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MACMILLAN CHILDREN’S BOOKS






 


My great-great-great grandfather John Allen was snatched 

by the press gang when he was still a boy, and sent to sea. He 

found himself serving as a third-class boy on the famous 

frigate HMS Imperieuse. His captain, Lord Cochrane, was 

the most daredevil sailor of his time. (Patrick O’Brian’s character 

Jack Aubrey is based on him.) John must have taken 

part in many hair-raising escapades, both at sea and on land. 

Another member of the crew was a young midshipman, 

Frederick Marryat, who was one year older than John. He 

grew up to become a famous captain, and the writer of Mr 

Midshipman Easy, one of the most popular books of the 

nineteenth century.


John was taken prisoner at the storming of an Italian fort 

in 1813, but he escaped, according to family legend, ‘with the 

help of a kind French lady’.


He was discharged from the navy in 1815, at the age of 

twenty-two, when Napoleon was defeated at the Battle of 

Waterloo and the war with France came to an end.








 


Introduction


It’s 1807 and Europe is at war. Thirteen years ago, France was 

being turned upside down in a violent revolution, and many 

rich and noble French people were dragged to the guillotine, 

where their heads were cut off.


A strong man has risen from the ranks of the army to 

become the leader of France. His name is Napoleon 

Bonaparte. Many people admire him. He’s a brilliant organizer, 

with modern ideas on how a country should be run. But 

he is, above all else, a soldier. A conqueror. One by one, he 

has invaded the countries around him. Italy, the German 

states, Austria, the Netherlands, Spain, Poland – they have 

all fallen into the power of France. Britain, protected by the 

waters of the English Channel, remains independent, but not 

for long, if Napoleon can help it.


While his armies march on land, sweeping resistance aside, 

the picture at sea is very different. Britain’s great admiral, 

Lord Nelson, has outsmarted the French navy at every turn. 

Great battles have been fought, which the British have won. 

The last huge conflict was two years ago, in 1805, at Trafalgar 

on the coast of Spain. There Nelson’s fleet won the greatest 

battle of them all, while he lay dying of his wounds.


Now, the task of the British navy is to keep the French 

ships penned into their ports and harbours. The British navy 

patrols the English Channel and the Atlantic, capturing 

French ships whenever it can and stopping any others from 

putting out to sea. Meanwhile, a British army has landed in 

Spain and is helping the Spanish to resist the French invaders.


This huge national effort means that hundreds of 

thousands of soldiers and sailors are needed. Some men have volunteered, but not nearly enough. To make up the numbers, 

press gangs scour the countryside, snatching men from 

their homes and workplaces and sending them off to man the 

ships. And it’s not only men who work the great ships of war. 

Young boys are living, fighting and dying alongside them, as 

if they were men themselves.
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PART ONE





OCTOBER 1807


OUT OF EDINBURGH
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It was a wild night, raw, with rain in the air. The bitter 

wind picked up a fallen pigeon’s feather by the castle at 

the top of the hill and whirled it all the way down 

Edinburgh’s long High Street to the palace at the bottom. It 

howled round the crazy jumble of chimney pots on the tops 

of the towering narrow houses, making the pigeons stagger 

on their ledges. Far down below, in the tight little wynds and 

closes, cats crept for shelter into doorways and under steps, 

fluffing out their fur.


A man and a boy, their shoulders hunched against the cold, 

were walking down the hill, ignoring the bursts of song and 

laughter erupting from the taverns. Neither of them spoke 

until the man cleared his throat, put a hand on the boy’s 

shoulder and said, ‘The question is, John my boy, what do we 

do now?’


‘How should I know?’ said John, shrugging off his father’s 

hand. He moved on a step. He was cold, tired and very 

hungry, and wanted only to get back to their lodging.


His father stayed still, shaking his head mournfully.


‘Johnny, I can see that you haven’t understood what’s 

happened to us, and I can hardly bear to break it to you. They’ve done it at last, the villains. They’ve destroyed me 

completely.’


John shifted from one cold foot to the other.


‘Father, I don’t understand what you’re saying. Who’s 

destroyed us?’


‘Who? Why, Herriott Nasmyth, and that scoundrel of a 

lawyer. They’ve done what they set out to do long ago – 

cheated us out of everything, the house, our little bit of land, 

our few cows . . .’


Cold fingers pinched at John’s heart.


‘The house? You don’t mean Luckstone?’


Luckstone was home. It always had been.


‘Luckstone, yes.’ Patrick Barr had to clear his throat as he 

spoke.


‘They’ve taken Luckstone from us?’


Patrick nodded. John stared at him, dazed. He’d been 

born at Luckstone, twelve years ago, in the old stone tower 

house with its thick walls and massive oak door, with the tiny 

turret on the roof and the arrow slits for windows.


‘I don’t understand. How could we ever lose Luckstone? 

Barrs have always lived at Luckstone. It belongs to us.’


Patrick Barr sighed.


‘Were you not listening this afternoon, Johnny? Well, I 

don’t blame you if you weren’t. Four hours is an awfully long 

time to be stuck in a stuffy lawyer’s office, going over and 

round and getting nowhere. But the plain truth is that 

Herriott Nasmyth has done for us.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘He 

made up his mind to take Luckstone from me a year ago, and 

he’s set about it so cunningly – he’s ruined me. If we try to 

fight on, it’ll need money, the very substance we are so woefully 

without.’


John swallowed hard. He could hardly take in the enormity 

of what had happened. Luckstone, where the old grey 

walls stood in a flower-studded meadow that ran down to the edge of the small sheltered bay, where he’d fished in every 

pool, jumped from every rock and fought every boy for miles 

around, and where his mother and his unnamed baby sister 

were buried in the kirkyard. Why hadn’t he listened more 

carefully this afternoon as the lawyer droned on? He 

wouldn’t have allowed this to happen. He wouldn’t have let it 

happen. He would have fought back, hard, with his fists if 

necessary.


Another thought struck him.


‘If we don’t have Luckstone any more,’ he said, ‘where are 

we to live? What are we going to do?’


‘That’s just what I was asking you,’ his father said, with 

solemn satisfaction at the coincidence.


Not for the first time, John felt a rush of exasperation with 

his father.


‘How could you ever have let them do it?’ he said, trying 

to keep the quiver out of his voice.


Patrick Barr spread his hands helplessly.


‘I wish I knew myself. Mortgages, bond notes, credits, 

debits, interest, deeds, covenants . . . who can understand it 

all anyway?’


The wind, even stronger now, was penetrating through 

John’s woollen coat, but it wasn’t the cold that was making 

him shiver.


‘I’m going back to the lodging house,’ he mumbled, turning 

away so that his father wouldn’t see the tears in his eyes, 

and he walked off fast down the narrow wynd that plunged 

down the steep hill off the High Street.


It would have been utterly dark if light from a dozen 

candles hadn’t been streaming out from a first-floor window 

overhead. Sounds were floating down as well, the music of a 

fiddle and a harpsichord, men’s voices, a woman’s cry, laughter 

and the clink of bottles. John stopped and looked back, 

waiting for his father.


‘That’s him, up there,’ Patrick said, an unusual note of bitterness 

in his voice. ‘Nasmyth himself. This is his lodging. 

Listen to the man. Laughing like the demon he is. Drinking 

his way through my money – our money. You know what, 

Johnny, if he was to come down and stand before me right 

now, I do believe I might – well, I could punch him. Punch 

him.’


John looked up, startled. His father’s normally mild face 

was suffused with red, and the blood vessels were standing 

out on his temples. John had been feeling almost blind with 

anger too, but the sight of his father’s expression alarmed 

him. He caught hold of Patrick’s arm.


‘Come on, Father. Let’s go.’


Before they could move, a low door burst open, and 

Herriott Nasmyth himself, unmistakable in his dandified, 

long-tailed, tailored coat and polished silver shoe buckles, 

lurched out into the narrow wynd. Although John and his 

father were no more than six or seven steps away, Nasmyth 

didn’t see them. He was looking back over his shoulder, 

roughly tugging on the arm of a young woman, dragging her 

out into the wynd, ignoring her struggles to release herself.


With a last vicious jerk, he pulled her free of the doorway. 

She was young and pretty, but John barely glanced at her. He 

was staring at Herriott Nasmyth himself, the man who had 

cheated him of his birthright. John’s fists were balled and his 

heart was pounding. He didn’t have time to say anything. Two 

other men had appeared now. One stayed in the shadows, and 

John saw only a glint of dark red hair and a long lean nose. 

The other was young and slender, with fair locks straggling 

down over the bright blue cloth of his coat collar, his blue 

eyes watery with drink.


‘Take your vile hands off me!’ the girl was panting, twisting 

her arm as she tried to wrench herself away from 

Nasmyth’s powerful grip.


‘It was a jest, Herriott,’ the young man said nervously. ‘I 

didn’t mean to – look, let’s play on. I’ll bet my horse against 

my sister. What could be fairer than that?’


‘You lost her, Sweeney. I won her. It was all in the cards. 

She’s mine now.’


‘I am not!’ the young woman shouted. ‘How dare you set 

me as a stake! Put me down! Let me go!’


The fury in her voice seemed to goad young Sweeney. He 

set his weak mouth and plunged forward, trying to knock 

Nasmyth down. His blow was feeble, but lucky. It sent 

Nasmyth rocking on his heels, and the girl managed to shake 

herself free.


‘You wicked creature,’ she shouted at her brother. ‘My 

uncle will hear about this,’ and wrapping her cloak round her 

shoulders, she pushed past John and his father and darted up 

the wynd towards the High Street.


Nasmyth, looking after her, caught sight of Patrick Barr. 

He stared at him through bleary eyes, and a slow smile 

spread across his flushed face.


‘A very good evening to you,’ he said mockingly, wobbling 

as he tried to make a low bow. ‘Allow me to present myself. 

The new master of Luckstone, at your service.’


‘You . . . you,’ choked Patrick, starting forward, but before 

he could reach Nasmyth, young Sweeney, whose temper was 

now at last aroused, came in to deliver another blow. He 

caught Nasmyth off balance and sent him reeling against the 

wall.


Nasmyth shook himself, as if he was throwing off the alcoholic 

fumes in his brain, and fixed his narrowed eyes on 

Sweeney.


‘You’ll be sorry for that,’ he growled, groping in the 

pocket of his coat.


The red-haired man had been barely visible, drawn back in the shadow behind the doorway, but now he ducked his head

and stepped out under the low stone lintel into the wynd.


‘For heaven’s sake, Herriott,’ he said urgently. ‘Stop this 

foolery. Now’s not the time to make yourself conspicuous.’


But he spoke too late. John saw the light glint on something 

in Nasmyth’s hand. A second later, Nasmyth’s arm had 

lunged forwards. Sweeney gave a little cry, then doubled over 

and slowly crumpled to the ground.


‘Come away, Johnny,’ Patrick whispered in John’s ear, 

pulling him.


The red-haired man had been leaning over Sweeney’s 

body but now he straightened up.


‘You’re a fool, Herriott,’ he said scornfully.


‘He was the fool, Creech. He insulted me. He tried to 

cheat me, too,’ Nasmyth said.


John, backing up the wynd behind his father, looked over 

his shoulder and saw that Herriott’s face had gone a sickened 

white. Then his eyes were drawn to Creech, the red-haired 

man, who was staring intently at Patrick’s departing back.


‘Murder!’ Creech shouted suddenly at the top of his voice. 

‘Help! A man’s been stabbed! The villains are getting away!’


John felt his father start with shocked surprise and his 

hand close convulsively on his arm.


‘Run, Johnny! Quick! Run!’ he whispered.


The panic in his voice infected John. He obeyed instinctively, 

hurtling out of the wynd in the wake of his father, who 

was already pounding down the High Street on winged feet. 

Behind him, he could hear windows being flung open, voices 

shouting and footsteps running on the cobble stones.


‘A man with a boy! Yes, an unprovoked attack!’ he heard 

Creech’s penetrating voice say. ‘Up that way, towards the 

High Street. If you’re fast you’ll still catch them!’
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John was half doubled over with a stitch in his side, and 

his breath was coming in painful gasps when he and his 

father reached their room at last. It was a small place at 

the very top of one of Edinburgh’s tall, tower-like houses, 

and they had taken the six flights of steep stone steps in flying 

leaps.


As Patrick fumblingly tried to fit the heavy key into the 

door’s lock, a woman’s head, topped with a lace-trimmed cap, 

poked out from the room alongside. It was Mrs Armstrong, 

the landlady.


‘Mrs Armstrong, good evening,’ panted Patrick, trying to 

make a polite little bow while his trembling fingers worked 

at the key.


The landlady stepped out on to the small landing with a 

swish of her long skirts. She cocked her head flirtatiously to 

one side, making her grey ringlets bob against her cheeks.


‘Why, Mr Barr, whatever’s the matter?’ she said, her eyes 

sparkling with curiosity. ‘I heard your feet on the stair 

pounding away like hammers. I thought the devil himself 

must be after you.’


‘In a manner of speaking, he is,’ said Patrick, trying to laugh. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Armstrong, but Johnny and I must go. 

At once, in fact.’


‘Go? But you can’t! It’s late! And I’m sure you haven’t even 

had any supper. If there’s something wrong with the room, 

dear Mr Barr, you only have to say . . .’


John dived between them, wrestled with the key and managed 

to turn it at last. He darted inside and stood for a 

moment looking round helplessly, unsure of what to do. He 

knew without being told that there wasn’t a moment to lose. 

The hue and cry was up all along the High Street. The whole 

city was buzzing with people. With the murdered man lying 

in his blood for all to see, and their rage stirred up by the sinister 

Mr Creech, they would be searching everywhere for a 

man and a boy. In these closely packed wynds, where everyone 

knew the business of everyone else, it would be only a 

matter of minutes before someone remembered Mrs 

Armstrong’s lodgers, father and son, strangers from Fife. 

The mob would burst in down below and race up the narrow 

spiral stair, and John and his father would be caught like rats 

in a trap. John’s eyes darted round the little panelled room. 

He and his father had brought few possessions with them to 

Edinburgh, expecting to spend only a day or two sorting out 

the troublesome business with the lawyers before returning 

in triumph to Luckstone. They had just one small chest, a 

bundle of clothing and a satchel containing papers and the 

little money that Patrick had been able to scrape together for 

the journey.


John began to gather everything together. He crammed 

his father’s spare clothes into the chest, tied his own into a 

bundle, then began to collect the scattered papers and put 

them in the satchel.


‘. . . a cold pork pie and half a ham . . .’ he heard Mrs 

Armstrong say.


‘Well now, that’s very good of you, ma’am. But you must 

allow me to . . .’


‘No, no, my dear sir! I wouldn’t—’


Her voice was cut off by a crash as, far down below, the 

heavy street door was thrust open.


‘Up there! Aye! At the top!’ came the excited voice of 

Maggie the old washerwoman who lived in a cubbyhole right 

by the door. ‘I heard them go up ten minutes ago! Shifty 

eyed, the pair of them. I knew they were up to no good. They 

didn’t fool me!’


She was drowned out by the sound of footsteps beginning 

to run up the first stone steps of the long flight of stairs.


Mrs Armstrong burst into the room where John was 

standing frozen in panic. Her normal leisurely manner had 

dropped away.


‘Give me the chest, John. Good lad. Look, there’s one 

more paper, there, under the bed. Now bring the bundle and 

the satchel. Quick. Into my room.’


Before he knew what was happening, John had been swept 

out on to the landing and in through the door of Mrs 

Armstrong’s own tiny apartment. He was just in time to see 

one of his father’s long legs disappear into a cupboard in the 

wall before Mrs Armstrong lifted the heavy plush cloth that 

covered the table in the middle of her parlour and pushed 

him underneath. A moment later, the cloth was raised again 

and the chest was hurled in after him.


‘Not a word,’ she hissed at him. ‘Whatever you hear, stay 

silent until I tell you to come out.’


The next sound was so surprising that it made John 

breathe in sharply. With a rustle of her heavy petticoats, Mrs 

Armstrong had settled herself at her little spinet by the chimney 

piece, and had begun to rattle out a tune on the small 

ivory keys. The rhythm was ragged and there were more wrong notes than right ones, but it was a brave sound nevertheless.


She had started on a second air when there was a hammering 

at the door. John jumped in fright, buried his face in 

the rough cloth of his bundle of clothes and hugged it to his 

chest as tightly as if he was a drowning man clutching a spar.


The music stopped. He heard the scrape of Mrs 

Armstrong’s chair on the wooden floor, and then the creak of 

the hinge as she opened the door. The clamour of voices and 

tramping of feet on the landing pierced him with terror. He 

squeezed his eyes tight shut.


‘Well, goodness me,’ he heard Mrs Armstrong say lightly. 

‘Whatever’s the matter? Is there a fire? Have the French 

invaded at last?’


A confused jumble of voices answered her.


‘Mr Barr?’ Mrs Armstrong answered calmly. ‘Yes, he was 

here – but he’s left. He set off on the Glasgow road an hour 

since. He murdered a man, did you say? I’d never have 

believed it.’


The raucous, cracked voice of the washerwoman came out 

from over the heads in front.


‘You’re hiding him in there, Janet Armstrong! I know you 

are! I heard them roaring up the stairs a quarter of an hour 

ago. We’re coming in to search!’


Mrs Armstrong managed a trill of laughter.


‘Is that you, Maggie? What’s the good of being a washerwoman 

if you don’t scrub your ears out? You’re as deaf as a 

post, you know you are, and if you heard anyone running 

anywhere it’ll be the first time in ten years!’


‘What? What’s that she said?’ came Maggie’s voice again, 

and everyone round her laughed.


A man’s voice said, ‘We’re sorry to disturb you, Mrs 

Armstrong. We didn’t want you to be bothered by any murdering 

villains, that was all. Goodnight to you, now.’


‘And to you,’ Mrs Armstrong answered politely, and John’s 

grip on his bundle began to loosen as the door closed with a 

click.


The music tailed away to nothing. For a long moment, 

Mrs Armstrong didn’t move, then he heard her skirt sweep 

across the floor, and the cloth was suddenly raised.


‘Come out now, John,’ she said unsteadily.


Patrick had already burst out of the narrow cupboard in 

which he’d been wedged among the neatly folded clothes of 

the landlady’s late husband.


‘Mrs Armstrong,’ he was saying, ‘you have saved both our 

lives, and we owe you everything. Everything! If there’s anything 

Johnny or I can do for you . . .’


‘You can leave at once and get as far away as you can from 

my house,’ Mrs Armstrong said frankly. ‘They’ll be back, and 

I’ll not be able to divert them a second time. Take your 

things. Here’s the pie and the ham. I’ll tie them in this cloth. 

Creep down the stairs now while everyone’s away.’


‘Mrs Armstrong, dear ma’am . . .’ Patrick began again.


‘Oh come on, Father,’ said John, tugging at his arm.


‘Go on with you.’ Mrs Armstrong was hustling them 

towards the door. ‘And don’t tell me where you’re going. It’s 

better for me not to know.’


Patrick smiled wryly.


‘I couldn’t tell you anyway, because I don’t know myself, 

but if you keep insisting that we’ve taken the Glasgow road, 

you’ll put them off our track.’ He looped the strap of the 

satchel over one shoulder and hoisted the little chest on to 

the other. John picked up his bundle of clothes in his left 

hand, and Mrs Armstrong placed the cloth filled with food in 

the right.


‘Thank you, Mrs Armstrong,’ John stammered. ‘I don’t 

know what to say. Just thank you!’
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Flitting like black shadows, one tall spindly one and a 

shorter, stockier one, John and his father stole down 

the wynd. They ran, stumbling over loose stones, 

splashing through mud and puddles, the still stormy wind 

plucking at their clothes, and came up at last into the new 

part of the city, where wide streets and squares marched away 

north towards the sea.


‘Wait, Father!’ panted John. ‘Stop a minute. Where are we 

going, anyway?’


Patrick had been plunging on down the road, the wooden 

chest bumping against his back, but he came back, set it 

down on the ground and straightened himself, flexing his 

cramped shoulders.


‘Leith. The port of Leith. By sea to London. On the Leith 

smack.’


‘London?’ John’s mouth fell open. He had never imagined 

he would ever, in his whole life, go anywhere so far away. 

‘Why, Father? Why London?’


‘You . . . we . . . have an aunt in London,’ panted Patrick, 

his chest heaving. ‘Only surviving relative. Difficult woman, 

but who knows – probably has a heart of gold. A house in Shoreditch. Blood thicker than water. She’ll see what trouble 

we’re in. Bound to take us in.’


‘London,’ repeated John, turning the idea over in his 

mind. The awful, blind panic in his head was subsiding. It 

was good to have a plan, however wild it sounded.


‘How far is it to Leith?’ he said, trying not to sound complaining. 

‘Only my feet are sore and I’m awfully hungry.’


‘The pork pie!’ exclaimed Patrick cheerfully, though he 

looked nervously over his shoulder as he spoke. ‘Brace up, 

Johnny. It’s only a mile and a half to Leith, no more, and with 

the pie inside us we’ll fly.’


They ate fast, cramming the succulent pie into their 

mouths.


‘We’ll keep the ham for later,’ Patrick said indistinctly, 

licking his fingers and picking up the chest again. ‘We must 

hurry on now. Creech is a clever man. He’ll be sending men 

out in all directions.’


They set off again at a fast pace, filled with new energy.


‘Why does Mr Nasmyth hate us so much?’ asked John, 

trotting to keep up. ‘Why has he treated us so badly?’


‘I’ve thought and thought about it,’ replied Patrick. ‘It 

puzzles me, John, more than I can say.’


They paused for a moment to look back up the long 

straight road. It was reassuringly empty. ‘It can’t be only for 

the house itself. I know we love Luckstone, but it’s small – 

only a few rooms piled on top of each other up the old tower. 

It’s strong, of course. Fortified. You know how thick the walls 

are – six feet at least – and the door’s so massive it’s a struggle 

even to open. It could withstand anyone coming upon it 

to cause trouble. And then there’s the wee bay sheltered from 

the sea. A boat can come up there and be well hidden. At the 

same time there’s a great view from Luckstone. A man can 

stand on the headland and count all the ships coming and 

going, in and out of the port of Leith. I can only imagine that there’s some strange business the man’s engaged in, something 

murderous and secret, but what it is I just don’t know.’


The road to Leith, which was crowded with carriages, 

carts and pedestrians during the day, was deserted at this late 

hour, but John’s ears caught the unwelcome sound of a 

horse’s hoofs approaching from behind them. Patrick had 

heard it too. He grasped John’s arm and pulled him down 

behind a flight of steps that led up to the front door of one 

of the houses fronting the road. They crouched, motionless, 

in the shadow.


As the rider passed, they could make out in the dark only 

a rough shape, a figure wrapped in a heavy coat with a hat 

pulled down over his eyes. They waited until the faint outline 

had been swallowed up by the night before they dared to 

come out of their hiding place, and then they set off again at 

their former rapid pace.


John had been thinking furiously as he’d huddled against 

his father behind the steps.


‘Surely it would be better, Father, if we just went back and 

told everyone it wasn’t you who killed that man. That it was 

Mr Nasmyth?’


‘It would, Johnny, but unfortunately they might not 

believe us. Mr Creech would swear that I was the murderer, 

and Herriott has the money to pay for the most expensive 

lawyers.’


‘The girl, though. She’d speak up for us.’


‘Maybe, but it would be her word against Creech’s, and 

he’s a man of influence.’


‘It’s wicked! It’s wrong! It’s so unfair!’ John burst out.


‘Don’t waste your energy on anger,’ Patrick said, his voice 

unusually harsh. ‘I’ve spent night after night consumed with 

it. We’re in a pickle, Johnny. We need to concentrate now on 

how we can get out of it.’


John swallowed hard.


‘What’ll happen if they catch us, Father?’ He resisted the 

temptation to move closer into his father’s long shadow. 

‘What’ll they do to us?’


‘Oh, it’ll be the Tolbooth prison, no less,’ Patrick’s voice 

had suddenly lightened. His spirits, always mercurial, 

seemed to have risen again. ‘For me, mind, not for you.’


‘And then what, Father?’


‘I’ll escape, of course.’


‘You won’t. You won’t be able to.’ He thought, but he 

didn’t say, ‘And I’ll be alone.’


They had passed the forbidding old prison that loured 

over Edinburgh’s High Street only yesterday. No one, John 

knew, could ever get out of it once they were locked away 

inside its heavy stone towers, behind its iron-bound doors 

and high, barred windows.


‘No, it’ll be easy, Johnny, you’ll see, with a little help from 

yourself, but there’s no need to worry about the Tolbooth. 

No one will catch us. We’ll get safe down to London and live 

the life of princes in Shoreditch, with your Auntie Sarah, 

who’ll take one look at us and love us, like the long-lost relations 

we are.’
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Half an hour later, John and his father were trudging 

down the quay in the port of Leith. The wind, 

which had fallen now, had whipped the clouds 

away, and a half-moon shone. It lit up the ripples on the 

water in the harbour and glanced off the wet cobblestones.


A couple of men, no more than dark shapes against the 

indigo sky, were lounging against a bollard. They murmured 

a polite ‘Good evening to you’, but John was aware of their 

eyes on his back as he hurried after his father.


‘No one could be looking for us here yet, could they?’ he 

whispered to Patrick. He was thinking uneasily of the horseman 

who had passed them on the road.


Patrick didn’t answer. He was scanning the ships moored 

alongside the quay.


‘Is it that one, the boat to London?’ asked John.


‘I don’t know, son. No, it’s surely too small.’


Someone cleared his throat behind John, making him 

jump. He turned to see that the two men had come right up 

to his father and were standing uncomfortably close to him.


‘The smack to London?’ one of them said. ‘It’s been gone 

a day now, sir. Went out on last night’s tide. The next one could be docking here tomorrow morning, if the wind 

doesn’t veer round to the north.’


John had been so sure that the boat would be there, tied 

up at the quay, ready and waiting to carry him and his father 

out of this nightmare towards a new adventure in London, 

that the disappointment made him rock on his feet.


‘What are we going to do now, Father?’ he cried out 

sharply.


In the dim night he could see that Patrick was biting his 

lower lip.


‘Well now, well,’ Patrick said, setting the chest down on 

the cobbles. ‘So there’s no chance of leaving until tomorrow, 

at the earliest, eh?’


‘None at all,’ the shorter man said, with strange eagerness.


‘And it’s a bed you’re needing, and a drink inside you,’ the 

other said.


His heartiness sounded a little forced, but his words made 

so much sense that Patrick couldn’t help nodding.


‘The King’s Wark tavern,’ the larger man went on. He 

pointed towards a set of windows in the row of houses 

behind the quay from which a warm yellow light was streaming.


Patrick picked up his chest.


‘We can’t go there, Father,’ John whispered, tugging at his 

sleeve. ‘It’s the first place anyone would look if they came 

after us.’


The two men were already walking ahead of them, 

towards the lighted windows.


‘Don’t you see, Johnny,’ said Patrick in a low voice, ‘it’ll 

look a lot more suspicious if we don’t take a bed in an inn. 

Lurking in the street all night like criminals – we’d be as 

noticeable as flies on butter. If anyone comes looking for us 

we’ll offer them false names and put them off the scent.’


They had reached the inn, and Patrick was already following 

the two men into the smoke-filled warmth inside.


It was so delightful to be indoors, in the warm and out of 

the cutting wind, that John stumbled gratefully to a bench by 

the fire and sank down on it, letting his tiredness overwhelm 

him.


He was dimly aware of Patrick talking to someone – the 

landlord, he assumed – on the far side of the room, but his 

eyes were on the blaze, on the red glowing coals, and he 

stretched out his hands towards it to warm them.


Patrick came back a moment later with a bowl of hot soup 

for him.


‘Get this down inside you, Johnny,’ he said merrily, and 

John saw that his father’s spirits had bubbled up again. He 

was cheered, but a little alarmed at the same time. If Patrick 

had a drink or two, and an expansive mood came over him, 

he might start to entertain the company, forget the danger 

they were in, and let down his guard.


The two men had followed Patrick and settled themselves 

beside him on the bench, mugs of ale in their hands. John 

could see them clearly now. The older man was heavily 

built, with a red bull-neck, and the buttons on his yellow 

waistcoat strained across his stomach. The younger was thin 

and nervous looking. He sat with only the ball of his right 

foot touching the floor and set his knee to jerk up and down. 

The movement sent a quiver along the whole bench.


‘So,’ the older man said jovially, ‘what brings you two travellers 

to Leith on a wild night like this?’


Patrick took a deep drink from the mug the man had given 

him.


‘We’re on our way to London.’ Patrick took another gulp. 

‘I have . . . matters of business to attend to. Matters of business 

– in Shoreditch. That’s a district of London, you know.’


‘I did know,’ the man said drily.


‘What sort of interests?’ asked the other. ‘In the shipping 

line, are you? Merchandise?’


‘Shipping . . . no.’ Patrick stared into his drink. ‘More 

like . . . business.’


John had become aware of a quietness that had fallen over 

the other drinkers in the room. He looked at the landlord, 

who shook his head slightly as if conveying some mysterious 

warning. John swivelled round, and caught the eye of a 

broad-shouldered young man in fishermen’s boots, whose 

face was flushed with ale.


‘Hey, you over there! Take care!’ the man called out loudly 

to John, making every head turn towards him. ‘Those two 

villains are from the press gang! They’ll trick you. You’ll take 

the king’s bounty afore you know it and end up going out to 

sea, pressed into the navy.’


The two men on the bench were smiling uneasily.


‘Hold your tongue, you drunken troublemaker,’ the older 

man said. ‘We’re no press gang. I’m His Majesty’s recruiting 

officer, and if an honest man wants to do his duty and go to 

sea, if he wants to fight the French for king and country, and 

safeguard his wife and children, then we’re here to help him 

fulfil a noble ambition.’


‘Help anyone? Noble ambitions? You?’ jeered the fisherman. 

‘I tell you –’ he jabbed a scarred forefinger towards 

Patrick – ‘if you don’t mind yourself, next thing you know 

you’ll be dancing a hornpipe on a man-o’-war, and having 

your head blown clean off by a French cannonball!’


Patrick seemed unimpressed. He laughed and took 

another sip.


‘Recruiting officers, is it?’ He eyed the two men with 

interest. ‘I wondered why you were so kind as to buy me a 

drink. But you’ve found the wrong man in me. Gentlemen 

are exempt from being pressed into the service, as I’m sure 

you know.’


‘Is that so, sir?’ The recruiting officer smiled thinly. ‘But 

how is it that if you are a gentleman, which I don’t doubt, 

you come to be travelling so very light, with nothing for the 

long voyage to London but a small chest and a bundle tied 

up in a cloth?’


‘That,’ said Patrick, draining his mug, ‘is none of your 

business, my dear sir. I’m a gentleman, and a property 

owner . . .’


As he said the word ‘owner’ he faltered, and shook his 

head as if trying to clear it of unpleasant thoughts.


‘A property owner, eh?’ John could tell that the officer was 

only pretending to be impressed, and his uneasiness grew. 

‘And where might this property of yours be situated?’


‘Dundee,’ said Patrick, plucking the name at random out 

of the air. ‘My estate . . .’


But John’s gasp of horror silenced him. Patrick looked 

down at John’s whitened face and followed his eyes across to 

the door.


A tall thin man, followed by two others, was standing in 

the doorway, removing his hat to reveal a head of dark red 

hair.


‘It’s Mr Nasmyth’s friend, Father! It’s Mr Creech!’ John 

whispered faintly.


Mr Creech had spotted Patrick at once.


‘Over there,’ he called out commandingly, drawing the 

attention of everyone in the room. ‘The man by the fire! 

Arrest him! He’s wanted for murder. He stabbed a man up in 

Edinburgh in cold blood, this very evening, and then he ran 

for it!’


Patrick had started to his feet. He looked round wildly, but 

seeing no escape route put his arm round John’s shoulders 

and drew him close.


‘The man’s lying,’ he said, in a trembling voice. ‘The murderer’s his friend, Herriott Nasmyth. I witnessed the 

deed myself.’


There was a long silence.


‘If you witnessed it yourself, why did you run away?’ someone 

shouted from the far end of the room.


‘Take him,’ Creech said to the men behind him, who 

surged forward.


They found their way blocked by the bulky form of the 

recruiting officer.


‘He’s mine,’ he said shortly. ‘You can’t have him. He’s volunteered 

to serve his king and country. He’s taken the king’s 

shilling.’


‘The king’s shilling? Joined the navy? I have not!’ shouted 

Patrick.


‘What’s this, then?’ said the younger man triumphantly. 

He had taken Patrick’s mug, and now he turned it upside 

down so that the coin which he had slipped into the bottom 

of it fell into his hand.


Patrick tried to pull himself free from the officer’s hand, 

which was now gripping his shoulder.


‘This is outrageous! You planted that coin there yourself. 

You can’t! I . . .’


The officer shook him in a manner that was not unfriendly.


‘Take my advice, my lad. A career in His Majesty’s navy, 

even for a gentleman like yourself, is better for your health 

than a dungeon in the Tolbooth. Take him out, Daniel!’


Before John could understand what was happening, his 

father was being bundled out through the door of the inn, 

with the officer, who had picked up his chest, hurrying after 

him.


‘Father!’ screamed John.


He scrabbled on the floor for the bundle and satchel, and 

darted after them, but before he could reach the door he felt a hand tugging at the satchel. Mr Creech was trying to

wrench it off his shoulder.


‘The documents,’ Mr Creech was saying. ‘Your cheat of a 

father hasn’t handed over all the documents. Give them to 

me!’


‘Get away from me!’ yelled John at the top of his voice.


He lashed out with his foot. The tip of his boot caught Mr 

Creech’s shin with a satisfying crack, and the man yelped and 

let go of the satchel strap. A second later, John was out of the 

inn, running after his father and the recruiting officer, who 

were already halfway down the harbour stair, about to step 

into a small boat moored to a ring in the dank slippery wall.


‘Let me go!’ Patrick was shouting. ‘I can’t leave my son! 

Get your hands off me!’


But the rope had already been untied, it had splashed 

down into the water, and the gap between the boat and the 

harbour wall was widening as the younger man vigorously 

worked the oars.


‘Johnny! Go to London!’ Patrick was calling out. ‘There’s 

enough money in the satchel. Your cousin’s name is Sarah 

Dawes. Mrs Dawes in Shoreditch. Find her!’


Behind him, John could hear feet on the cobblestones.


‘Bring my father back!’ he shrieked out across the water. 

‘I’ll go into the navy with him! I’m volunteering! Take me 

too!’


He heard a laugh from the boat, and the splashing 

stopped. The oarsman was turning it now, coming back 

towards the steps.


It hadn’t quite reached them when John heard voices at 

the top.


‘He’s down there! Get the satchel off him!’ he heard Mr 

Creech call out.


With a flying leap, John jumped across the expanse of water into his father’s arms, almost knocking him over the

side and making the boat rock violently.


‘Careful, lad. You’ll have us over,’ growled the officer. 

Then he laughed. ‘Two for the price of one, eh? Nice work 

tonight, Daniel. Row for the receiving ship as fast as you can, 

before old copperlocks up there comes after us.’
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John had been out in a small boat many times before. 

He’d even had a little craft of his own at home, a shallow, 

leaking tub. Summer and winter, it had been pulled 

up on the sandy shore of the tiny bay on the coast of Fife, 

just below the hillock on which the tower of Luckstone 

stood. He and his friend William had pottered about in it 

countless times, fishing for crabs and playing at smugglers. 

But he had never rowed far out of the bay into the open sea. 

He had never before felt the powerful swell of the dark deep 

water under the thin boards. He had never been out at night, 

either, watching the lights of the shore flicker more and 

more dimly as they were left behind.


Now he could see more lights in front. Three yellow pinpricks 

were bobbing about some way ahead of them. He 

could make out the bars of lanterns, black stripes across a 

fiery glow, and the rigging from which they must be hanging. 

The moon had been hidden behind clouds again but it came 

out suddenly, and John saw the looming shape of a ship, 

quite close and coming closer, as the two recruiting officers 

pulled at the oars.


No one had said a word since they’d set out from Leith harbour. Patrick seemed to be stunned, motionless, not even 

responding to John’s tentative tugs at his arm, while the 

recruiting officers only grunted occasionally with the effort 

of rowing. But as the little boat bobbed alongside the huge 

dark wall of the ship, which was now towering above them 

out of the sea, Patrick started, and struggled to his feet.


‘No, no, this is impossible. You cannot . . . I refuse to . . . 

I absolutely insist . . . we must be returned at once to . . . I 

shall pay you, of course. There is no question . . .’


A head had already appeared over the side of the ship, and 

the recruiting officer was calling up to it, ‘Two more for you 

– a man and a boy.’


‘Send ’em up,’ said the head, in a London accent. ‘I don’t 

want no trouble, mind. This musket of mine’s loaded, and it 

don’t like deserters.’


The recruiting officer had caught hold of the rope which 

edged the cleats, the rung-like steps hammered into the side 

of the ship, making a kind of ladder.


‘Get on with you now, get up there,’ he growled. ‘Hey! 

None of that! Catch hold of him!’


Patrick had begun to peel off his coat, and John could tell 

that in his desperation he was about to dive into the water.


‘Father! No! You’ll drown!’


The young recruiting officer lunged across and caught 

Patrick in a bear hug.


‘Knock him out,’ the older one said brutally.


‘Anyone trying to swim for it, I’ll shoot him!’ called out 

the voice from above, and, looking up, John saw white 

moonlight glinting on the long metal barrel of the musket.


The boat stopped rocking as the fight went out of Patrick.


‘Don’t shoot!’ he shouted anxiously. ‘You might hurt the 

boy.’


Then John’s arm was roughly grabbed, the rope was pushed into his hand and someone was shoving him from

behind, up the first few steps.


‘Climb, can’t you? Are you going to take all night?’ the 

man above shouted down. ‘You want a musket ball in your 

head? I’m ready to oblige!’


His feet slipping on the wet narrow cleats, his hand clutching 

at the rope, John climbed. A moment later, rough hands 

hooked under his shoulders and hauled him on to the deck, 

and a minute after that, Patrick followed him. There were 

confused shouts and bumps from below, coarse laughter, 

then the regular creak and splash of oars as the recruiting 

officers began to row back towards the shore.


John had no time to look round. Three or four big men, 

their faces invisible under the brims of their high-crowned 

hats, had surrounded him and his father.


‘I must protest. There has been a terrible . . .’ Patrick was 

trying to say, but there was no time for more. A grating in the 

deck had been lifted, revealing a gaping black hole. John was 

pushed down into it. His feet only just managed to find the 

steep steps, or he would have fallen hard on to the wooden 

floor below. A moment later, the grating had clanged shut 

overhead, and he and his father were in almost total darkness.


The first thing to hit John was a smell so foul it made him 

retch. He put his hand over his nose to try to block it out, but 

there was no escaping it. It crept in round his fingers, seeping 

in everywhere. He tried to breathe through his mouth, 

but could still sense its revolting pungency.


And then he heard the noises. All around him, in the dark, 

things were shifting, breathing, scratching, snoring. His skin 

crept. Were there people down here? Or animals? Or . . . ?


A voice close by made him jump. It was sharp and complaining.


‘How many more are coming down here tonight? There’s 

no room for a baby, never mind grown men.’


‘No other poor souls, as far as I know,’ said Patrick. ‘Good 

God, what a stench! Is there no window that can be opened 

to let in some air?’


The other laughed mirthlessly.


‘Window? Air? Where do you think this is, my bonny lad? 

The king’s palace?’


‘No, but the foulness! Surely for the sake of health . . .’


‘You’re new to the navy. That I can tell.’ The man sounded 

friendlier. ‘Never been at sea before, I’ll be bound. Taken 

today, were you?’


‘This evening! In a tavern! In a most outrageous act of . . . 

of piracy!’


‘Aye, the shock. You’ll be suffering still from the shock. 

I’m feeling it myself. It was yesterday they took me. I was 

sailing into Leith on a merchant ship out of Newcastle. We’d 

been at sea, me and my shipmates, two whole years. We 

thought we’d slipped past the navy, God rot them, but they 

caught us. We’ll be out of this hulk in the morning, sent on 

board some man-o’-war and then blown to bits, most likely, 

by a French cannon before the end of the year.’


‘Can’t you be quiet over there?’ came a voice from further 

away.


‘Yes, some folks is trying to sleep,’ someone called out 

from the other side.


‘There’s a little space here by me,’ the man said more 

quietly. ‘You can sit against the bulkhead. Is that a boy you 

have with you? What age are you, lad?’


‘Twelve,’ said John, and in a sudden rush of self-pity his 

throat tightened with tears.


The man gave a melancholy chuckle.


‘Twelve! I was ten when I . . .’


‘If you don’t hold your tongue, I’ll come over there and cut 

it out of you,’ another furious voice called out.


John felt a guiding hand lead him along. He followed it, 

groping through the pitch dark, and stumbled at last to a 

halt, then felt himself pulled down to the wooden floor. 

Behind him he heard a crack and a cry of pain as Patrick hit 

his head on a low beam, and then his father was sinking down 

beside him. John snuggled up to him, trying to block out the 

stench by pressing his nose against Patrick’s coat, which still 

held the faint, sweet, familiar tang of soap and heather and 

fresh air.


Their new friend had fallen silent in the darkness. John 

could hear him moving about, stretching out on the floor, 

and then a few moments later came heavy snores as the man 

fell asleep.


Patrick made no attempt to lie down. He had slumped forwards, 

his head drooping between his knees. His shoulders 

were moving convulsively, and John knew, with a lurch of his 

own stomach, that his father was crying.


‘We’re still together, Father,’ he whispered in Patrick’s ear.


Patrick didn’t answer.


‘We still have our things. I have the bundle and the 

satchel. You have your chest, haven’t you?’


It was all he could think to say.


There was a long silence, then at last Patrick raised his 

head.


‘Yesterday I was Patrick Barr of Luckstone,’ he said in a 

hoarse whisper, ‘a gentleman, if a poor one, a man who could 

hold his head high. Tonight I’m a pauper, a man on the run, 

pressed into the navy, the lowest of the low. I’ve failed you, 

Johnny. You deserve a better father than me.’


‘No!’ John spoke more loudly than he intended, provoking 

an irritated grunt from nearby. He lowered his voice to a 

whisper again. ‘We’ll tell them tomorrow. We’ll explain that it’s all a mistake, how we were tricked, and that we don’t 

know anything about the navy, and we were just on our way 

to London. We’ll make them listen to us.’


Patrick only groaned.


‘We’ve got friends who’ll speak out for us,’ John went on, 

trying to sound more certain than he felt. ‘Our neighbours at 

Luckstone. You could write a letter to them. Or to Aunt 

Sarah. Even Mrs Armstrong would take our part, if she knew 

what had happened.’


The thought of Mrs Armstrong brought to mind the ham 

she’d packed for them, so many long hours ago. He realized 

suddenly that he was hungry again. He reached for his bundle, 

and pulled out the greasy package.


‘Here, Father,’ he said, pushing a piece of ham into 

Patrick’s limp hand.


Patrick shuddered.


‘I couldn’t eat anything at all. The foul stench here is making 

me so sick I fear I shall shortly lose whatever remains of 

the pie.’


‘Try some,’ John said, through a full mouth. ‘It’s awfully 

good. It makes the smell go away – a bit, anyway.’


Patrick obediently put a piece into his mouth.


‘You’re right, Johnny. It is indeed excellent.’ He sounded 

momentarily stronger. ‘We may as well enjoy it. It’s the last 

decent food we’ll be tasting for a very long time, since we’re 

to be fed from now on at the expense of His Majesty.’
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John lay on the hard boards of the ship’s lower deck, 

tossing and turning as the long hours of night slowly 

passed. Confused and terrifying images chased through 

his mind. Once he managed, for a few blessed minutes, to 

imagine himself back at Luckstone, but then a rat ran over 

his foot, making him start up in horror. He tried without 

succeeding to banish the face of the dying Mr Sweeney, the 

murdered man, which seemed to stare up at him from the 

blood-stained cobbles of the Edinburgh close.


‘There’s one comfort,’ he whispered, in a vain attempt to 

cheer his father up, ‘Mr Sweeney’ll certainly haunt Mr 

Nasmyth forever and ever and drive him mad.’


‘Oh there’s no doubt of it, no doubt at all,’ Patrick 

answered, in a hollow voice.


Mr Creech’s pale, malignant face kept appearing: a nightmarish 

vision, his eyes staring intensely, his long spidery 

arms reaching out to snatch his satchel. He’s a common thief, 

as well as a trickster, John thought bitterly, remembering the 

tug at his shoulder as Mr Creech had tried to pull the satchel 

away from him at the inn. He was a fool if he thought it was full of money. There’s only a guinea or two left, and a pile of 

old papers.


He could see the lawyer’s office in his mind’s eye now. He 

hadn’t wanted to go in with Patrick at all. He’d wanted to 

stay on the High Street where a juggler had been performing.


Once inside, he’d been too bored and irritated to notice 

what was going on between the men. Now he tried to 

remember. Something odd had happened at the very beginning. 

When he and Patrick had entered the stuffy little 

office, Mr Creech, Herriott Nasmyth and Mr Halkett the 

lawyer had been huddled together at the table, peering 

down at a small booklet lying open on the table. As soon 

as the Barrs had appeared in the doorway, Mr Nasmyth 

had reached out to pick up the booklet, but the lawyer had 

snatched it away before he could touch it and quickly hidden 

it under a pile of deeds.


Everyone had sat down then, and the long hours of wrangling 

had begun. John had shifted about resentfully in his 

chair, staring out of the window for the most part, wanting to 

be outside, listening to the minutes tick past on the long-case 

clock which stood in the corner of the room


How could I have been so stupid? John kept asking himself. 

Why wasn’t I listening?


There’d only been one break in the endless dull afternoon. 

Someone had called up from the street below. Herriott 

Nasmyth and Mr Creech had gone downstairs to see whoever 

it was and Mr Halkett had thrown up the sash window 

and leaned out to talk to them from above. A gust of wind 

had set all the papers fluttering on the desk, and some had 

blown on to the floor. John and his father had gathered them 

up and put them back on the desk.


The meeting hadn’t gone on for very long after that. 

Herriott Nasmyth, prompted by the enigmatic Mr Creech, had become more and more aggressive and demanding, 

while Patrick had seemed increasingly bewildered and 

defeated. At last he’d stood up.


‘You have ruined me, Mr Nasmyth,’ he’d said with simple 

dignity. ‘You have cheated me out of everything.’


With trembling fingers, he’d gathered up the papers on 

the table in front of him and bundled them into the satchel. 

Then at last John had been able to leave the horrid, stifling 

room and get out into the street again. He’d been sharply 

disappointed to discover that the juggler had gone.







The night was over at last. For the first time, in the few 

gleams of daylight that penetrated the hold, it was possible to 

see the dozens of men huddled together in this dank, stinking 

hole. They had moved out of the dark corners and were 

crowded together under the grating, trying to breathe in the 

fresher air. Their hair was matted, their clothes dirty and 

their eyes wild with anger. Some were cursing, others shouting, 

and several were brawling, flailing their arms about as 

they tried to punch each other. They struck fresh terror into 

John’s heart.


One tall young man took the bars of the grating in both 

hands and shook it, sending thuds echoing through the hold 

of the ship.


‘Let me out of here! You have to let me go!’ he shouted, 

his voice cracking. ‘My wife’s dying at home. Who’s to look 

after the bairns?’


A man appeared above. John caught a glimpse of white 

breeches, a scarlet jacket criss-crossed with dazzling white 

bands and a tall black hat with a red and white cockade.


‘There are soldiers up there, Father,’ he whispered to 

Patrick.


A snort came from the man who had befriended them the 

night before.


‘Soldiers? They’re no soldiers. They’re marines, curse 

their eyes. You’ll see more than enough of them before 

you’re through.’


The man grasping the bars of the grating screamed as the 

marine stamped on his fingers.


‘Shut up all that noise!’ the marine barked out. ‘You ain’t 

going nowhere, boys. You’re in the navy now. Make your 

minds up to it, or we’ll have the lot of you in irons. Lift the 

grating, sergeant. No, easy, you dogs. Come up nice and 

slow, one at a time. And no monkey business. Anyone tries 

anything, it counts as mutiny, and that means you’ll hang 

from the yard arm.’
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