kydd brought up the subject again when the two returned to the maintop. Bowyer was working on one of the many blocks. His keen-edged knife split the frayed strapping, which pulled away from the deep score around the wooden shell of the block. He began a short splice on a new length of rope to create a circular shape.

  




  

    ‘Joe, you really think floggin’ a man is right?’

  




  

    ‘It’s one way o’ discipline, we do hold with that, but there’s them what makes too free with it, and that’s demeanin’ to our honour,’ Bowyer said seriously, twisting the splice to make it lie more easily. His marline spike had an eye, a length of twine secured it to his belt and Kydd guessed that this was to prevent it from falling on the heads of those below.

  




  

    ‘Here, clap on to this,’ Bowyer said.

  




  

    Kydd did as he was told, extending the circle so Bowyer could ply his wooden serving mallet to apply a tight spun-yarn covering continuously around.

  




  

    ‘It’s important to us – that is to say, we.’ Bowyer smiled at Kydd. ‘A sailor has pride, ’n’ so he should. There’s none can hold a candle to us in the article o’ skill. I’d like to see one of them there circus akrybats step out on a topsail yard, and take in a stuns’l when it comes on to blow. Or one of yer book-learned lawyers know the half of how to cat and fish a bower anchor.’
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