
        
            
                
            
        

    Alexander Kent - Bolitho 20 The Darkening Sea 
 
To Mike and Bee Hartree, with our love 
 
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks: 
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep 
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends, 
Tis not too late to seek a newer world. 
Push off, and sitting well in order smite 
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds 
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 
Of all the western stars, until I die. 
 
Tennyson, "Ulysses' 
 
ONE 
 
Landfall 
 
The meandering track that ran around the wide curve of Falmouth Bay was just wide enough to allow passage to horse and rider, and only slightly less dangerous than the footpath which was somewhere beneath it. To the stranger or the foolhardy either could be hazardous. 
 
On this particular dawn the coast appeared abandoned, its sounds confined to the cries of seabirds, the occasional lively trill of an early robin, and the repetitive call of a cuckoo which never seemed to get any closer. In places some of the cliff had fallen away, so that where the track ran closer to the edge it was possible to hear the boom of the sea against the jagged rocks below. Rarely still, it was never to be taken for granted. 
 
There was a damp chill in the air but this was late June, and within hours the horizon would be hard and clear, the sea glittering with a million mirrors. The horse and rider rose slowly above a steep slope and paused like a piece of statuary or, like this bewitched coast, a vision which might suddenly vanish. 
 
Lady Catherine Somervell tried to relax her body as she stared back above the drifting mist. They must have thought her mad at the big grey house below Pendennis Castle, like the stable boy who had snatched up a lantern when she had startled him out of sleep. He had mumbled something about calling the head groom or the coachman, but she had refused. As he had saddled Tamara, the powerful mare Richard Bolitho had found for her, she had felt the same sense of urgency, and a conviction which her rational mind could not dismiss. 
 
She had dressed herself in the big room, their room, with the same driving desperation. Her long dark hair was only loosely pinned about her ears, and she wore her thick riding skirt and one of Richard's old sea-going coats, which she often used on her cliff walks. 
 
She had felt the gorse and bushes dragging at her skirt as Tamara had moved purposefully along the track; had tasted the sea. The enemy as Bolitho had once called it, his voice so bitter in one of those rare, private moments. 
 
She stroked the horse's neck to reassure herself. A fast packet had brought news to Falmouth from the Caribbean. The English fleet and a considerable force of soldiers and marines had attacked Martinique, the main base for French naval operations there. The French had surrendered, and most of their activities in the Caribbean and on the Main had ceased. 
 
Catherine had watched the faces of the people in the square when the news had been read out by a dragoon officer. Most of them would be unaware of the importance of Martinique, a thorn in Britain's side for so many years, or even know where it was. There was little enthusiasm and no cheers either, for this was 1809, and four years had passed since the death of Nelson, the nation's darling, and the battle of Trafalgar which must have seemed to many the final stage of this endless war. 
 
And with the packet had come a letter from Richard. He had written in great haste, with no time for details. The fighting was over and he was quitting his flagship, the ninety-four gun Black Prince, and was under orders to return to England with all haste. It did not seem possible even now. He had been absent for little more than nine months. She had steeled herself for a much longer period, two years or even three. She had existed only for his letters, and had thrown herself into helping Bryan Ferguson, Bolitho's one-armed steward. With every young man pressed into the fleet, unless they were lucky enough to hold a protection, it was difficult to keep the farm and estate working. There were several crippled men who had once served with Bolitho, men he now cared for much as he had tried to do at sea. Many landowners would have thrown them on the beach, as Richard called it, left them to beg from those they had fought to protect. 
 
But all that mattered now was that he was coming home. First to Falmouth. She shivered as if it were winter. The rest could wait until he was here, in her arms. 
 
She had read his short letter so many times, trying to guess why he had been required to hand over his command to another flag officer. Valentine Keen had also been replaced, and perhaps was intended for promotion. She thought of Keen's young wife and felt a touch of envy. She was with child; it must be due, born even. But Keen's well-meaning family had taken Zenoria to one of their fine houses in Hampshire. She had been the only girl Catherine had found it easy to talk with. Love, suffering, courage they had both experienced their extremes in the past. 
 
There had been a very unexpected visitor after she had received Richard's letter. Stephen Jenour, his flag lieutenant and the newly appointed commander of a smart brig, Orcadia, had come to see her while his command was taking on stores in Carrick Roads: a different Jenour, not merely because of what he had endured in the open boat after the wreck of the Golden Plover, but matured also by a sense of loss. His own command, taken at Richard Bolitho's insistence after returning to England with their captured French prize, had also removed him from daily contact with the superior he respected, loved even, more than any other yet encountered in the course of his young life. 
 
They had talked until the shadows were deep in the room and the candles had been guttering. He had told her of the battle in his own words, as Bolitho had requested. But as he had spoken she had heard only Richard, the men who had fought and died, the huzzas and the suffering, victory and despair. 
 
What would Richard be thinking on his way home? Of his Happy Few, his band of brothers? There were even fewer now with Jenour gone. 
 
She nudged the horse and Tamara moved forward again, her ears twitching towards the sea, the continuous murmur against the rocks. The tide was on the make. She smiled. She had been listening too long to Richard and his friends, and the fishermen who brought their catch up to Flushing or into Falmouth itself. 
 
Always the sea was there. Waiting. 
 
She strained her eyes towards it now but there was still too much mist, and not enough light to see the headland. 
 
She thought of her ride here. The countryside stirring itself, the smell of freshly baked bread, of foxgloves and the wild roses in the hedgerows. She had seen few people about but had sensed their presence: very little was missed by these folk whose families had known the Bolithos from generation to generation, and the men who had gone year after year to die in forgotten campaigns or great sea-battles. Like the portraits on the walls in the old house, watching her when she had gone up alone to bed, measuring her still. 
 
At least Richard would have had his beloved nephew Adam with whom to share the days at sea. He had finished his letter by revealing that he would be sailing independently in Adam's own command. She allowed her mind to stray once more to Zenoria, and then to Zenoria and Adam. Was it merely imagination, or that warning instinct which had been born out of her own early years? 
 
She reined the horse around, her fingers groping for the small carriage pistol she always carried. She had not even seen or heard them. Relief surged through her as she saw the dull glint of their buttons. They were coast guards 
 
One of them exclaimed, "Why, Lady Somervell! You gave us a start! Toby here thought some gennelmen were runnin' a cargo up from the beach!" 
 
Catherine tried to smile. "I am sorry, Tom. I should have known better." 
 
The light was already strengthening, as if to dispel her hopes, lay bare her foolishness. 
 
Tom the coast guard watched her thoughtfully. The admiral's lady, the one who was the talk of London according to some. But she had called him by his name. As if he mattered. 
 
He said carefully, "May I ask what you be doing up 'ere at this hour, m'lady? Could be dangerous." 
 
She faced him directly, and afterwards he was to remember this moment, her fine dark eyes, her high cheekbones, her utter conviction as she said, "Sir Richard is coming home. In the Anemone." 
 
"I knows that, m'lady. We had word from the navy." 
 
"Today," she said. "This morning." Her eyes seemed to blur and she turned away. 
 
Tom said kindly, "There be no way o' knowing, m'lady. Wind, weather, tides..." 
 
He broke off as she slipped from the saddle, her stained boots striking the track as one. "What is it?" 
 
She stared out at the bay as it began to open up, the light spilling above the headland like glass. 
 
"Do you have a telescope, please?" Desperation put an edge to her voice. 
 
The two coast guards dismounted and Tom lifted his glass from a long leather case behind his saddle. 
 
Catherine did not even see them. "Be easy, Tamara!" She rested the long telescope on the saddle, still warm from her own body. Gulls were swooping around a tiny boat far out towards the point. It seemed much clearer than before, and pink on the sea's face she saw the first sunlight. 
 
Tom's companion had also extended his telescope, and after a few minutes he said, There be a ship out there, Tom, by God so there be! Beggin' your pardon, m'lady!" 
 
She had not heard him. She watched the sails, misty and unreal like shells, the darker line of the slender hull beneath. 
 
"What is she, Toby? Can you see her rig?" 
 
The man sounded stunned. "Frigate. No doubt o' that. Seen too many o' they in an' out o' Carrick Roads over th' years!" 
 
"Still, could be anyone. Ride down to the harbour an' see if you can discover anythin'..." 
 
They both turned as she said quietly, "It is he." 
 
She had extended the telescope to its full length. She waited for the horse to quieten so that she could stare without blinking. Then she said, "I can see her figurehead in the sunshine." She handed back the glass, her eyes suddenly blind. "Anemone..." She saw it in her mind's eye as she had seen it in reality, before the ship had tacked into shadow again: the full-breasted girl with the raised trumpet, her gilt paint so clear in the reflected glare. She repeated as if to herself, "Anemone... daughter of the wind." 
 
She leaned her face against the horse. "Thank God. You came back to me." 
 
Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Bolitho awoke from a disturbed sleep and stared up at the darkness of the small sleeping-cabin, his mind responding instantly to the sounds and movements around him. His sailor's instinct told him that like the cabin the sea was still dark outside this lithe, graceful hull: a command for which any young officer would give his right arm. He listened to the dull thud of the tiller head as it matched the rudder's strength against the sea and the wind's thrust in the sails, heard the sluice of water alongside as the frigate Anemone leaned over on a new tack to a different motion. Gone were the great soaring thrusts of the Western Ocean, through hard sunshine and lashing rain in equal portions. Here the seas were short and steep as the ship ploughed her way nearer to the land. Three weeks from the Caribbean. Adam had driven his Anemone like the thoroughbred she was. 
 
Bolitho clambered from the swaying cot and steadied himself with one hand on a deck head beam until he was accustomed to the lively movements. A frigate: no man could want more. He recalled the ones he had commanded as a youthful captain, younger even than Adam. The ships so different, yet still familiar. Only the faces, the men themselves seemed blurred, if not forgotten. 
 
He felt his heart beat faster as he thought of the nearness of land. After miles of ocean without even sighting another ship, they were almost home. Today they would anchor in Falmouth, and after a brief pause for fresh water Adam would sail again for Portsmouth, from which place he would send the brief details of their return to the new telegraph that linked the senior naval port with the Admiralty in London. 
 
They had sighted the Lizard at dusk the previous evening before losing it again in a sea mist. Bolitho recalled how he and Allday had watched it on another occasion. It had been first light then too, and he had whispered her name, longing for her, as he was now. 
 
Overnight Old Partridge, Anemone's sailing master, had changed tack so that in the darkness, close-hauled and under reefed topsails, they had given the dreaded Manacles a wide berth. 
 
Bolitho knew he could not sleep and toyed with the idea of going on deck, but he was also aware that his presence there might distract the watch keepers It had been hard enough for them to get used to a vice-admiral in their midst, and a famous one at that. He gave a grim smile. Notorious, anyway. 
 
He had watched and listened to the way the frigate's cramped company of some two hundred and twenty officers, seamen and marines had worked as a team, quick to respond to storm and screaming gales like the seasoned hands they had become. Adam could be proud of what he and his young wardroom had achieved, with the backing of some excellent warrant officers like Old Partridge. Adam was probably dreading the arrival in Portsmouth, where it was more than likely some of his best hands would be transferred to other vessels that were short of men. Like poor Jenour, Bolitho thought. So eager to do well in the navy, and yet because of his loyalty and friendship, unwilling to leave his admiral and take charge of the French prize, and a captured enemy flag officer for good measure. He thought too of the good-byes when he had left the Black Prince for the last time. Julyan the sailing master who had worn Bolitho's hat to deceive the enemy when they had closed for battle with the French flagship after Copenhagen; Old Fitzjames the gunner who could lay and fire a thirty-two pounder as easily as a Royal Marine could aim his musket; Bourchier, major of marines, and so many others who would never see anything again. Men who had died, often horribly, not for King and Country as the Gazette would proclaim, but for each other. For their ship. 
 
The keel bit into a deep swell and Bolitho opened the screen door to Anemone's stern cabin. So much more spacious than older frigates, he thought; so unlike Phalarope, the first he had commanded. But even here in the captain's private domain the guns were tethered securely behind their sealed ports. The furniture, the small touches of civilized living, could all be rushed below decks, the screens and doors torn down to open this place, this ship, from bow to stern with the long eighteen-pounders on either side. A ship of war. 
 
He thought suddenly of Keen. Perhaps his departure had been the greatest wrench of all. Promotion, and well-deserved, awaited him: to commodore or even to rear-admiral. It would be as big a change of circumstances as it had once been for Bolitho himself. 
 
One night when he had been dining with Adam, while the ship drove blindly on into an Atlantic squall with every shroud and halliard screaming like an insane orchestra, he had mentioned Keen's promotion and the differences it would bring to Zenoria. Catherine had written to him of the impending birth, and he had guessed that she had wanted Zenoria with her at Falmouth. What would become of the child, he wondered. The navy like his father? Keen's record and success as both captain and natural leader would give any boy a good beginning. 
 
Or the law, or the City perhaps? Keen's family came of far wealthier stock than the usual inhabitants of any midshipman's berth in some overcrowded liner. 
 
Adam had not commented immediately. He had been listening to the slap of feet on deck, the sudden bawl of commands as the helm had gone over yet again. 
 
"If I had to begin all over again, Uncle, I'd not ask for a finer tutor." 
 
He had hesitated, just for an instant the thin, half-starved midshipman who had walked all the way from Penzance to search for his unknown uncle, with only Bolitho's name scrawled on a piece of paper. "Nor a better friend..." 
 
Bolitho had intended to make light of it, but knew that this was far too important to the youthful captain who had been sitting across the table from him. It was something very private, like that other secret which was rarely out of Bolitho's thoughts. They had shared so much, but the time to share that had not yet come. 
 
Then Adam had said quietly, "Captain Keen is a very lucky man." 
 
Adam had insisted that the sleeping cabin should be for his guest, while he had been content to take his rest in the stern cabin. That caused Bolitho to recall another incident on this passage, which for the most part had been uneventful. On the day after the ship's company had spread the lighter canvas for the final run in toward the Western Approaches he had found Adam sitting in the stern cabin at his table, an empty goblet in his fingers. 
 
Bolitho had seen his distress, the disgust he obviously felt for himself, and had asked, "What ails you, Adam? Tell me what you will I shall do all I can." 
 
Adam had looked up at him and replied, "It is my birthday today, Uncle." He had said it in such a steady, level tone that only Bolitho would have known he had been drinking, and not merely the one goblet. It was something Adam would have punished any of his officers for. He loved this ship, the command he had always wanted. 
 
"I know." Bolitho had sat down, afraid that the sight of his vice-admiral's gold lace would drop a barrier between them. 
 
"I am twenty-nine." He had glanced around the cabin, his eyes suddenly wistful. 
 
"Beyond Anemone, I have nothing." He had swung round as his cabin servant had entered. "What the hell do you want, man?" 
 
That too had been unusual, and it had helped to bring him to his senses. 
 
"I am sorry. That was unforgivable when you cannot answer me back for my intolerance." The servant backed away, hurt and confused. 
 
Then there was another interruption, when the second lieutenant had entered and informed his captain that it was all but time to call both watches and change tack. 
 
Adam had acknowledged him with equal formality. "I shall come up directly, Mr. Martin." As the door had closed he had reached for his hat, and hesitated before adding, "On my birthday last year I was kissed by a lady." 
 
Bolitho had asked, "Do I know her?" 
 
Adam had already been listening to the trill of calls, the stampede of feet across the deck. "I think not, Uncle. I don't think anyone does." Then he had gone. 
 
Bolitho made up his mind, and disdaining a boat cloak he found his way to the quarterdeck. 
 
The smells, the creak of spars and timbers, the stress and strain of all the miles of standing and running rigging it made him feel very young again. He seemed to hear the admiral's response to his plea for a ship, any ship, when the war had broken out with Revolutionary France. 
 
Still weakened by the fever which had cut him down in the Great South Sea, and with every officer clamouring for re-employment or a command, he had almost begged. 
 
I am a frigate captain... 
 
The admiral's cold answer, "Were a frigate captain, Bolitho," had wounded him for a long, long time. 
 
He smiled, the strain dropping away from his face. Instead of a frigate they had given him Hyperion. "The Old Hyperion', about which they still yarned and even sang in the taverns and wherever sailors gathered. 
 
He heard voices and thought he could smell coffee. That would be his mole-like servant Ozzard. Ozzard never seemed surprised by anything, although it was hard to read the man's thoughts. Was he glad to be going home? Or did he even care? 
 
He stepped on to the wet planking and glanced at the dark figures around him. The midshipman of the watch was already whispering to the sailing master that their illustrious passenger was up and about. 
 
Adam stood with Peter Sargeant, his senior lieutenant. Sargeant was probably already ear-marked for his own command, Bolitho thought. Adam would miss him if that happened. 
 
Ozzard moved from the shadows with his coffee pot and presented him with a steaming mug. "All fresh, Sir Richard, but almost the end of it." 
 
Adam crossed to his side, his dark hair ruffling in the damp wind. 
 
"Rosemullion Head on the larboard bow, Sir Richard." The formality was not lost on either of them. "Mr. Partridge assures me we shall be off Pendennis Point by four bells of the forenoon watch." 
 
Bolitho nodded and sipped the scalding coffee, recalling the shop to which Catherine had taken him in London's St. James's Street. She had bought fine coffee and good wines, cheeses, and other small luxuries he would never have troubled about. He watched the sunlight breaking across the rocky coast and the rolling green hills beyond. Home. 
 
"That was a fast passage, Captain. A pity you cannot take time to come to the house." 
 
Adam did not look at him. "I shall cherish that in my mind, sir." 
 
The first lieutenant touched his hat. "I shall hoist our number when we are within range, sir." He was speaking to his captain, but Bolitho knew it was directed at himself. 
 
He said quietly, "I think she will already know, Mr. Sargeant." 
 
He saw Allday's powerful shape by one of the gangways. As if he could feel his gaze like something physical the big coxswain turned and glanced up at him, his tanned face breaking into a lazy grin. 
 
We are here, old friend. Like all those other times. Still together. 
 
"Stand by to wear ship! Man the braces! Hands aloft an' loose t'gallants!" 
 
Bolitho stood by the rail. Anemone would make a perfect picture as she altered course. 
 
For a perfect landfall. 
 
Captain Adam Bolitho stood at the weather side of the quarterdeck, arms folded, content to leave the final approach to his first lieutenant. He watched the crouching walls and tower of Pendennis Castle as it seemed to swing very slowly through the black crisscross of tarred rigging as if snared in a net. 
 
Many glasses would be trained from the old castle, which with the fort and battery on the opposite headland had guarded the harbour entrance for centuries. Beyond Pendennis and hidden in the green hillside was the old grey Bolitho house with all its memories, of its sons who had left this very port never to return. 
 
He tried not to think of the night when Zenoria had found him drinking brandy, his eyes burning with tears for his uncle who had been reported lost in the transport Golden Plover. Was that only last year? 
 
Bolitho had told him Zenoria was with child. He had dared not consider that it might be his. Only Catherine had been near to discovering the truth, and Bolitho's concern for Adam himself had almost made him confess what he had done. But if he feared the consequences, Adam feared what the truth might do to his uncle far more. 
 
He saw Allday's massive bulk by the larboard guns, lost in his own thoughts; wondering perhaps about the woman he had saved from robbery and worse and who now owned the little inn, the Stag over at Fallowfield. Home is the sailor. 
 
Old Partridge's voice intruded. 
 
"Let 'er fall off a point!" 
 
"Nor' by East, sir! Steady she goes!" 
 
The picture of the land shifted again as the frigate pointed her long tapering jib-boom towards the entrance and Carrick Roads. 
 
A fine ship's company. It had taken patience and a few knocks, but Adam was proud of them. His blood still ran like ice-water when he recalled how Anemone had been lured into the range of a shore battery firing heated shot by a vessel carrying French soldiers. It had been as near as that. He glanced along the clean length of the maindeck where the men now waited at the braces and halliards for the run up to the anchorage. Heated shot would have turned his beloved Anemone into a pillar of fire: the sun-dried sails and tarred rigging, the stores of powder and shot would have been gone in minutes. His jaw tightened as he recalled how they had gone about to pull out of range, but not before he had poured a devastating broadside into the enemy's bait and given her the terrible end intended for his own ship. 
 
He remembered too how Captain Valentine Keen had been ordered to return home in this same ship, but then at the last moment had sailed in a larger frigate accompanying the captured French admiral, Baratte. It had been a near thing. Bolitho had never revealed his innermost thoughts about 
 
Herrick's failure to support him in that engagement when he had so needed help against great odds. 
 
Adam gripped the quarterdeck rail until the pain steadied him. God damn him to hell. Herrick's betrayal must have hurt Bolitho so deeply that he could not talk about it. 
 
After all he had done for him as he has done for me. 
 
His mind returned warily to Zenoria. Did she hate him for what had happened? 
 
Would Keen ever discover the truth? 
 
It would be sweet revenge if I ever have to quit the navy as my father once did, if only to protect those I love. 
 
The first lieutenant murmured, "The admiral's coming up, sir." 
 
"Thank you, Mr. Sargeant." He was bound to lose him when they reached Portsmouth, and some other valuable men as well. He saw the lieutenant watching him and added quietly, "I have been hard on you, Peter, over the past months." He touched his sleeve as Bolitho would have done. "A captain's life is not all luxury, as you will one day discover!" 
 
They turned and touched their hats as Bolitho walked into the sunlight. He was dressed in his best frock coat, with the glittering silver stars on either epaulette. The vice-admiral again: the image the public, and for that matter most of the navy, cherished and recognised. Not the man in the flapping shirt and shabby old sea-going coat. This was the hero, the youngest vice-admiral on the Navy List. Envied by some, hated by others, the talk and the topic of gossip in the coffee houses and at every smart London reception. The man who had risked everything for the woman he loved: reputation, security. Adam could not begin to measure it. 
 
Bolitho was carrying his cocked hat as if to hold at bay the last trappings of authority, so that his hair was dishevelled by the wind. It was still as black as Adam's own, except for the one rebellious lock above his right eye where a cutlass had almost ended his life. The lock over the scar was greyish white, as if he had been branded. 
 
Lieutenant Sargeant watched them together. It had been a revelation to him when, like the rest of the wardroom, he had overcome his nervousness at the prospect of having a man so famous and so admired by the navy in general amongst them, sharing the intimate life of a fifth-rate, and he had been able to observe his admiral at close quarters. Admiral and captain might have been brothers, so strong was the family resemblance. Sargeant had heard many remark on this. And the warmth of their regard for one another had put the wardroom at ease. Bolitho had gone around the ship, 'feeling his way' as his burly coxswain had described it, but never interfering. Sargeant was aware of Bolitho's reputation as one of the navy's foremost frigate captains, and knew in some way he must have been sharing Adam's joy in Anemone. 
 
Adam said gently, "I shall miss you, Uncle." His voice was almost lost in the squeal of blocks and the rush of hands to the cathead, ready to let go one of the great anchors. He too was holding on to this moment, willing to share it with nobody. 
 
"I wish you could come to the house, Adam." He studied Adam's profile as his eyes moved aloft and then to the helmsmen, from the masthead pendant streaming out like a lance to the slope of Anemone's deck as the wheel and rudder took command. 
 
Adam smiled, and it made him look like a boy again. "I cannot. We must take on fresh water and depart with all despatch. Please convey my warmest greetings to Lady Catherine." He hesitated. "And any who care for me." 
 
Bolitho glanced over and saw Allday watching him, his head on one side like a shaggy, questioning dog. 
 
He said, "I shall take the gig, Allday. I'll send it back for you and Yovell, and any gear we may have overlooked." 
 
Allday, who hated to leave his side, did not blink. He understood. Bolitho wanted to meet her alone. 
 
"Ready to come about, sir!" 
 
With her courses already brailed up and under reefed topsails, Anemone curtsied around in the freshening breeze. It was the sort of weather she had always relished. 
 
"Let go!" 
 
A great burst of spray shot above the beak head as the anchor plummeted down for the first time since the sun and beaches of the Caribbean. Men, starved of loved ones, homes and perhaps children they had barely known, stared around at the green slopes of Cornwall, the tiny pale dots of sheep on the hillsides. There were few who would be allowed ashore even when they reached Portsmouth, and already there were scarlet-coated marines on the gangways and in the bows, ready to fire on anyone foolish enough to try to swim to the shore. 
 
Afterwards he thought it was like a dream sequence. Bolitho heard the trill of a call as the gig was hoisted out and lowered alongside, its crew very smart in checkered shirts and tarred hats. Adam had learned well. A man-of-war was always judged first by her boats and their crews. 
 
"Man the side!" 
 
The Royal Marines fell in by the entry port, a sergeant taking the place of their officer, who had died of his wounds and now lay fathoms deep in that other ocean. 
 
Boatswain's mates moistened their calls with their lips, eyes moving occasionally to the man who was about to leave them, the man who had not only talked with them in the dog watches but also had listened, as if he had really needed to know them, the ordinary men who must follow him even to the cannon's mouth if so ordered. Some had been perplexed by the experience. They had been expecting to find the legend. Instead they had discovered a human being. 
 
Bolitho turned towards them and raised his hat. Allday saw his sudden distress as a probing shaft of sunlight lanced down through the shrouds and neatly furled sails to touch his injured eye. 
 
It was always a bad moment, and Allday had to restrain himself from stepping up to help him over the side where the gig swayed to its lines, a midshipman standing in the stern-sheets to receive their passenger. 
 
Bolitho nodded to them, and turned his face away. "I wish you all good fortune. I am proud to have been in your midst." 
 
Vague impressions now, the cloud of pipe clay above the bayonetted muskets as the guard presented arms, the piercing twitter of calls, the fleeting anxiety on Allday's rugged features as he reached the gig in safety. He saw Adam by the rail, his hand half-raised, while behind him his lieutenants and warrant officers sought to be the first to take his attention. A man-of-war at sea or in harbour was never at rest, and already boats were putting off from the harbour wall to conduct, if they could, every kind of business from the sale of tobacco and fruit to the services of women of the town, if a captain would permit them on board. 
 
"Give way all!" The midshipman's voice was a squeak. Bolitho shaded his eyes to see the people on the nearest jetty. Faintly, above the scream of gulls circling some incoming fishing boats, he heard the church clock strike the half-hour. Old Partridge had been right about the time of their arrival. Anemone must have anchored exactly at four bells as he had predicted. 
 
More uniforms at the top of the stone stairs, and an old man with a wooden leg who was grinning as if Bolitho were his own son. 
 
Bolitho said, "Morning, Ned." He was an old boatswain's mate who had once served with him. What ship? How many years ago? 
 
The man piped after him, "Did 'ee give they Frenchies a quiltin', zur?" 
 
But Bolitho had hurried away. He had seen her watching him from the narrow lane that led eventually to the house by a less public route. 
 
She stood quite still, only one hand moving as it stroked the horse's neck, her eyes never leaving his face. 
 
He had known she would be here, just as she had been drawn from her bed to be the first, the only one to greet him. 
 
He was home. 
 
Bolitho paused with his arm around Catherine's shoulder, one hand touching her skin. The tall glass doors leading from the library were wide open, and the air was heavy with the fragrance of roses. She glanced at his profile, the white lock of hair etched against his sunburn. She had called it distinguished, to comfort him, although she knew he hated it, as if it were some trick to constantly remind him of the difference in years between them. 
 
She said quietly, "I have always loved roses. When you took me to see your sister's garden I knew we should have more of them." 
 
He caressed her shoulder, still barely able to believe that he was here, that he had come ashore only an hour ago. All the weeks and the months remembering their time together, her courage and endurance before and after the loss of the Golden Plover, when he himself had doubted that they would survive the misery and suffering of an open boat, with the sharks never far away, 
 
A small housemaid hurried past with some linen and looked at Bolitho with astonishment. 
 
"Why, welcome home, Sir Richard! Tes a real joy to see you!" 
 
He smiled. "I relish being here, my girl." He saw the servant dart a quick glance at Catherine who was still wearing the old coat, and the riding skirt splashed with dew and marked by the dust of the cliff track. 
 
He asked quietly, "Have they treated you well, Kate?" 
 
"They have been more than kind. Bryan Ferguson has been a tower of strength." 
 
"He told me just now when you were sending for coffee that you have put him to shame in the estate office." He squeezed her. "I am so proud of you." 
 
She looked across the sloping garden to the low wall and beyond, where the sea's edge shone above the hillside like water in a dam. 
 
"The letters that were waiting for you..." She faced him, her fine eyes suddenly anxious. "Richard there will be time for us?" 
 
He said, "They will not even know I am back until Adam sends his despatch on the telegraph from Portsmouth. But nothing has been explained about my recall nor will it be, I suspect, until I visit the Admiralty." 
 
He searched her face, trying to dispel her fear that they would soon be parted like the last time. "One thing is certain: Lord Godschale has quit the Admiralty. We shall doubtless have an explanation for that before long!" 
 
She seemed satisfied, and with her hand through his arm they walked out into the garden. It was very hot, and the wind seemed to have fallen away to a mere breeze. He wondered if Adam would be able to claw his way out of the harbour. 
 
He asked, "What news of Miles Vincent? You wrote to me that he had been pressed by the Ipswich." 
 
She frowned. "Roxby wrote to the port admiral when he discovered what had happened. The admiral was going to send a despatch to Ipswich's captain to explain the mistake..." She looked at him with surprise as Bolitho said, "Being pressed into the service he abused with his cruelty and arrogance might do him good! That petty little tyrant needs a lesson, and feeling the justice of the lower deck instead of the gunroom might reap some reward, but I doubt it!" 
 
She paused to shade her eyes. "I am sorry Adam could not accompany you here." 
 
The mood left her and she twisted round in his arms and gave him her radiant smile. 
 
"But I lie! I wanted to share you with no one. Oh, dearest of men you came as I knew you would, and you look so well!" 
 
They walked on in silence until she asked quietly, "How is your eye?" 
 
He tried to dismiss it. "Nothing changes, Kate. And sometimes it reminds me of everything we have done... that we are so much luckier than those brave ones who will never know a woman's embrace, or smell a new dawn in the hills of Cornwall." 
 
"I hear people in the yard, Richard." Her sudden frown faded as she heard Allday's deep laugh. 
 
Bolitho smiled. "My oak. He stayed behind with Yovell to supervise the landing of some chests, and that splendid wine cooler you gave to me. I would not lose it like the other one." He spoke calmly but his eyes were faraway. 
 
"It was a brave fight, Kate. We lost some good men that day." Again the tired shrug. "But for Captain Rathcullen's initiative I fear things would have gone very much against us." 
 
She nodded, remembering the intensity on young Stephen Jenour's face when he had visited her, as Richard had requested he should. 
 
"And Thomas Herrick failed you again, in spite of all the danger, and what you had once been to one another..." 
 
He stared at the sea and felt his left eye smart slightly. "Yes. 
 
But we won, and now they say that but for our victory our main forces would have had to fall back from Martinique." 
 
"But for you, Richard! You must never forget what you have done for your navy, your country." 
 
He lowered his head and gently kissed her neck. "My tiger." 
 
"Be certain of it!" 
 
Ferguson's wife Grace, the housekeeper, came out to them and stood beaming with a tray of coffee. "I believed you would like it out here, m'lady." 
 
She said, "Yes, that was thoughtful. The house seems extra busy today." 
 
She reached out suddenly and gripped his hand. "Too many people, Richard. Demanding to see you, to ask for things, to wish you well. It is difficult to be alone even in our own house." Then she looked at him, a pulse beating quickly in her neck. "I have ached for you, wanted you in every way you dare to use me." She shook her head so that some of her loosely pinned hair fell across her face. "Is that so wicked?" 
 
He took her hand tightly. "There is a small cove." 
 
She raised her eyes to his. 
 
"Our special place?" She studied him until her breathing became steadier. "Now?" 
 
Ferguson found his wife by the stone table in the garden. She was looking at the coffee, which was untouched. 
 
He said, "I heard horses..." He saw her expression and sat down at the table. "Pity to waste it." He reached out with his one arm and squeezed his wife's waist. It was hard to remember her as the thin, sickly girl she had been when Bolitho's press gang had caught him and Allday with some others. 
 
"They've gone to find one another again." She touched his hair, her thoughts, like his, drifting, remembering. 
 
Even down in the town they looked at her ladyship differently now. Once she had been the whore Sir Richard Bolitho had abandoned his wife for, who would turn any man's head with her beauty and her proud defiance. There would always be dislike and contempt from some, but the awe at what she had done and endured aboard the ill-fated Golden Plover and the squalor and the fight for survival she had shared with the others in that open boat had changed almost everything. 
 
It was said that she had cut down one of the mutineers with her own Spanish comb when Bolitho's plan to retake the vessel had misfired. 
 
Some women had tried to imagine what it would be like to share a small boat with the good and the bad, the desperate and the lustful when everything else seemed lost. The men watched her pass and imagined themselves alone with the vice-admiral's woman. 
 
Grace Ferguson came out of her dreaming with a start. "It'll be lamb for tonight, Bryan." She was in charge once more. "And some of that Frenchie wine they both seem to like." 
 
He looked at her with amusement. "Champagne, they call it, my dear." 
 
As she made to hurry away to begin her preparations she paused and hugged him. 
 
"I'll tell you one thing. They can be no happier than we've been in spite of all th' devils that plagued us!" 
 
Ferguson stared after her. Even now, she could still surprise him. 
 
TWO 
 
A Very Honourable Man 
 
Bryan Ferguson reined his little trap to a halt and watched his friend as he stared down the lane towards the inn. The Stag's Head was pleasantly situated in the tiny hamlet of Fallowfield on the Helford River. It was almost dusk, but on this balmy June evening he could still see the glint of a stretch of the river through a rank of tall trees, and the air was alive with late birdsong and the buzz of insects. 
 
John Allday was wearing his best blue jacket with the special gilt buttons Bolitho had given him. Each button bore the Bolitho crest, and Allday had been bursting with pride at the gesture: one of the family, as he had described himself many times. 
 
Ferguson watched his friend's uncertainty, a nervousness he had not seen in Allday since he had first visited the Stag after saving the life of the woman who now owned it: Unis Polin, the comely widow of a master's mate in the old Hyperion. She had been attacked by two footpads even as she had driven her few belongings down to this very place. 
 
Ferguson considered it. With his face tanned like leather, and in his fine blue coat and nankeen breeches, to most people Allday would seem the perfect example of Jack Tar, the sure shield against the French or any other enemy who dared to come against His Britannic Majesty's navy. He had seen and done almost everything. To a privileged few he was also known as more than just Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Bolitho's coxswain. He was his true friend. For some it was hard to picture one without the other. 
 
But on this evening it was difficult for Ferguson to see him as that same confident man. He ventured, "Losing your nerve, John?" 
 
Allday licked his lips. "To you an' none other I'll confess that I'm all aback. I've thought of the moment and of her, right enough. When Anemone showed her copper as we tacked past Rosemullion Head yonder, my head was packed so full of notions I could barely see straight. But now..." 
 
"Afraid of making a fool of yourself?" 
 
"Something like that. Tom Ozzard thinks as much." 
 
Ferguson shook his head. "Oh, him! What does he know about women?" 
 
Allday glanced at him. "Not too sure o' that either." 
 
Ferguson laid his hand on Allday's arm. It felt like a piece of timber. 
 
"She's a fine woman. Just what you need when you settle down. This damned war can't last much longer." 
 
"What about Sir Richard?" 
 
Ferguson looked at the darkening river. So that was it. He had guessed as much. The old dog worried about his master. As ever. 
 
Allday took his silence for doubt. "I'd not leave him. You knows that!" 
 
Ferguson shook the reins very gently and the pony started down the slope. "You dropped anchor only yesterday, and you've been like a bear with a sore head ever since. You couldn't think of anything else." He smiled. "So let's go and see, eh?" 
 
It was St. John's Eve, the twenty-third of the month, a feast that dated from pagan times although it was bound up with Christian traditions. Old folk could remember when the celebration was held after sunset and marked by a chain of bonfires right across the county. The fires were blessed with wild flowers and herbs and when all was well alight young couples would often jump hand-in-hand through the flames to ensure good luck, and the blessing was spoken in the old Cornish tongue. A good deal of eating and drinking had accompanied the ceremony, and some doubters maintained that witchcraft rather than religion was paramount. 
 
But this evening was quiet, although they had seen one fire beyond the hamlet, where some farmer or landowner was celebrating with his workers. The chain of bonfires had ceased when the King of France's head had been hacked from his shoulders and the Terror had ripped through that country like a fast fuse. If anyone was indiscreet enough to start up the old custom again here every countryman and the local militia would be drummed to arms, because such a chain of fires would cry invasion. 
 
Ferguson played with the reins. It was almost time. He had to discover something. He had heard all about Allday's old chest wound cutting him down as surely as any enemy ball when he had rescued the woman from the two robbers. Allday could cross blades with anybody, and was like a lion just so long as the wound held its peace. But it was a long walk from the inn to the Bolitho house at Falmouth. A dark track: anything might happen. 
 
He asked bluntly, "If she takes kindly to you, John what I mean is..." 
 
Surprisingly Allday grinned. "I'm not staying the night, if that's what you think. It would damage her name hereabouts. She'll still be a foreigner to most." 
 
Ferguson exclaimed with relief. "From Devon, you mean!" He looked at him gravely as they turned into the yard. "I've got to go over and visit old Josiah the mason. He was injured on our land a few days back, so her ladyship bid me take some things to cheer his hours away." 
 
Allday chuckled. "Rum, is it?" He became serious again. "By God, you should have seen Lady Catherine when we were in that bloody longboat, Bryan." He shook his shaggy head. "But for her, I don't reckon we'd have come through it alive." 
 
The little trap swayed over as Allday climbed down. "I'll see you when you returns, then." He was still standing staring at the inn door when Ferguson guided the trap on to the road again. 
 
Allday took the heavy iron handle as if he was about to release some raging beast and pushed open the door. 
 
His immediate impression was that it had changed since his last visit. The woman's hand, perhaps? 
 
An old farmer sat beside the empty fireplace with his tankard of ale, and a pipe which appeared to have gone out some time ago; a sheep dog lay by the man's chair, only his eyes moving as Allday closed the door behind him. Two well-dressed merchants looked up with sudden alarm at the sight of the blue jacket and buttons, probably imagining he was part of a press gang making a last-minute search for recruits. It was not so common now for innocent traders to be snatched up by the press in their never-ending hunt for men to feed the demands of the fleet: Allday had even heard of a young groom who had been taken from his bride's arms as he had been leaving the church door. Ferguson had been right; most of the local people must be at the St. John's celebrations elsewhere. These men were probably on their way to the Falmouth stock sale, and would lodge here overnight. 
 
Everything shone like an individual welcome. A smell of flowers, a table of fine cheeses and the sturdy pints of ale balanced on their trestles completed the picture every countryman cherished when far away from home, the men of the blockading squadrons or in the fast frigates like Anemone, who might not set foot ashore for months, or even years. 
 
"And what'll your pleasure be?" 
 
Allday swung round and saw a tall, level-eyed man wearing a green apron watching him from beyond the ale barrels. No doubt he thought him to be a member of the hated press. They were rarely welcome at any inn, where custom would soon become scarce if they visited regularly. There was something vaguely familiar about the man, but all Allday could feel was disappointment, a sense of loss. He was being stupid. He should have known. Perhaps even the secretive Ozzard had been trying to save him from the hurt of it. 
 
"There's some good ale from Truro. Fetched it myself." The man folded his arms and Allday saw the vivid tattoo: crossed flags and the number '31st'. The pain went deeper. Not even a sailor, then. 
 
Almost to himself he said, The Thirty-First Foot, the Old Huntingdonshires." 
 
The man stared at him. "Fancy you knowing that." 
 
He made to move around the barrels, and Allday heard the thud of a wooden leg. 
 
He reached out and clasped Allday's hand in his, his face completely changed. 
 
"I'm a fool I should have guessed! You're John Allday, the one who saved my sister from those bloody hounds." 
 
Allday studied him. Sister. Of course, he should have seen it. The same eyes. 
 
He was saying, "My name's John too. One-time butcher in the old Thirty-First, 'til I lost this." 
 
Allday watched the memories flooding across his face. Like Bryan Ferguson and all the other poor Jacks he had seen in every port, and the others he had watched go over the side, stitched up in their hammocks like so much rubbish. 
 
"There's a cottage here, so when she wrote an' asked me..." He turned and said quietly, "An' here she be, God bless her!" 
 
"Welcome back, John Allday." She was looking very neat and pretty in a new dress, her hair set carefully above her ears. 
 
He said awkwardly, "You're a real picture er, Unis." 
 
She was still watching him. "I dressed like this for you when I heard Sir Richard was back home. I'd never have spoken to you again if..." 
 
Then she ran across the floor and hugged him until he was breathless, although she barely came up to his shoulder. Beyond her he could see the same little parlour, and the model of the old Hyperion he had given her. 
 
Two more travellers came in, and she took Allday's arm and guided him into the parlour. Her brother, the other John, grinned and shut the door behind them. 
 
She almost pushed him into a chair and said, "I want to hear all about you, what you've been doing. I've got some good tobacco for your pipe one of the revenue officers brought it for me. I thought better than to ask where he got it." She knelt down and looked at him searchingly. "I've been so worried about you. The war comes ashore here with every packet ship. I prayed for you, you see..." 
 
He was shocked to see the tears drop on to her breast, which the footpads had tried to uncover that day. 
 
He said, "When I came in just now, I thought you was tired o' waiting." 
 
She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her handkerchief. "And I wanted to look so right for you!" She smiled. "You thought my brother was something more than that, did you?" 
 
Then she said in a quiet, firm tone, "I never questioned that Jonas was a sailor, nor will I you. Just say you'll come back to me an' none other." 
 
She moved quickly before Allday could reply and reappeared with a tankard of rum, which she put into his hands, her own around them like small paws. 
 
"Now you just sit there and enjoy your pipe." She stood back, hands on her hips. "I'll make you some victuals, which you must surely need after one o' those men-of-war!" She was excited, like a young girl again. 
 
Allday waited until she had turned to a cupboard. "Mr. Ferguson will be calling for me later." 
 
She turned, and he saw the understanding in her face. "You are a very honourable man, John Allday." She went into the kitchen to fetch his 'victuals', but called over her shoulder, "But you could have stayed. I wanted you to know that." 
 
It was pitch-dark with only the sliver of a moon to lighten the sky when Ferguson pulled into the inn yard with his pony and trap. He waited until Allday's figure loomed out of the gloom and the trap tilted over on its springs. 
 
Allday glanced back at the inn where only one window showed any light. 
 
"I'd have taken you in for a wet, Bryan. But I'd rather we waited 'til we're back home." 
 
Bryan was too anxious to smile. It was his home, the only one he had. 
 
They clattered along the track in silence, the pony tossing its head when a fox passed briefly through the glow of the lanterns. The bonfires were all out now. There would be plenty of headaches when the dawn called the men back to the fields and the milk sheds 
 
Eventually he could stand it no longer. 
 
"How was it, John? I can tell from your breath she's been stuffing you with food and drink!" 
 
"We talked." He thought of the touch of her hands on his. The way she looked at him, and how her eyes smiled when she spoke. "The time went fast. Seemed only a dog-watch." 
 
He thought too of the catch in her voice when she said over her shoulder, "But you could have stayed. I wanted you to know that." An honourable man. He had never seen himself in that light. 
 
He turned on his seat and said almost defiantly, "We're to be wed, an' that's no error!" 
 
The two weeks that followed Anemone's brief visit to Falmouth to land her passengers seemed to pass with the speed of light. For Bolitho and his Catherine it was a world of fantasy and rediscovery, and days and nights of love which left them spent in one another's arms. There had been shyness too, as on the day of Bolitho's return, when like conspirators they had ridden to that cove they called their own, to avoid well-meaning callers at the house, to be with one another and nobody else. It was a small crescent of pale sand wedged between two towering cliffs, and it had been a landing place for any smuggler daring or reckless enough to chance a passage through the jagged reefs until a rock fall had closed the only way out. 
 
Leaving their horses on the cliff path they had climbed down to the hard-packed sand, where she had pulled off her boots and pressed her own prints in the beach. Then they had embraced one another, and she had seen the sudden shyness, the hesitation of a man still unsure, doubting perhaps that the love was his for the asking. 
 
It was their place and always would be. He had watched her throw aside her clothes as she had done aboard the Golden Plover at the start of their brutal ordeal, but when she had faced him there had been a wildness and a passion he had not seen before. The sun had touched their nakedness and the sand had been warm beneath them when they had realised that the tide was turning once again; and they had splashed through the hissing, lapping water, the sea's embrace sharp and cleansing as they had laughed together, and waded around the rocks to the safety of another beach. 
 
There had been evenings, too, of formality, with Lewis Roxby's household doing its best to provide lavish banquets and entertainment that would ensure that his nickname, The King of Cornwall, remained unchallenged. Moments of tranquillity, memories shared and reawakened while they had ridden around the estate and surrounding villages. Old faces and some newcomers had greeted them with a warmth Bolitho had never experienced. He was more used to the surprise he saw whenever they were both walking together. It was probably inconceivable that the returned vice-admiral, Falmouth's most famous son, should choose to toil along the lanes and hillsides like any bumpkin. But he knew from long experience that after the confines of a King's ship, the monotonous food and the strain of command, any officer who failed to exercise his mind and body when he could was a fool. 
 
Allday's announcement had caught them by surprise. Bolitho had exclaimed, "It is the best thing I have heard for a long, long time, old friend!" 
 
Catherine had kissed him on the cheek, but had been bemused by Allday's sudden uncertainty. "I am a troubled man," he had proclaimed more than once, as if the pleasure shown by everyone else had dispelled his earlier confidence. 
 
As they lay in their bed, listening to the distant boom of the sea through the open windows, she had said quietly, "You know what disturbs him, do you not, Richard?" 
 
She had leaned over him, her long hair silvered in the filtered moonlight, and he had held her closer, his hand pressing her naked spine, still damp from their eagerness for each other. 
 
He had nodded. "He fears that I shall leave him on the beach. Oh, how I would miss him, Kate! My oak. But how much pleasure it would give me to know he was safe at long last, able to enjoy his new life with this lady I have yet to meet." 
 
She had touched his lips with her fingers. "He will do it all in his own way, Richard, in his own time." 
 
Then she changed the mood, the touch of reality which had intruded to remind them both of that other world that was always waiting. 
 
She had kissed him slowly. "Suppose I took his place? I have worn a seaman's garb before. Who would notice your new coxswain?" 
 
Ferguson, smoking a last pipe in the balmy night air, had heard her familiar laughter. He had been glad for them; sad, too, that it could not last. 
 
There had been news from Valentine Keen at his Hampshire home. Zenoria had given him a son, to be named Perran Augustus. From the tone of the letter Keen was obviously ecstatic with pride and delight. A son: a future admiral in his eyes already. 
 
Bolitho had been curious about the choice of Perran, a very old Cornish name. Zenoria must have insisted upon it, perhaps to assert herself against Keen's rather overwhelming family. 
 
Catherine had said simply, "It was her father's name." 
 
Her mood had not lightened and Bolitho had imagined that it was because of the poisoned past. Zenoria's father had been hanged for a crime committed when fighting for farm workers' rights, and Zenoria's own involvement had indirectly caused her to be transported. Keen had rescued her, and had cleared her name. Bolitho still wondered if it was truly love, or gratitude which had given them a son. 
 
"What is it, Kate?" He had held her to him, and she spoke softly. 
 
"I would give everything to bear you a child, our very own. Not one to don the King's coat as soon as he is able, like so many of the names I see in the church where your family is honoured. And not one to be spoiled beyond his or her own good!" He had felt the tension in her body as she had added bitterly, "But I cannot, and mostly I am content. To have and hold your love, to cherish every moment together no matter how short they might be. Then at other times I have this demon inside me. Because of me you have given so much. Your friends, or those you have believed to be so, your freedom to do as you please without the eyes of envy watching every move She leaned back in his arms and studied each feature of his face, the rare tears unheeded on her skin. "You do so much for others and for your country. How dare they squeak their petty hatreds behind your back? In Golden Plover I was often terrified, but I would have shared it with none other. Those qualities you do not even know you have lifted my heart. They talk and sing of you in the taverns a sailor's sailor they call you, but they can never know what I have seen and done with you." 
 
And then at the end of the second week the Admiralty messenger rode up to the old grey house below Pendennis Castle, and the orders they had both been expecting were delivered in the usual heavily sealed envelope. 
 
Bolitho sat by the empty grate in the big room where he had heard his first stories of the sea and of distant parts from his father, his grandfather: it was now difficult to distinguish one from another in this house where life for so many of his family had begun, and as each grave portrait on the walls could testify, to which few had ever returned. He turned the envelope over in his hands. How many times, he wondered? Upon receipt of these orders... will proceed with all despatch... To a ship or a squadron, to some unknown part of the expanding power of Majesty, to the cannon's mouth if ordered. 
 
He heard Ferguson's wife talking to the messenger. He would leave here eventually well fed and cheered by some of her homemade cider. Bolitho's acknowledgement would be taken to London, passed from clerk to clerk, to the faces of Admiralty who knew little and cared even less for the countless ships and men who died for King and Country. The scrape of a pen by some Admiralty quill-pusher could leave men dead or horribly disfigured, like the unbreakable James Tyacke. Bolitho could see him now as if it had only just happened, Tyacke's brig Larne bearing down on their wretched longboat even in the hour of death. Now Tyacke, whom the slavers he hunted called 'the devil with half a face', drove himself and his ship as only he could, and for a purpose known only to himself. These same clerks of admiralty would turn away in horror if they saw his terrible disfigurement, simply because they could not see beyond it to the pride and courage of the man who wore it like a talisman. 
 
He sensed that Catherine had come in, and when he glanced at her he saw that she was quite composed. She said, "I am here." 
 
He slit open the envelope and quickly scanned the fine round handwriting, and did not see her sudden concern when he unconsciously rubbed his damaged eye. 
 
He said slowly, "We shall be going to London, Kate." He gazed through the open doors at the trees, the clear sky beyond. Away from here. 
 
He recalled suddenly that his father had sat in this same chair many times when he had read to him and to his sisters. You could see the trees and the hillside from here, but not the sea. Was that the reason, even for his father, who had always seemed so stern and courageous? 
 
"Not to a new flagship?" 
 
Her voice was calm: only the rise and fall of her breast made it a lie. 
 
"It seems we are to discuss some new strategy." He shrugged. "Whatever that may be." 
 
She guessed what he was thinking. His mind was rebelling against leaving the peace they had been able to share for these two happy weeks. 
 
"It is not Falmouth, Richard, but my house in Chelsea is always a haven." 
 
Bolitho tossed the envelope on to a table and stood up. "It was true about Lord Godschale. He has gone from the Admiralty and the London he so obviously enjoyed, although I suspect for the wrong reasons." 
 
"Who will you see?" Her voice was level, prepared, as if she already knew. 
 
Bolitho replied, "Admiral Sir James Hamett-Parker." In his mind he could clearly see the thin mouth and pale eyes, as if he were intruding into this very room. 
 
One hand went to her breast. "Was he not the one..." 
 
He smiled grimly. "Yes, dear Kate, the President of Thomas Herrick's court-martial." Was it only a year ago? 
 
He added, "So he has the whip-hand now." He turned as Ozzard entered with a tray and two goblets. 
 
Catherine looked at the little man and smiled. "Your timing is better than that of any sand in a glass!" 
 
Ozzard regarded her impassively. Thank you, m'lady." To Bolitho he said, "I thought some hock might be suitable, Sir Richard." 
 
No secrets. The news would be all over the estate soon, then the town. Bolitho was leaving. For glory or to some fresh scandal, it was too soon to predict. Bolitho waited for the inner door to close, and then he placed a goblet in her hand. 
 
"I raise a glass to my lovely Kate." He did so, and smiled. "Don't worry too much about Godschale's successor. It is better, I think, to know an enemy than to lose a friend." 
 
She watched him over the rim of her goblet. "Must it always be you, Richard? I have said as much in the past, even at the risk of offending you. I know you might hate a position ashore... at the Admiralty perhaps, where respected leaders like you are in short supply, it seems..." 
 
He took her goblet and stood it beside his own. Then he gripped her hands and looked at her steadily for some time. She could feel his inner struggle like something physical. 
 
This war cannot last much longer, Kate. Unless things turn against us it must end. The enemy will lose heart once English soldiers are in their streets." She knew it was important to him, too vital to interrupt. 
 
"All my life I have been at sea, as is the way in my family. For over twenty years of my service I have been fighting the French and whatever ally they might have at any one moment but always the French. I have seen too many men and boys torn apart in battle, and I blame myself for many of them." He gripped her hands more tightly and said, "It is enough. When the enemy flag comes down..." 
 
She stared at him. "You intend to quit? To abandon the life you have always known?" 
 
He smiled slowly, and afterwards she thought it had been like seeing the real man emerge. The one she had loved and almost lost, the man she shared with none other. 
 
"I want to be with you, Catherine. It will be a new navy when the war ends, with younger officers like Adam to improve the sailor's lot." He smiled again. "Like Allday's song that day, 
 
"to keep watch for the life of Poor Jack". Our men have earned that reward at least, a thousand times over." 
 
Later they stood by the open doors, so that she could see the orchard and the hillside, with the rich display of roses she had planted for his return. 
 
Bolitho said quietly, There is a moment in every sailor's life." He looked for the first time at the sea, its hard horizon like a steel blade. "I think brave Nelson knew it, even before he walked the deck that day off Cape Trafalgar." He turned and looked at her. "I am not ready, dear Kate. Fate alone will decide, not the Hamett-Parkers of this world." 
 
They heard the clatter of a post-horse leaving the stableyafd, carrying his brief reply to the lords of Admiralty. 
 
He smiled and held her waist more tightly. So be it then. 
 
THREE 
 
Voice in the Night 
 
It took Bolitho and Catherine all of six days to make the long journey to London. Using their carriage, and with a regular change of horses, they could have done it in less. But the Admiralty had named no particular date for his interview and had merely suggested 'at your earliest convenience'. Flag rank had its privileges after all. 
 
With Matthew the senior coachman up on the box and Allday at his side, they had drawn many stares and quite a few cheers from passers-by and farm workers as they had clattered along the cobbled streets of towns and villages, or churned up the dust of twisting lanes and the King's highway. 
 
When they stopped at inns, either for the night or for some refreshment, it became common for people to crowd around them to wish them well, some timidly, others less so, as if they wanted to be part of the legend, 
 
As expected, Allday had been adamant about not staying in Falmouth. "Suppose you gets ordered to a new command, Sir Richard? What would they think o' that?" Who they were he did not specify. "Vice-Admiral o' the Red, Knight of th' Bath no less, and yet he's without his coxswain!" 
 
Bolitho had pointed out that Ozzard and Yovell would be remaining at Falmouth until the situation was more definite, and Allday had been as scornful as he dared. "A servant an' a quill-pusher! The likes o' them would never be missed!" But Catherine had told him that Allday needed to get away, if only to ponder on his new undertaking. 
 
Sometimes Catherine slept, her head on his lap as trees and churches, fields and farms rolled past. Once she clutched his arm, her eyes suddenly wide but seeing nothing, as she lived through a bad dream or worse. 
 
While she slept, Bolitho considered what might await him. Perhaps there would be no familiar faces this time; no ships the names of which conjured up violent memories, or friends lost now forever. 
 
Perhaps he might be sent to hoist his flag in the Mediterranean and so relieve Vice-Admiral Lord Collingwood, Nelson's dearest friend and his second-in-command at Trafalgar. It was well-known that Collingwood was a sick man, some said already on the threshold of death. He had not spared himself, nor had he been spared by the Admiralty, and he had been at sea almost continuously since the battle when Nelson had fallen, to be mourned by the whole country. Collingwood had even overcome his pride enough to plead to be released from command in the Mediterranean, but Bolitho had heard nothing of their lordships' response. 
 
He thought of Catherine's suggestion concerning duty ashore and was almost surprised that he did not regret his decision to quit the sea, nor that he had shared his determination with her. The sea would always be there, and there would always be wars: the Bolitho family had shown their mettle in enough of them in the past, and there was no reason why greed and the search for power should not continue. 
 
He stroked her hair and her neck until she stirred slightly in her sleep, recalling the love they had shared, even on the endless journey from Cornwall. Beaming landlords, curtsying maids, waving customers: it had all blurred together now. Only the nights were real. Their need for one another, and other nights when they had merely lain close, in silence, or shared the cool of an evening at some window in a sleeping village, or a town where wheels rattled through the night and a church clock kept a count of the hours. 
 
Once, when he had confessed how much he was dreading leaving her, she had faced him in the darkness, her long hair loose about her bare shoulders. 
 
"I love you, Richard, more than life itself, for without you there is no life. But after what we endured in Golden Plover we can always be together. Wherever you are I shall be with you, and when you need me I will hear your voice." She had taken his face in her hands and had said, "You are so many things to me, dearest of men. You are my hand in yours; you are one so unsure sometimes that you cannot see the love others hold for you. You are my lover as I am your mistress, or whatever they choose to call me. And you are also a friend, one I can turn to without fear of rebuff. I would not have you change, nor would I try to change you. But if others attempt to harm you or to force us apart, then..." 
 
He had held her very close and had murmured into her hair, "Then my tiger will show her claws!" 
 
It was dusk when they finally approached the Thames, not far from the tavern where Bolitho had met secretly with Herrick before his court-martial to ask if he might act in his defence. Herrick's refusal had been like a door slammed in his face. Last year, and yet it seemed so long ago. Over the great bridge with the gleam of black water below where ships lay moored like shadows, yards crossed and sails tightly furled, waiting for the next tide perhaps, when they would quit the Pool of London and spread their wings for the open sea and maybe the vast oceans beyond. The lifeblood of commerce and survival, envied and hated by others in equal proportions. The navy was stretched to the limit and could barely maintain the blockade of the enemy's ports and the convoy of vital shipping, but every master down there in those drowsing vessels would expect their protection, and it was right they should have it. 
 
There were a few lights at the water's edge, wherry men plying for hire as they would throughout the night. Young bloods coming and going from their gambling and their women, and across the river to the pleasure gardens where Catherine had taken him to show him part of her London, of which he knew so little. 
 
Eventually the river ran closer to the road and the horses trotted into the tree-lined street called Cheyne Walk. 
 
Bolitho climbed down, stiff from so many miles, glad there were no curious onlookers this time. Her tall, narrow house with its iron balcony and the room which faced the river had become their other haven. Here people minded their own affairs, and showed no surprise at those who owned or rented such property. General or pauper, artist or mistress, there was privacy here for all. 
 
Sophie, Catherine's half-Spanish maid, had been sent on a day ahead, and had prepared the place and the housekeeper for their arrival. 
 
Allday helped Catherine down from the carriage and said quietly, "Don't you fret for me, m'lady. I'm just thinking it all out." 
 
She smiled at him. "I never doubted it." She turned away. "And that's no error either!" 
 
Bolitho touched his arm. "Strike now, old friend, the battle's already lost!" 
 
Later they stood on the small iron balcony and watched night closing over the city. The glass doors were wide open so that the air from the river was quite cool, but the housekeeper had with the best intentions lit fires in every hearth to drive out the damp in the unused rooms. Catherine shivered as he put his arm around her and kissed one bare shoulder. Together they watched two lurching soldiers, probably officers from the barracks, as they made their way unsteadily back to their quarters. A flower girl was going past, a huge empty basket on her shoulder. It was likely she would be up and about to gather her wares long before sun-up. 
 
Catherine said quietly, "I wish we were at home." 
 
She spoke in the same steady voice as on that terrible day when they had abandoned Golden Plover. Don't leave me. 
 
How had she had such faith even then that she had truly believed they would see home again? 
 
"Soon, Kate." 
 
They went inside and undressed before lying down together in the darkening room. Wearied by memories and by the uncertainty of the future, they lay unspeaking. Only once Bolitho seemed to come out of his sleep, and imagined her sitting on the bed beside him, her fingers on his skin. He thought he heard her say very softly, "Don't leave me." But it was only part of a dream. 
 
Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Bolitho stepped down from the smart carriage while Allday held the door for him. Like Matthew the coachman, his burly coxswain was turned out in his best coat and breeches, and Bolitho had already noticed that the carriage was clean and shining although it had been pitch-dark when they had reached Chelsea the previous night. His glance lingered on the family crest on the door, and thought of it carved above the great stone fireplace at Falmouth. Only days ago. He could not recall ever missing it so much, so soon. 
 
He said, "I have no way of knowing how long this may take." He saw Matthew squinting down at him, his face like a red apple in the fresh morning sunshine. He was still known on the estate as Young Matthew, a constant reminder of the years he had worked with the horses since he was a young lad. "Return to Chelsea and drive Lady Catherine anywhere she wishes." He looked meaningly at Allday.."I'd take it as a favour if you would stay in company with her." 
 
He thought he saw a small crinkle around the man's eyes, as if he were saying privately, Told you you couldn't manage without me!" 
 
Allday grunted. "I'll be there, Sir Richard, an' that's no..." He did not finish it but grinned, obviously remembering how Catherine had teased him with his favourite expression. 
 
Bolitho glanced up at the austere Admiralty building. How many times had he come to this place? To receive orders; to beg for a ship, any ship; to be employed again when the clouds of war had spread once more across the Channel. Where he had met Herrick and where they had shaken hands as friends, but parted as strangers in this same building. Bolitho had sent word here by messenger, and wondered if Godschale's successor would keep him waiting, or perhaps delay the meeting altogether. It was strange that even in the navy's private world he should know so little of Sir James Hamett-Parker. He had first heard of him in any depth during the great mutinies throughout the fleet at the Nore and Spithead. All England had been shocked and horrified at that sudden display of defiance, which had incited even the staunchest men into open mutiny, leaving England undefended and at the mercy of the French. 
 
The mutineers had formed themselves into councils with delegates to represent their cause, their plea for better conditions at every level, pay, food, and the harsh routine which had reduced some ships to the level of prison hulks, in which any bad captain could make a seaman's life a living hell. Some of the officers who had become notorious for their cruel and heartless treatment had been put forcibly ashore and their authority overturned. One of those had been Hamett-Parker. 
 
Someone in the Admiralty must have decided against displaying any sympathy or weakness at Herrick's court-martial, and it was obvious that a guilty verdict had been taken for granted. But for his flag captain's change of evidence it was certain that Herrick would have faced disgrace, and very possibly death. Hamett-Parker's rigid ideas of discipline and duty must have made him the obvious choice for President of the Court. 
 
Bolitho loosened the sword at his hip, not the fine presentation one given to him by the good people of Falmouth for his services in the Mediterranean and at the Battle of the Nile, but the old family blade. Forged for his great-grandfather Captain David in 1702, it was lighter than some of the more modern blades, and as straight and keen as ever. A show of defiance? Conceit, some would say. He smiled to himself. There was little margin in between. 
 
"Can I 'elp you, sir?" An Admiralty messenger paused in polishing the big pair of brass dolphins from which a ship's bell was suspended and peered at him. In seconds his watery eye had taken in the bright epaulettes, each with its pair of silver stars, the lace on the sleeves, and above all the gold medal of the Nile about his neck. 
 
"Bolitho." He knew he had little to add to that. He asked, "What happened to Pierce?" 
 
The man was still staring. "I'm afraid 'e slipped 'is cable, Sir Richard." He shook his head, wondering how this famous officer, beloved by his sailors and all who served him, could even remember the other old porter. 
 
Bolitho said, "I am sorry. Is there anything I can do?" 
 
The porter shook his head. "Bin ill fer quite a time, Sir Richard. Often spoke of you, 'e did." 
 
Bolitho said quietly, "He taught me many things..." He broke off, angry with himself, and saw a lieutenant with a fixed smile of anticipation waiting by the staircase. His arrival had already been signalled, apparently. As he followed the young officer up the stairs he was reminded suddenly of Jenour, and wondered how he was settling down to his new role of command. That new maturity gained after the Golden Plover's loss and his own daring efforts to retake that wretched vessel after the mutiny had convinced him that he was ready to offer his hard-won experience to others. As Keen had said after they had been snatched to safety by Tyacke's brig Lame, "None of us will ever be quite the same again." 
 
Perhaps Keen was right. Who would have believed it possible that Bolitho himself would have declared his intention of leaving the navy when the war was finally over? He walked along the passageways, past the blank impersonal doors, the line of chairs where captains could sit and wait to see a superior, to be praised, promoted or disciplined. Bolitho was glad to see they were all empty. Every captain, no matter how junior, was beyond price; the war's harvest had made certain of that. He himself had sat here many times, waiting, hoping, dreading. 
 
They paused at the big double doors behind which God-sc hale had once held court. He had once been a frigate captain like Bolitho, and they had been posted at the same time. There was no other similarity. Godschale loved the good life: receptions and balls, great banquets and state occasions. He had an eye for a pretty face, and a wife so dull he probably considered it a fair distraction. 
 
He had clumsily tried to make Bolitho return to his wife and their daughter Elizabeth, and his other ideas on strategy had, Bolitho thought, often failed to consider the logistics of available ships, supplies, and the great distances of ocean in which the enemy could choose its victims. But despite Godschale's annoying way of brushing obstacles aside, Bolitho knew in some strange way that he would miss him, bombast and all. 
 
He turned, aware that the lieutenant had been speaking to him, probably all the way from the entrance hall. 
 
The lieutenant said, "We were all excitement when we heard of your latest victory over Contre Amiral Baratte. I am honoured to be the one to meet you!" 
 
Bolitho smiled. The young man's French accent was faultless. He would go far. 
 
The doors opened and closed behind him and he saw Admiral Sir James Hamett-Parker facing him across a massive marble-topped table. It was as if he had been seated for some time, staring at the doors, waiting for the first seconds of confrontation. The great wine cabinet, the clock with its cherubs, the model of Godschale's first command had all vanished. Even the air felt different. 
 
Hamett-Parker stood up slowly and shook hands across the vast table. 
 
"Welcome back, Sir Richard." He gestured to a chair. "I thought we should meet without further delay. There are many things I wish to discuss." He had an incisive voice, but spoke unhurriedly as if each word came under scrutiny before being released. "Your nephew made a fast passage, it seems. Where time is concerned I must be a miser. Too much of it has been wasted here." 
 
Bolitho listened carefully. Did he imply that Godschale was the culprit? Or was he testing him for his own past loyalty? 
 
Hamett-Parker walked slowly to a window and flicked a curtain aside. "I observed your entrance, Sir Richard. I see you came alone." 
 
He had been watching. To see if Catherine had been with him, or if she was waiting now in the carriage. 
 
He said, "From Chelsea, Sir James." 
 
"Ah." He said nothing else, and Bolitho saw the finely cut profile, the slightly hooked nose, the young man still clinging behind the mask. His hair was grey, quite white in some places, so that it looked in the hazy sunshine like a wig; he even wore an old-style queue. He would not have seemed out of place in some fading portrait from a century earlier, although Bolitho knew Hamett-Parker was only about ten years his senior. 
 
"There is much speculation as to what the enemy intends if, or rather when Sir Arthur Wellesley brings the war in Spain to a victorious conclusion. The despatches from the Peninsula remain encouraging news is daily expected of some dramatic climax. But the French will not surrender because of Spain. Our forces are fully extended, our yards unable to keep pace with the need for more ships, even if we could find the men to crew them. The enemy is aware of this. With all aggression ended in the Caribbean, we can withdraw certain vessels." He looked away and added crisply, "But not enough!" 
 
Bolitho said, "I believe that the French will intensify their attacks on our supply lines." 
 
"Do you?" He raised an eyebrow. "That is most interesting. The Duke of Portland said as much to me quite recently." 
 
The prime minister. Bolitho felt his lips relax into a smile. He had all but forgotten who it was. Moving from one campaign to another, watching men die and ships torn apart, the final authority beneath His Britannic Majesty too often seemed unimportant. 
 
"It amuses you?" 
 
"I beg your pardon, Sir James. I am out of touch, it seems." 
 
"No matter. I understand he is of a sickly disposition. There will be a new hand on the tiller before too long, I fear." 
 
Bolitho winced as a sharp line of sunlight passed over the admiral's shoulder and made him turn his head to one side. 
 
"The light disturbs you?" 
 
Bolitho tensed. Did he know? How could he? 
 
He shook his head. "It is nothing." 
 
Hamett-Parker returned slowly to the table, his steps, like his words, measured, un wasted 
 
"You are wondering why you were withdrawn from your command?" 
 
"Of course, Sir James." He saw the admiral's eyes for the first time. So pale they were almost colourless. 
 
"Of course? That is strange. However, we need to discuss possible French interference with our shipping routes. One frigate, a privateer even, could tie down men-of-war we could not spare even if we had them. It is widely believed that more attacks are already being planned they will be hastened if, 
 
as we anticipate, Wellesley drubs the French army on the Peninsula. The prime minister will wish to know your thoughts, as will Sir Paul Sillitoe." He saw Bolitho's surprise and said calmly, "Something else you did not know, it would appear. Sillitoe is senior advisor to the prime minister and certain others in high places. Even His Majesty is not unaware of him." 
 
Bolitho looked for some sign of sardonic humour or even sarcasm. There was none. In his mind he could see the man quite clearly: tall and slender with the quick, sure movements of a duel list A dark, interesting face with deceptively hooded eyes. He was as quick and as sharp as steel, and he had been both charming and gracious to Catherine at one of Godschale's ridiculous receptions when she had been deliberately snubbed by the Duke of Portland. A strange, remote man, but not to be underestimated; perhaps not to be trusted. Bolitho had heard that Sillitoe had travelled all the way to Falmouth for the local memorial service after the loss of the Golden Plover and the reported deaths of all those aboard. He did not need to warn Catherine of any other intentions Sillitoe might have. 
 
He thought of her this morning, warm in his arms, holding him, watching him later while Allday shaved him, and sharing a quick breakfast downstairs. In a rough shawl or in gleaming shot-silk like the night they had been reunited at English Harbour, she would never pass unnoticed. No, Catherine would recognise any ploy, subtle or otherwise. 
 
"You were well known for the energy of your performance when you were a frigate captain, Sir Richard." Hamett-Parker continued in the same curt manner. "The line of battle has been my lot in life." He changed tack again. "I seem to recall that you were flag captain to Sir Lucius Broughton in Eury-alusT 
 
"I was flag captain to Rear-Admiral Thelwall until he was relieved due to ill-health. Broughton hoisted his flag in Euryalus after that." 
 
"I deduce from your tone that you disliked him. I always thought him to be an excellent flag officer. Like me, he would never allow sentiment to blur the needs of duty and discipline." He clenched his fist as if he had allowed himself to say too much, and continued, "You were involved in the Great Mutiny?" 
 
It sounded almost like an accusation. 
 
"We were lucky in Euryalus." 
 
"Luck? What has that to do with it? We were at war with a ruthless enemy as we are now. I commanded Cydnus, a two-decker of ninety guns. Well trained, well drilled, she was the envy of the squadron." 
 
Bolitho saw the hand clench into a tight fist again. Hamett-Parker's one weakness: the incident he could never forget. 
 
There are always rotten apples in some casks. The plan for mutiny amongst my people was fed to those simpletons and knot heads like poison. They defied me me, their captain." His pale eyes shone like glass in the reflected light. It was as if he could still not believe it. That ordinary, common seamen could demand their rights even at the risk of death by hanging or a flogging around the fleet, which had been the punishment meted out to more than one delegate. 
 
Bolitho said sharply, "Admiral Broughton was a fool. If he were one of my officers today I would tell him as much!" 
 
They both became calm again, and Hamett-Parker said, "My record is one to be proud of." He glanced meaningly around the room. "I think others must have appreciated that." 
 
Bolitho said, "What is expected of me, Sir James?" He was surprised how calm he sounded. Inwardly he was burning like a fire ship angered by this unreachable man, angry with himself. 
 
"We need a plan, one that can be exercised with simplicity, one that will not antagonise the flags of nations not already drawn into the fight." 
 
"You mean the Americans, Sir James?" 
 
"I did not say that!" He wagged one finger and gave a stiff smile. Then he said, "I am glad we met before we meet the others involved." He pulled some papers towards him. "My flag lieutenant has the address of your lodgings in London, I assume?" 
 
"I imagine so, Sir James." Probably half of London knew it. "May I ask something?" 
 
He tugged out a bright gold watch and glanced at it. "I must not be too long." 
 
Bolitho thought sadly of Godschale. One cannot do everything. "What is intended for my last flag captain, Valentine Keen?" 
 
Hamett-Parker pouted. "For an instant I thought you would ask about someone else." He shrugged, irritated. "He will hoist a broad pendant when all is decided. If he performs adequately I am certain flag rank will be his privilege, as it is ours." 
 
Bolitho stood up and saw the other man's glance fall to the old sword. "May I take my leave, Sir James?" It was over; the rapiers were to be laid in their cases again. For the present. 
 
"Please do." He leaned back in his great chair, his fingertips pressed together like a village parson. Then he said, "Vice-Admiral Sir Lucius Broughton, the fool you so bluntly described, died doing his duty in the penal settlements of New South Wales." His pale eyes did not blink as he added, "His position will, I am certain, be ably filled by your friend, Rear-Admiral Herrick." 
 
Bolitho turned on his heel and flung open the doors, almost colliding with the hovering lieutenant. 
 
Hamett-Parker had got deep under his skin, out of malice or for some other purpose, he did not know or care. What did he want? He had been careful not to mention Catherine, or 'the scandal' as he would no doubt call it. 
 
He hurried down the stairs, his mind reeling with ideas and memories. Just the mention of the Euryalus: Thelwall coughing out his life, Broughton watching the terrible flogging unmoved. But most of all, Catherine. He had commanded Euryalus when he had first met her. She had been aboard the merchantman Navarra; her husband had been killed by Barbary pirates, and she had cursed Bolitho for causing his death. 
 
"Would the nice sea-officer like a ride in comfort?" 
 
He spun round, half-blinded by the sunlight, and saw her watching him from the carriage window. She was smiling, but her fine dark eyes were all concern. 
 
"How did you know?" 
 
She took his wrist as he climbed into the carriage, and replied quietly, "I always know." 
 
Admiral Sir James Hamett-Parker held the curtain aside and looked down as the woman aided Bolitho into the elegant carriage. 
 
"So that is the notorious Lady Catherine." 
 
Sir Paul Sillitoe, who had just entered by another door, smiled at the admiral's back. "Never underestimate that lady, Sir James, and do not make her an enemy." He walked casually to the littered table and added coolly, "Or you will make one of me. Be assured of it, sir!" 
 
Bolitho sat on a bench in the shade of a solitary tree in the neat little garden behind the house. It was peaceful here, and the clatter of iron-shod wheels and the regular passing of horses were muffled, as if far away. Behind the rear wall were the mews for this row of houses, for horses and a limited number of carriages. 
 
He watched Catherine cutting roses and wondered if she were still missing Falmouth and what must seem the unlimited space of the house there, compared to this small town-house. Her gown was low-cut so that she could feel the benefit of the sun directly overhead, and the darker line on her shoulder where she had been so cruelly burned in the open boat was still visible. 
 
It had been three days since his interview with Hamett-Parker and the uncertainty, the waiting, had unsettled him. 
 
She looked at him and her expression was troubled. "Is there no way we can learn what is happening, Richard? I know what you are thinking." 
 
He stood up and crossed to her side. "I am bad company, dear Kate. I want to be with you and have no senseless burden hanging above me!" 
 
A breeze turned over the pages of The Times and blew it on to the grass. There was more news of enemy attacks on shipping heading for home around the Cape of Good Hope. Each vessel had been sailing independently and without escort. It seemed likely that that had been what Hamett-Parker had been hinting at. Suppose he were ordered back to Cape Town, Golden Plover's original destination when mutiny and shipwreck had erupted like a sudden storm? Were the marauding ships which had carried out these attacks French naval vessels or privateers? Whatever they were, they must be based somewhere. 
 
She touched his face. "You are worrying again. You hate this inaction, don't you?" She moved her hand across his mouth. "Do not protest, Richard. I know you so well!" 
 
They heard the street bell jangle through the open door and Sophie's merry laugh as she spoke to someone. 
 
Catherine said, "She is seventeen now, Richard. A good catch for the right man." 
 
"You treat her more like a daughter than a maid. I've watched you often."
 
 
"Sometimes she reminds me of myself at her age." She looked away. "I would not want her to endure such a life as that!" 
 
Bolitho waited. Like Adam, she would tell him one day. 
 
Sophie appeared at the top of the steps. "A letter, me lady." She glanced at Bolitho. "For Sir Richard." 
 
He tried to imagine Catherine at sixteen, as Sophie had been when she had been taken into the household. Like Jenour she seemed to have matured suddenly after the open boat and their experiences at the hands of the mutineers. 
 
She gave the square envelope to Bolitho. "Nice young officer it was, me lady. From the Admiralty." 
 
Catherine recognised the card in Bolitho's sunburned hands. It was a beautifully etched invitation, with a crest at the top. 
 
"From Hamett-Parker. A reception to mark his appointment. His Majesty will be in attendance, apparently." He felt the anger mounting inside him, and when she took the card from his hand she understood why. She was not invited. 
 
She knelt down by him. "What do you expect, Richard? Whatever we think or do, others will believe it improper." 
 
"I'll not go. I'll see them all damned!" 
 
She watched his face and saw something of Adam there, and the others in the portraits at Falmouth. "You must go. To refuse would be an insult to the King himself. Have you thought of that?" 
 
He sighed. "I'll lay odds that somebody else has." 
 
She looked at the address on the card. "St. James's Square. A very noble establishment, I believe." 
 
Bolitho barely heard. So it was beginning all over again. A chance to isolate one from the other, or to eagerly condemn them if Bolitho chose to take her with him. 
 
"I wonder if Sillitoe will be there?" 
 
"Probably. He seems to have many irons in the fire." 
 
"But you quite like him." 
 
He thought she was teasing him to take his mind off the invitation; but she was not. 
 
"I am not sure, Kate." 
 
She laid her head on his lap and said softly, Then we shall wait and see. But be sure of one thing, dearest of men. He is no rival nobody could be that." 
 
He kissed her bare shoulder and felt her shiver. "Oh, Kate, what should I be without you?" 
 
"You are a man. My man." She looked up at him, her eyes very bright. "And I am your woman." Her mouth puckered and she exclaimed, "And that's no error!" Then she relented. "Poor Allday, what must he have thought?" 
 
She recovered her roses and added evenly, "They may try to discredit me through you, or the other way round. It is a game I know quite well." She touched her shoulder where he had kissed it and her expression was calm again, faraway. "I shall accept Zenoria's invitation to visit Hampshire." She saw the sudden cloud cross his face. "Only for that day. It will be a wise precaution. Trust me." 
 
They went into the house, where they heard Sophie talking with the cook in the kitchen. 
 
She looked at him, smiling faintly when she said, "I think I strained my back." She saw his understanding and added, "Perhaps you could be the navigator again and explore it?" 
 
Later as she lay in his arms she whispered, "Sometimes, dearest of men, you have to be reminded of what is important..." She arched her back as he touched her again. "And what is not..." The rest was lost in their embrace. 
 
FOUR 
 
Strategy 
 
Captain Adam Bolitho reined the big grey to a halt and stared across a flint wall towards the great house. The wall was new, probably one of the many being built by French prisoners of war, he thought. He stroked the horse's mane while he gazed at the rolling Hampshire countryside with its air of timeless peace, so different from his home county where the sea was rarely out of sight. 
 
People had glanced at him curiously as he had ridden through villages, following the old coaching road. A sea-officer was obviously rare in these parts, while the military were only too common. 
 
He looked at his hand and extended it in the hot sunshine. It was quite steady, untroubled. He almost laughed at himself. He felt far from either, and doubted more than ever the wisdom of his having come here. 
 
Anemone lay at Spithead awaiting orders, but he was so short of hands after the port admiral had insisted on transferring some of his men 'to more deserving vessels' that the frigate would not move for a few more days. As he had expected he had lost his senior lieutenant Peter Sargeant. It had been a sad parting but Adam had not hesitated, knowing too well how important it was to grasp the chance of promotion, in Sargeant's case the command of a fleet schooner. You rarely got a second opportunity in the navy. 
 
Aubrey Martin, the second lieutenant, had moved up, and they were hourly expecting another junior officer and some midshipmen. Having lost some of his most seasoned warrant officers to the needs of the fleet as well as his first lieutenant and good friend, Adam knew it would be a long haul to regain Anemone's status as a crack frigate with a company to match. 
 
The captain of the dockyard had discovered that he was going for a ride, if only to free himself from the constant stream of orders and requests which were the lot of every captain under the watchful eye of a flag officer. The captain had received two letters for Valentine Keen, which had followed him from the flagship Black Prince in the West Indies and had eventually arrived in Portsmouth. 
 
The dockyard captain had commented dryly, "One is from his tailor, same as mine in London. I'd know that skinflint's scrawl anywhere. But you never know." He added helpfully, "Nice canter anyway." 
 
That at least was true. The powerful grey had been loaned to him by a major of marines at the barracks, an officer who was apparently so well supplied with horses that he would have had to serve for a hundred years in the Corps to pay for them if he depended on his service allowance alone. 
 
Adam studied the house again. About five miles to the east of Winchester at a guess, and not many villages nearby. Five miles it could be ten times that, he thought. 
 
But why was he here? Suppose Keen suspected something, or Zenoria had blurted out the truth. He made himself face it without embroidering the facts. He had taken her. A moment of despairing passion when each had thought they had lost someone loved in the Golden Plover. 
 
He had taken her. Had she refused him he dared not think what might have happened. He would have been ruined, and it would have broken his uncle's heart. Of her they would have said, no smoke without fire. The easy way for the liars and the doubters. 
 
He often remembered his fury when he had heard the stranger at the inn insulting the Bolitho name. Each time he had come to the same desperate conclusion. I nearly killed him. Another instant and I would have done it. 
 
You fool. Go back while you can. Even as he thought it his heels dug into the grey's flanks and he was trotting down a slope towards the tall gates, each with a bronze stag on the top. The family was very rich and influential, and Keen's father was known to think his son mad for remaining in the navy when he could have almost any career he wanted. 
 
An old gardener was stooping amongst flower beds, his barrow nearby. Adam touched his hat as he rode up the sweeping drive, and noticed that there was a long fowling piece propped against the barrow. This place must be very isolated, servants or not, he thought. How would an untamed girl like Zenoria settle to this after Cornwall's wild coastline? 
 
The house was even larger and more imposing than he had imagined. Pillars, a magnificent portico adorned with carvings of lions and strange beasts, and steps clean enough to eat from. 
 
He would have smiled but for his inner tension. The old grey house at Falmouth was shabby by comparison. A place that welcomed you. Where you could live. 
 
A small, wizened man darted from somewhere and held the reins while Adam dismounted. 
 
"Give him some water. I shall not be long." The man nodded, his face completely blank. 
 
He did not turn away from the house as the man led the big horse around the corner of the building. He thought his nerve would break if he did. 
 
One of the paired doors swung inwards even before he could reach it, and a prim-looking woman with keys at her waist stood facing him without warmth. 
 
"Captain Adam Bolitho, ma'am. I have letters for Captain Keen." Or was he already promoted to flag rank? 
 
"Are you expected, sir?" 
 
"No. Not exactly." Used to sailors jumping to his every command, he was taken aback by her chilling tone. 
 
She remained firmly in the centre of the doorway. "Captain Keen is away, sir." She may have considered telling him where he was, but changed her mind. "Will you leave a message?" 
 
There were voices and then he heard Zenoria call, "What is it, Mrs. Tombs?" 
 
Adam felt his heart beating faster. The housekeeper was aptly named. 
 
The door opened wide and she was there, staring at him. She wore a simple flowered gown and her dark hair was piled above her ears. Her only adornments were some pearl earrings and a pendant, which he guessed was worth a small fortune. He did not quite know what he had been expecting, but she looked like a child dressing up in adult's clothing. Playing a part. 
 
"I - I am sorry, er, Mrs. Keen. I have some letters." He fumbled for them, but his cuff caught on the short fighting sword he always favoured. "My ship is still at Portsmouth. I thought ' 
 
The forbidding housekeeper asked, "Is everything in order, ma'am?" 
 
"Yes." Zenoria tossed her head as he had seen her do when her hair had hung down like glossy silk. "Why should it not be?" 
 
"Very well, ma'am." She stood back to allow the newcomer to enter. "If you require anything..." She glided away soundlessly on the marble floor but her words remained like a warning. 
 
Zenoria stared at him for several seconds. "You know you are not welcome here, Captain." She glanced around as if afraid someone would hear. But the house was completely silent, as if it were listening. Watching. 
 
"I am so sorry. I shall go directly." He saw her draw back as he took a pace towards her. "Please. I didn't mean to offend you. I thought your husband would be here." He was losing her, even before he had made any contact. 
 
She was very composed, dangerously so. "He is in London. At the Admiralty. He will be back this evening." Her eyes blazed. "You should not have come. You must know that." 
 
A door opened and closed discreetly and she said, "Come into the library." 
 
She walked ahead of him, very erect and small in this great cathedral of a house. The girl with moonlit eyes, as her uncle had called her. 
 
There were books piled in little heaps on a table. She said in an almost matter-of-fact voice, "All mine. Waiting for our new house when it is ready for us." She stared at the tall windows where a bee was tapping on the glass. They are so kind to me here... but I have to ask. I have no carriage and I am told not to ride alone. There are footpads and they say deserters always close by. It is like the desert!" 
 
Adam thought of the gardener and his musket. "When will you leave here?" He barely dared to speak. 
 
She shrugged. Even that sent a pain to his heart. This year, next year I am not sure. We will live near Plymouth. Not Cornwall, but close. In truth I find this life daunting. The family is away in London for the most part, and Val's youngest sister never wants to leave the baby alone." 
 
Adam tried to remember the sister. She was the one who had lost her husband at sea. 
 
"I see nobody. Only when Val comes back can I..." She seemed to realise what she was saying and exclaimed, "And what of you? Still the gallant hero? The scourge of the enemy?" But the fire refused to kindle. 
 
He said, "I think of you so much I am almost beside myself." A shadow passed the window and he saw a girl carrying the baby across a neatly trimmed lawn. "It's so little," he said. 
 
"You are surprised, are you? You thought perhaps he might be older even your own son?" 
 
She was taunting him, but when he turned towards her he saw the real tears in her eyes. 
 
"I wish to God he were mine. Ours!" 
 
He heard his horse being led to the front of the house again. The housekeeper would feel happier if he left without further delay. She would likely tell Keen about his visit. 
 
He laid the two letters on the table. "For your husband. They were my key to your door. But I failed..." 
 
"What did you expect? That I would take you to my bed merely because it is you, because you always get what you want?" 
 
He picked up his hat and pushed his unruly hair from his forehead. He did not see her start at the familiar gesture. "I wanted only you, Zenoria." It was the first time he had spoken her name here. "I did not have the right, or the courage to tell you that I loved you." 
 
She pulled a silk bell-cord. "Please go." She watched him move to the library door, her figure very still. "Perhaps God will forgive both of us, but I can never forgive you." 
 
The door closed, and for several minutes she stood quite still until she heard a groom calling out his thanks to the young captain for the coins that had been put into his hand. Only then did she take a small book from one of the piles, and after a further hesitation she opened it. Pressed in the middle were a pair of wild roses, now as flat as silk. He had given them to her on that ride, on his birthday. She said to the silent room, "And I loved you, Adam. I always will." 
 
Then she dried her eyes and adjusted her gown before going to the double doors and out into the sunshine. 
 
The old gardener was still working unhurriedly. Only his barrow and musket had moved. Along the drive and through the gates she could see the road. It was empty. As if none of it had happened. 
 
She heard the child crying, the placating sounds from Val's sister, who had wanted one of her own. 
 
All was as it had been before. But she knew she had just lost everything. 
 
Bolitho paused by the ballroom's pillared entrance, using the time it took for a bewigged footman to notice him to accustom his own eyes to the light. 
 
The footman had a reedy voice, and he thought it unlikely that anyone heard his announcement above the scrape of violins from an orchestra and the great din of voices. It was certainly a very impressive house in fashionable St. James's Square, 'noble' as Catherine had aptly described it, and far too large for Hamett-Parker alone. The admiral had lost his wife in a hunting accident, but had certainly retained a liking for lavish living. Bolitho had also noticed a marble statue of a centurion in the entrance hall, and had realised then that it had been put there by the house's original owner, Admiral Anson, to commemorate his own flagship of that name. 
 
Footmen and some Royal Marines pressed into service to assist them laboured through the throng. There were red coats and the scarlet of the marines, but the navy's blue and white made up the majority of guests: there were very few below the rank of post captain. Of His Majesty there was no sign, and Bolitho had heard that he quite often failed to attend such receptions even though he was reminded of them by his long-suffering staff. 
 
He felt a prickle of annoyance as he saw the large number of women present. Some might be wives: some, with their bold glances and barely-covered bosoms, were unlikely guests. But they did not count because nobody cared. If any ordinary officer were having an affair others would merely ignore it. But if Catherine had been on his arm, looking as she did on these rare occasions, you could have heard a pin drop, and every eye would be staring. 
 
Someone took his hat and was lost amongst the crowd. Another, a Royal Marine, reached him with a tray and turned it carefully towards him. Bolitho glanced at him questioningly and the marine said in a conspiratorial whisper, "That's the good stuff, Sir Richard." He nearly winked. "I'm proud to be servin' you. Wait till I tells the lads!" 
 
Bolitho sipped the wine. It was good. Cold too, surprisingly enough. "Do I know you?" 
 
The man grinned, as if such things were impossible. "Bless you, no, Sir Richard. I was one o' Benbow's after guard when you came for us." His face was suddenly grim. "I'd bin wounded, y'see, otherwise I'd 'ave bin lyin' dead with all me mates." 
 
Bolitho heard someone snap his fingers, and turned to see a captain he did not know beckoning to the marine. 
 
This was one of Thomas Herrick's own marines, a man who thought himself lucky to be alive and recovered from his wound, unlike so many on that terrible day. 
 
He snapped, "Have you no manners, sir?" 
 
The captain stared at him and at his rank and seemed to sink into the throng like a fish in a pond. 
 
He said, "Rear-Admiral Herrick was my friend." 
 
The marine nodded gravely. He had seen the captain flush, then cringe at this man's sharp rebuke. Something else to tell the lads in the barracks. 
 
"I knows it, Sir Richard. Beggin' yer pardon, I think it's wrong to send 'im to New South Wales." 
 
Bolitho took another goblet from among the good stuff and nodded. Why had he said, 'was my friend'? Was there no hope? Was friendship really dead between them? Herrick had always been a stubborn man, sometimes beyond sense or reason. He could still not accept Bolitho's love for a woman not his wife, even though Catherine had been the only one to stay with Herrick's own beloved Dulcie when she had been dying so horribly of typhus. It was a miracle that Catherine herself had not fallen to the same fate. 
 
He looked through a gap in the crowd and saw Hamett-Parker watching him intently, his pale eyes reflecting the hundreds of candles like chips of glass. 
 
Bolitho walked towards him. The marine had vanished for another tray. Bolitho had smelt brandy on his breath: he had better watch his step if his officer noticed it. 
 
Hamett-Parker bobbed his head. "I was aware of the charisma they say you possess, Sir Richard. That common fellow was obviously an admirer." 
 
"I always draw comfort from such men, Sir James. I saw what he and his comrades endured. He and others like him make me very aware of what we owe them in leadership." 
 
The admiral grunted. "I'll not deny that. But we must all take care that popularity does not win more friends than leadership." He glanced around at the noisy crowd. "Lord Godschale would have approved, don't you think?" 
 
"What has become of him?" He sensed that Hamett-Parker was trying to goad him. 
 
"He should be well on his way to Bombay by now." The admiral appeared indifferent, but his voice was sharper. "A most important position with the Honourable East India Company. Extremely lucrative, I would surmise." 
 
Bolitho could not imagine Godschale willingly exchanging the pleasures of London for the intense heat and fevers of India. Hamett-Parker remarked, "I believe it was not unexpected. An indiscretion can often be overlooked. A political scandal cannot." He gazed at him coldly. "As I said, one must lead by example!" 
 
"Is Captain Keen to be here tonight, Sir James?" 
 
Hamett-Parker offered a faint smile. "No. He is not long married, and I can spare him a while." 
 
"I had hoped that he would be promoted directly to flag rank." 
 
"Were you?" 
 
Bolitho prayed that someone would come and interrupt this verbal fencing match. "No, I was not. I was commodore first." Hamett-Parker would know that better than anyone. He contained his anger and added, "I have known Captain Keen for a long time. He was a midshipman under my command. He is a fine officer and a decent man." 
 
"And comes from a powerful and influential family, yes? I respect your concern, of course, but you must accept that Captain Keen must be more than a fine officer to hoist his flag as rear-admiral. But we shall see. He will have every chance to prove himself, that I promise you." 
 
A footman came towards them, a single goblet in the centre of his tray. The admiral took it and said, "Refreshing at times like these." 
 
Bolitho noticed that he was drinking lime juice. Perhaps so that he could watch the antics of his subordinates and equals as the hock and madeira flowed freely. 
 
Hamett-Parker frowned but instantly contained it as Sir Paul Sillitoe, elegantly dressed in dark grey silk and wearing a slender court sword at his hip, strode across the floor. 
 
"My apologies for my late arrival, Sir James." Several guests nearby were making a pretence of not listening. They were not to be disappointed. "I have been with the prime minister we saw His Majesty together. The King will not be coming here after all." 
 
Hamett-Parker regarded him balefully. "What ails him now?" 
 
Sillitoe smiled at Bolitho for the first time, then said, "We have just received word, Sir James, from Talavera. General Wellesley has won a great victory over Marshal Soult. The war on the Peninsula is all but won." 
 
There was a stunned silence, then as the word spread across the room and into other parts of the house a great burst of wild cheering made the chandeliers quiver like pieces of ice. 
 
Hamett-Parker nodded. "Earlier than expected." He sounded completely unmoved. 
 
Sillitoe took a glass of wine and smiled again. "A perfect way to celebrate your appointment, Sir James. Congratulations!" He looked at Bolitho. "A great moment for you also, sir. Without you and your seamen no soldier could have set foot on enemy soil!" 
 
Hamett-Parker said, "We shall sup very shortly, while some of them can still stand. Pass the word!" 
 
As the admiral turned away to play the host, however ungraciously, Sillitoe said lightly, "You are alone tonight, Sir Richard?" His hooded eyes gave nothing away. 
 
"I came only because Lady Catherine insisted." 
 
He nodded impassively. "Very wise. There are times when discretion is worth more than a squadron." 
 
Bolitho was suddenly tired of it. "I'll not wait. I shall make my excuses." 
 
Sillitoe shrugged. "We shall meet again very soon. There is work for both of us now that Arthur Wellesley has dished up his old enemy." 
 
"What is it to be?" He wanted to leave, but needed to know. 
 
Sillitoe took his arm and guided him to an anteroom where the din of cheers and tipsy laughter were muffled, if not quenched completely. 
 
"Advise me, Richard, and I will advise the Duke of Portland. The French intend to strangle our trade our lifeline, if you like." 
 
"I read of the latest attacks. If we had not captured the French rear-admiral Andre Baratte I would see his hand in this." 
 
Sillitoe smiled gently. "You are very shrewd. But Baratte was released, exchanged for Lord Derwent who was captured in Spain. You see? So soon back in England and already you are proving your worth." The smile widened but did not reach his eyes. "Especially to me!" 
 
He pulled out his watch and yawned. "My carriage is outside. I will take you to Chelsea, if you like. We can talk in peace." 
 
In sight of the Thames again, the street deserted in an unexpected rainfall, Sillitoe lost no time in questioning Bolitho about the threat to merchant shipping. 
 
"I am all ears, Richard, eager for knowledge. I would never make a sailor in five hundred years!" 
 
Bolitho was still pondering the stupidity of those who had chosen to exchange Baratte for some English aristocrat. Baratte had had a high reputation as a frigate captain and then as commodore of a squadron before being promoted to his rank. Several attempts had been made to capture him in battle, all unsuccessful. It had fallen to Bolitho's Tybalt to change matters by seizing Baratte's frigate and the man himself when all the odds had decreed otherwise. It was said that Baratte hated the English as much as he loved France; and now he was gone, probably better aware of England's strength or weakness than before his capture. 
 
Sillitoe remarked, "We hold Good Hope, largely thanks to you. Surely that should be enough?" 
 
Bolitho saw the straggling trade routes in his mind, from India and the East Indies, as far as New South Wales and the expanding colony there. Baratte would have the pick of any ship or cargo he chose to attack. But he would need a base, somewhere to water and provision his ships and unload his prizes. It could be no half-hearted operation like the haphazard killing and plunder practised by common pirates. 
 
He said, "We would need a small, fast-moving squadron, a flotilla even. Six frigates with a competent captain..." He sensed Sillitoe's reaction and said, "I know. It is like asking for the moon. But without a planned and practical strategy the losses will become worse and their lordships will be forced to release more men-of-war, no matter how badly they are needed in home waters." He glanced out of the window and wished that Sillitoe were sitting on his right. His eye was sore, and he wanted to touch it even though he knew it would not help. 
 
He said, "Like Baratte, I suppose I have always been a frigate captain at heart. I commanded three. It was like nothing else." 
 
"Oh? What of SparrowT 
 
He tensed. "She was a sloop-of-war, not even as big as a sixth-rate." Like Hamett-Parker, the mysterious Sillitoe had done his research well. 
 
"I see." 
 
Bolitho continued. "There are the anti-slavery patrols that run out of Good Hope and Freetown. Their aid could be useful. They would know all the likely anchorages, if only from interrogating the slavers when they catch them." He was reminded again of Tyacke. A dedicated seaman, alone because of his terrible disfigurement, and yet able to command respect and a kind of strange affection from the men who served with him. That day when they had been close to death, the sight of Lame had made even the hardest survivor gasp out his thanks to heaven. 
 
Sillitoe was saying, "That is one of the things I like about you. You don't merely toss away ideas without consideration. You think them through, as only a professional officer can. Our new lord of Admiralty is not yet ready to bend. In time he will have to." 
 
"Why did Godschale leave?" 
 
Sillitoe said coolly, "You are also very direct. Godschale, as I think you know, was fond of the ladies. But he was neither consistent nor careful. He compromised a lady of quality, then spurned her for another. It was unfortunate that the one he turned his back on was the wife of a certain member of the House of Lords. More I cannot say." 
 
"He will not like Bombay." 
 
Sillitoe watched him from the shadows. That is an understatement." 
 
It was very dark when they reached the house but the rain had stopped, and there were stars already showing between the clouds. 
 
"I have a favour to ask you, Richard." 
 
Bolitho half-turned, one hand on the carriage door. "Well?" 
 
"You will need a good flag-lieutenant when you take up your next appointment, now that young Jenour has become the amateur captain. I think I have the right one for you." He sounded as if he were smiling in the darkness. "My nephew, to be exact. At present serving as lieutenant in the old Cano-pus. The ship is undergoing extensive repairs at the Nore." 
 
"I would have to see him." 
 
"Naturally. I will arrange it. He is not one of those pompous little upstarts... he is intelligent, better educated than many who wear the King's coat." 
 
"I cannot promise anything." It was strange to think of Sillitoe having a nephew, or any relations for that matter. Catherine had told him that Sillitoe had known her dead husband, Viscount Somervell. In what role, he wondered. Gambler, duel list or cheat? One usually led to the others. But not Sillitoe. He was too clever, too secretive. 
 
He was looking out at the darkened house. "My regards to Lady Catherine. A pity she is not at home." He rapped the carriage roof. "Drive on!" 
 
Bolitho touched his eye. He always trusted Catherine's instincts about people. Wait and see, she had said. Where Sillitoe was concerned it was sound advice. 
 
The housekeeper opened the door and said, "I've a table laid for you, Sir Richard." 
 
"Thank you, no, I've no appetite. I shall go to our room." 
 
Our room. He closed the door behind him and looked around at their other haven. Her perfume was here; the gown she wore so often when she came to bed because he liked it so much, as if she might enter at any moment. 
 
He hurried to the window as a carriage slowed down at the street corner. But it carried on past the house. They had been separated only because she had feared he could be blamed for snubbing the reception. Hamett-Parker would know he had left early; he would also be told that he and Sillitoe had been together. He tossed his heavy dress coat on to a chair, and smiled when he thought how indignant Ozzard would be about it. 
 
He lay staring at the dancing shadows cast by a solitary candle and thought of her kneeling over him, or lying with her dark hair spread out in disorder across the pillows while she waited for him, unashamed, even proud of the body which he would explore until they could delay no longer. 
 
He was soon asleep, and even then she was with him. 
 
FIVE 
 
No Secrets 
 
By mid-August 1809 the general attitude of England's population was one of apathy and disinterest, except for those who had loved ones at sea or in the army abroad. With Welles-ley's victories in the Peninsular War and his return home to receive the title of Duke of Wellington from the King, the real enemy, France, seemed suddenly remote. Only in the City of London, in the counting houses and the world of insurance, was the true damage to trade and shipping really understood. 
 
Bolitho had been twice to the Admiralty where he had been welcomed by four of their lordships, two of whom were senior officers and the others civilians. He had come away bemused by the casual fashion in which the Admiralty Board appeared to be run, with hundreds of instructions and orders being despatched every week to squadrons and solitary vessels, many of which were already obsolete by the time they were delivered. 
 
Reunited with Catherine, he had been troubled by her reluctance to discuss her visit to Zenoria. He had gathered that the girl was still overwhelmed by the Keen family, suffocated by kindness; and when they received an invitation to the christening in Hampshire he had sensed that Catherine's mood went even deeper. 
 
He knew she was disturbed by the lack of confirmation of his next appointment: the news of Collingwood's worsening health made the Mediterranean a possibility for the first time, and yet the Admiralty, and some said the King himself, whose mental state was rumoured to be deteriorating, continued to refuse Collingwood's plea for a recall to England. 
 
He discussed the christening with Catherine, and felt even more that something was wrong. 
 
She had come to nestle at his feet, her hair hiding her face as she had said, "Val is so excited about it. He wants to invite all his friends, all those who are in the country at the time." He heard the hesitation as she had added, "Including Adam." 
 
"That is unlikely, Kate. Anemone is very short of hands, I gather. He will likely search further afield for replacements. A frigate captain is at his best when at sea with no admiral to trouble him!" 
 
She had said quietly, "Then I thank God for it." She had looked up at him. "I know you love him like a son, and I feel like a traitor when I tell you these things. But tell you I must. We swore there would be no secrets from the very beginning." 
 
Bolitho had listened without interruption: what she had seen in Adam's face at the wedding in Zennor; how she had heard of his visits to the house and Falmouth, and of an outburst in some coaching inn when Adam had called out a complete stranger for insulting the Bolitho family, but had satisfied his anger by shooting out the flame of a candle in a room full of witnesses. Zenoria had told her that Adam had even visited her recently, had ridden all the way from Portsmouth where Anemone was taking on stores. 
 
Bolitho had stroked her hair to calm her but his mind had been in turmoil. What was the matter with him that he had not noticed something on the long haul back from the Caribbean? Did he see only what he wanted to see? His nephew had always been a restless one, from the very first day he had joined his ship as a skinny midshipman. He had never thought of him as being much like his brother Hugh. And yet... Hugh had always had a quick temper and could not hold down a grudge without showing it. Captain James, their father, had referred to it as bad blood, but surely there was more to it than that. 
 
Catherine had exclaimed, "Zenoria needs to have a house of her own, somewhere she can be herself. She is young, dear 
 
Richard, but her experiences have given her an eagerness for life that Keen's family do not understand." 
 
The day of the christening arrived, and as promised they had driven down to the great house, where many friends both local and from London came to pay their respects to the child named Perran Augustus, the latter after Keen's father. There was not enough room to accommodate everyone in the small village church but there was food and drink in the grounds of the house to serve a regiment. 
 
Bolitho had promised to give no hint to Zenoria that he knew part of her secret. If Valentine Keen ever discovered the truth, or even some twisted rumour of it, there was no telling where it might end. 
 
There were several incidents, trivial in their separate ways, but enough to make them glad they had decided to drive back to Chelsea on the same day. The first had occurred at the laying-out of the many presents brought by well-wishers, some of great value or handed down in a family, others notable for their warmth, like the fine carved hobby-horse, its card written in Ozzard's pinched hand to show it was a gift from Allday, who with Bolitho had been introduced to the gathering by Keen as "The two men who saved my life when I thought all was lost." 
 
It had happened before they had all gone to the church, and the room's door had been ajar so that Bolitho had not been able to ignore the angry voice of Keen's father. 
 
"Sometimes I think you are a damned fool! A King's captain and a brave one you certainly are but sense? You don't have the sense you were born with!" Catherine had pulled at his arm, but Bolitho had heard the voice continue. "Why not wait to see how the boy develops, eh? I'd like to think his name might follow mine in the City, or in the profession of law. I don't want to see him on the roll of killed or missing!" 
 
The cause of his anger was Keen's gift to his tiny son: a beautifully fashioned midshipman's dirk 'to wear one day with pride'. When Keen had shown it to them Bolitho had seen the shaft of despair on Zenoria's features, had seen her quick glance at Catherine, perhaps her only true friend. 
 
His disturbing thoughts continued. He recalled when he had found Adam drinking heavily in the cabin when they had been homeward bound. Was that only two months ago? I should have known, challenged him myself. 
 
Another incident, perhaps to be expected. A woman had approached Bolitho and after a defiant glance at Catherine announced loudly, "I took tea with your wife some days ago in London, Sir Richard. Such an enjoyable occasion!" 
 
Two bright patches of colour had burned on her cheeks as Bolitho had answered quietly, "For you, I daresay it would be." 
 
He had seen the expressions and sensed the nudges among the guests, but others from the villages had shown genuine pleasure at meeting them together for the first time. 
 
"Don't you let him go back, my dear! Let some of the others do their dirty work instead!" 
 
An anonymous voice had called from the rear, "Huzza for our Dick an' 'is lovely lady!" 
 
Obviously a sailor, probably one who had served with Bolitho at some time. It was like a ghost calling out for all the others who would never see his face again. 
 
In the carriage again with Allday sitting opposite, fast asleep and smelling strongly of rum, Catherine asked softly, "Shall we know soon?" 
 
Bolitho squeezed her arm. She did not have to explain. It was always there like a threat, while they made each hour of every day their own. 
 
He said, "I think so. Sir Paul Sillitoe has spoken of a new flag lieutenant, so I suspect he knows more than he is prepared to tell." 
 
"Will you take his nephew?" 
 
"I'm not sure. Sometimes it is better not to know people too well, to care for them in a way which can hurt, even harm." He hesitated. "We have discussed the Indian Ocean too much for coincidence. A quick campaign to cut out further attacks on our shipping." 
 
"That will mean returning to Cape Town?" 
 
They both fell silent, each reliving the nightmare of the shipwreck. 
 
He said, "It will be in a King's ship this time. We shall stand well clear of the hundred-mile reef!" 
 
She pressed closer and said, "I wish I could be there, wherever they send you." 
 
He watched the houses passing in the red glow of sunset and wondered how many sailors and would-be admirals had rolled along this very road. 
 
"A friend at the Admiralty told me that Adam's ship will sail under orders very soon. He thinks it will be to Gibraltar." 
 
He thought of Adam's face when he had remarked, "On my birthday last year I was kissed by a lady." He ought to have realised what he had meant, when in response to his question Adam had said that he did not think anyone really knew the lady. It had been tearing him apart even then. How much worse it would become if he could not learn to control his feelings. 
 
He added, "I will speak with him, Kate. Whenever I think it prudent." 
 
But she had fallen asleep against his shoulder. 
 
Three days after the christening Bolitho received his expected summons to the Admiralty. 
 
Catherine had insisted that she should accompany him, and he was surprised that he had made no protest. If they were to be parted in the name of duty, he wanted needed every possible moment with her. 
 
The day was fine and warm with some of those who walked and loitered in the tree-lined squares wilting in the dusty sunshine. 
 
Bolitho watched as she descended the staircase with Sophie hovering behind her. 
 
She looked directly into his face. "Well, dearest of men? Will it suit?" She wore a gown of deep blue which almost matched his own coat, with facings of gold lace. "The admiral's lady, or his woman in any case!" She flicked open the fan he had brought her from Madeira to hide the lower half of her face, so that her eyes seemed overpowering. Beneath the fan only the shadow between her breasts moved to show her true emotion. 
 
He took her shoulders. "I have never been more proud." 
 
At the Admiralty he was conscious of the eyes watching them, and he felt suddenly reckless and defiant. 
 
He bent his head and kissed her on the neck, and spoke only one word. "Together." Then he replaced his hat and walked up the steps. 
 
There was no delay and he was met by the same elegant lieutenant. It was pointless to ask why he had not told him about Baratte's release when he had first greeted him here. An oversight, or was someone afraid he might make trouble about it? 
 
The acting Controller of the Navy, a big florid-faced admiral, and two other lords of admiralty with Hamett-Parker and his secretary sat at one end of the table. As he had anticipated, Bolitho saw Sillitoe seated slightly apart from all the others, his face set in an impassive mask. 
 
Hamett-Parker raised his eyebrows questioningly, a habit he had displayed at Herrick's court-martial. "You are very prompt, Sir Richard." 
 
One of the other admirals who was unknown to Bolitho said, "On behalf of the board I must thank you for your patience and your invaluable help since you came to London. Your experience, not merely in the art of war but also in your past dealings with the military, make you an obvious choice for this appointment." They all nodded soberly except Hamett-Parker. He continued, "We understand from Sir Paul Sillitoe that you were thinking of a force of perhaps eight frigates? That, of course, would be out of the question." 
 
Bolitho thought of Godschale. One cannot do everything. 
 
He leaned his elbow on one arm of his chair and touched his eye. He had not been to see the surgeon again. Had he accepted that it was hopeless? 
 
"The army is gathering its strength in Cape Town, Sir Richard. You are senior enough to assist but not necessarily conform to their strategy, for it is the intention of His Britannic Majesty's government to invade and overthrow the French island of Mauritius. But before that we must seek out the enemy's naval strength in that ocean and destroy it." 
 
Bolitho said abruptly, "Nobody could do that without ships." 
 
Hamett-Parker commented, "Frigates, and perhaps some smaller vessels?" 
 
Bolitho looked at him. "Yes. Otherwise..." 
 
Hamett-Parker snapped, "There is a new frigate, Valkyrie. She has been accepted into the fleet and now lies at Plymouth." He gave a small smile. "She is captained by one of your fellow Cornishmen, no less!" 
 
Bolitho had heard something of the new frigate. She had been designed originally as an experiment, to compete with the enemy's larger frigates, which in turn had been copied from the latest contenders in the new American Navy. Bigger than any other frigate in the fleet, Valkyrie carried forty-two guns, but was said to be faster and more manoeuvrable than even thirty-eight gun ships like Anemone. 
 
Hamett-Parker continued, "Captain Aaron Trevenen, d'you know him?" 
 
"I know of him." 
 
Hamett-Parker pressed his fingertips together. He was enjoying it. "Another of your curt summings-up of a proud man's achievements?" 
 
Sillitoe said, "Many, many months ago it feels like years we met at Godschale's house by the Thames. You may recall that Lady Catherine Somervell scolded me for..." 
 
Hamett-Parker snapped, "We require no personal references here, Sir Paul!" 
 
Sillitoe ignored him but raised his voice slightly. "Scolded me for sending you, Sir Richard, to yet another demanding appointment. I protested that we could send no other, there was none better or so qualified for the task. After the terrible experiences she shared after the loss of Golden Plover, I am certain that she would not disagree with me again." 
 
Hamett-Parker swallowed his anger. "I will send orders to the Valkyrie. You and your staff can take passage in her as Trevenen will be the senior officer of our eventual flotilla. I shall let you know what I think will be required when and if..." 
 
Bolitho said, "If I am to command this enterprise against Baratte..." He saw two of them start with surprise. Did they really not know what was happening, and what to expect? "Then I will inform you, Sir James." 
 
He bowed his head to the table and walked to the door. Sillitoe followed him as he knew he would. 
 
Outside the door Bolitho said, "I appear to have talked myself into something I would have wished to avoid." 
 
"I meant what I said. The sailors respect you, and you have their hearts. They will know that you will not betray them merely to satisfy some crude craving for glory, nor will you sacrifice their lives for no good purpose." 
 
He watched Bolitho's profile, the arguments matched only by the sensitivity on his sunburned face. 
 
Sillitoe persisted, "If it can be done, you will do it. If not, we shall have to think again." He added indifferently, "By which time the King will be raving mad and, more to the point, there may be those not afraid to mention it!" 
 
They paused by a tall window on the stairs. Sillitoe looked down and said, "How I envy you, Richard. For nothing else but her." 
 
"If anything happens to me..." 
 
Bolitho saw her shading her eyes to look at the window, almost as if she had heard his words. 
 
Sillitoe laughed, "Do not think such thoughts." The mood left him and he said smoothly, "Now, the matter of your new flag lieutenant." 
 
Bolitho barely heard him. "We are returning to Falmouth." He shivered. "How I hate this place, where men's minds are frozen in time." He looked at him steadily. "Send him to me at Falmouth with a letter of introduction." 
 
Sillitoe was watching him curiously. "Is that all? Then I will attend to it." 
 
He gazed after Bolitho as he descended the stairs, and he thought he saw him stumble at one shadowed corner. 
 
He called down, "When you find Baratte again, do not hesitate. Kill him." Then he was gone. 
 
Later, Bolitho thought it had sounded like something personal. 
 
Bolitho stood by the open doors and looked across the garden to the orchard. The breeze from the sea that cooled his face filled the room behind him with the scent of roses. 
 
A few more days, and then he would retrace the way to Plymouth. He could feel Catherine watching him from beside the empty fireplace. She had tried to hide her own preparations for their parting: new shirts from London, another store of wine from the shop in St. James's Street, which had been sent directly to Plymouth. Ozzard had been packing chests, checking every item, his features giving nothing away. He was always like that now, Bolitho thought, ever since the old Hyper ion had gone down. A man haunted by something, and yet in the open boat after the shipwreck he had been surprisingly strong, tending a dying man, rationing out their wretched portions of food and water, his eyes searching secretly for the remaining mutineer who had been hidden amongst them. 
 
"What about John Allday?" 
 
Bolitho turned towards her. It was as if she had been reading his thoughts. 
 
He said, "He'll not stay ashore. So wedding, if wedding there is to be, must wait until we return." 
 
"I'm glad. I shall feel you are safer with him close at hand." Her dark eyes were full of questions, as they had been when she had found him studying his packet of information from the Admiralty. 
 
"Will it be difficult for you?" 
 
Bolitho sat beside her and held her hand, the one on which she wore his beautiful ring of rubies and diamonds. He had slipped it on to her finger immediately after Keen's wedding at Zennor in the little mermaid's church. 
 
"I shall have Valkyrie. I am being given Triton too." 
 
"That was Baratte's ship?" 
 
"Aye. It might drive him to do something foolish." He touched the ring on her finger where she had once worn Somervell's. 
 
"I must ask, Richard. Do you dislike this Captain Trevenen? You may have to rely on him so much." 
 
He shrugged. "Our paths have crossed a few times. His father once served with mine I suspect that has the makings of something. He is the kind of captain I might have expected 
 
Hamett-Parker to approve." He looked up at her eyes, her mouth. "I will get Anemone also, if their lordships are good to me." He saw her relief. 
 
"He needs you, Richard." 
 
He smiled. "We shall see." 
 
There was a sound of voices and Grace Ferguson entered, unwilling as ever to disturb them. 
 
"There is an officer to see you, Sir Richard." 
 
He saw Catherine's hand go to her breast as she whispered, "From the Admiralty?" 
 
Mrs. Ferguson said, "A Lieutenant George Avery." 
 
Bolitho released her hand and stood up. "Sillitoe's nephew." 
 
She asked, "Is it wise? May it not be a ruse to have an aide who will know all your secrets?" 
 
He smiled at her. "Not all, dearest Kate. If he does not fit, I shall send him back to the Nore." He added to the housekeeper, "March him in." 
 
Catherine said, "They will all miss you, Richard. They love you so." 
 
He turned away as the eye smarted again. "I cannot bear to think on it." 
 
The lieutenant came in and stared at them. He had obviously travelled by a series of coaches, and looked crumpled and dusty. 
 
Bolitho saw his surprise as he said, "I am Richard Bolitho. This is Lady Catherine Somervell." It must be rather a shock, he thought, they were probably far from what Avery was used to. The much-talked of flag officer dressed in an old shirt and breeches, looking more like a gardener than a vice-admiral, and a Knight of the Bath at that. "Please be seated, Mr. Avery. I will see that you are given refreshment." He did not even glance at her but heard her go to the door. 
 
"I will arrange it," she said. 
 
"Sit down." He turned slightly so that the bars of the afternoon sunlight should not irritate his eye. 
 
Avery was not quite what he had expected, either. Tall, with thick dark hair which was touched with grey, he seemed old for his rank, older than Adam certainly. Sillitoe had sent the promised letter of introduction, but as was his custom 
 
Bolitho had left it to read after this interview. He would draw his own conclusions first. 
 
"Tell me something of yourself." He watched the lieutenant's eyes move around the room, absorbing the history of the place, the portraits, the old books through the library door. His face was deeply lined, like that of a man who had suffered and not been able to forget. 
 
"I have been serving as second lieutenant of the Canopus, Sir Richard." He had a low resonant voice with only a faint accent. West Country, probably Dorset. 
 
He was trying to relax, muscle by muscle, but could not restrain his curiosity, as if he were still surprised to be here. 
 
"Canopus needs a good deal of refitting, Sir Richard. Rot and blockade have taken a toll of the old lady." 
 
"And before that?" 
 
Bolitho recognised the pain, the sudden look of hopelessness as Avery answered, "I was in the schooner Jolie, a prize taken from the French two years earlier. We were serving off Biscay when we came upon a Dutch trader working right inshore. We had often used those tactics because she was French-built and usually roused no suspicion." He said bitterly, "With our little pop-guns what could we do anyway?" He seemed to recall where he was, and went on quietly, "I was second-in-command, and the captain was another lieutenant. I liked him but..." 
 
"But?" 
 
Avery looked directly at him and Bolitho saw that his eyes were tawny, very clear like a wild cat's. 
 
"I thought him reckless, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho touched his eye without noticing it. Jolie. It did not mean anything. Perhaps he should have read Sillitoe's letter after all. 
 
Avery had paused, expecting an interruption, a rebuke even, for criticising his commanding officer no matter how junior at the time. 
 
He said, "We put two shots across the Dutchman and he came up into the wind. The master probably imagined that there was more than one of us." His face stiffened. There was. The other one was a French corvette. She came around a headland under full sail. We had no chance. We were already close-hauled and on a lee shore, but all my captain said was, "Two for the price of one." They were the last words he uttered on this earth. A ball cut him in half even as he waved defiance to the enemy." He was silent for a moment, then he continued. "The corvette raked us from bow to stern. Men were falling and dying. I still hear the screams, the pleas for mercy. Then I was hit. As I lay on the deck I could see our people pulling down the flag. If they had fought on, they would all have been killed." 
 
Bolitho said, "If you had not been wounded, would you have ordered them to fight on?" Again he watched the pain. It was probably a question Avery had asked himself many times. 
 
Avery said, "It was about the time of the Peace of Amiens, Sir Richard, when I was taken prisoner. As I was wounded I think the French were glad to release me." He paused. "Then I had to face a court-martial." 
 
Bolitho could see it as if he had been there. The Peace of Amiens had been an excuse for the old enemies to re-arm and lick their wounds. Nobody had expected it to last. So, to prepare the fleet for whatever lay ahead, a scapegoat, no matter how lowly, had to be found. 
 
Avery said, "I was found not guilty of cowardice or hazarding the ship. But Jolle had struck her colours, so wounded or not, I was reprimanded." He began to rise from his seat. "I knew it would be hopeless. I am only sorry that I had to waste your time." 
 
Not guilty, but condemned to be a lieutenant until he was discharged or killed. 
 
Bolitho asked quietly, "Do you have any family?" 
 
He did not seem to hear for a moment. Then he said, "There is nobody. Apart from my uncle, whom I barely know." 
 
Bolitho saw Catherine's shadow beyond the open door. 
 
He said, "Falmouth is not London, but there is a highly respected tailor here, Joshua Miller, who has served my family through several generations. See to it that you obtain the necessary clothing as befits a flag lieutenant." He could not bear to see Avery's expression. Astonishment, gratitude, disbelief: it was all and none of them. 
 
He added, "My own nephew was once in the same demanding role. It will not be an easy one for you. You will see my secretary, Mr. Yovell, and he will drill you in your duties. Where is your gear?" 
 
Avery tried to control his thoughts. "In the inn yard, Sir Richard. I would have taken a room there, but I never thought ' 
 
Bolitho said, "Have someone bring it to the house. It will be easier for you to find your feet here, and to know the little crew who work with me." 
 
"I do not know what to say, Sir Richard! I can only promise..." 
 
"Promise nothing! It is wiser in the long run." He hesitated and said, "If it helps, I once threw down my sword to save the life of one very dear to me." He thought of Allday falling to the Spanish blade, the terrible wound which still rendered him helpless if he was unprepared for it. "I hope I would be strong enough to do it again." 
 
When he turned again the tall, gaunt lieutenant with the streaks of prematurely greying hair had gone, as if he had been the spirit of someone past. 
 
Catherine was in the room, her arms outstretched until she had thrown them around his shoulders. 
 
He kissed her neck. "Did I do right, Kate?" 
 
She could barely speak for a few moments. "He is a good man. I will never forget his face when he left you." 
 
He hugged her, wanting to make light of it. But all the time the lieutenant had been blurting out his story he had seen only himself. It might have been me. 
 
Later in the evening light, with a faint mist coming in from the sea, they walked together along the track to the stile, beyond which was the cliff path. They watched the sea as it hissed among the rocks where a few gulls bobbed up and down on the swell, but they could have had the world to themselves. 
 
She said suddenly, "I want to come with you to Plymouth, and be at your side. Until the last moment." 
 
He held her against him, her loose hair blowing into his eyes. That day when Anemone had sighted the shores of Cornwall their time together had seemed infinite, reaching out ahead of them with so much promise. Now, in days perhaps, 
 
they would be parted, and her letters and his memories would have to sustain him. 
 
"If you wish it, Kate. I am as greedy as you are persuasive." 
 
They returned to the old house, and Bolitho was surprised to see his secretary Yovell working on some books in the library. 
 
She frowned at him. "I'll not have you overtaxing yourself, Mr. Yovell!" Then she laughed. "I shall go up." Her gaze lingered on Bolitho as he watched her mount the stairs. "There will be no regrets, Richard." 
 
Bolitho was not certain what she meant. To Yovell he said, "How did you get along with Mr. Avery?" 
 
Yovell breathed on his little gold-rimmed spectacles and polished them vigorously with his handkerchief. 
 
"A man of many parts, Sir Richard. Understands Latin too. He will suit." 
 
There could be no higher praise from him. 
 
Bolitho went upstairs, past each watching portrait with its background of some forgotten battle or campaign. The house was still hot from the day: there might even be thunder in the air. 
 
He went into the room and saw her standing by a window, which was opened wide. It was airless and even the candles shone unmoving, the shadows around the room quite still. 
 
As he put his arms around her she turned towards the tall cheval glass, which was surrounded by hundreds of carved thistles. It had belonged to Bolitho's Scottish mother, a gift from Captain James. She watched his face as he looked at her reflection in the mirror. She wore the favourite robe with its fine gold cord, her body clearly etched against his own shadow. 
 
"Remember, no regrets. Do with me as you will. Use me, take me, for I am yours and always have been, although we did not know it." 
 
He saw her body move against him as he played with the cord about her throat. It was like watching her being taken by someone else, a stranger. 
 
"Slowly." Her eyes were watching the mirror, her mouth moist as he pulled the cord and began to lower the gown until her breasts were revealed, his hand dark around them until she was suddenly completely naked, her hair falling across her bare shoulders as if to protect her. 
 
He took her to the bed and lay with her, touching her, kissing her breasts, her body, her legs, until delay was unbearable. 
 
Only a moment more while he threw off his clothes, and she pretended to hold him away, then she murmured, "But I surrender..." The rest was stifled as he came down and entered her, holding her wrists, taking her like the stranger in the mirror. 
 
There was thunder, lightning too. But in the room there was only peace. 
 
SIX 
 
The "Valkyrie' 
 
The long stretch of water named The Hamoaze which separated Plymouth. Dockyard from the neighbouring county of Cornwall shone. like burnished pewter in the forenoon sunlight. The last day of August, and yet there was already a chill in the air, a hint of misty rain across the Devon countryside. 
 
The waterway was alive with shipping of every kind and size, from two lordly ships-of-the-line tugging at their cables in a brisk off-shore breeze to collier brigs, deep in the water with their cargoes for the towns on the River Tamar and the dockyard itself. A ma sting vessel towing a great tangle of spars was following them, using the tide to make a safe passage from the Sound through the narrow strait that guarded the final approach. 
 
To any ignorant land man one man-of-war was much the same as another, size being the only comparison, but in any true sailor the frigate anchored closest to the dockyard would rouse an immediate interest. From her tapering jib-boom to her finely-raked counter with her name, Valkyrie, below the stern cabin windows, she was obviously much larger than any other ship classed as a fifth-rate, and but for her long main gun-deck she might have passed for a ship-of-the-line. 
 
Men moved quietly about her gangways and high above the decks on rigging and yards. A last full inspection: who could tell for how long? She was a new ship, built at the famous Bucklers Yard to an advanced design, and she had been with the fleet for less than two months. The strain on officers and seamen alike had been considerable. 
 
Extra officers and experienced hands had been poached from other vessels in Plymouth with the aid of the port admiral, who was better aware than most of Valkyrie's importance. Properly used, she could out-fight any other man-of-war below the line of battle, and had been so designed that she could be used as a squadron commander of almost any number of vessels. 
 
Right aft in the great cabin, Captain Aaron Trevenen was considering this very possibility as he glanced into the adjoining quarters, which were already prepared for Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Bolitho's use for as long as the situation dictated. 
 
The quarters were spacious by any standard, he thought, for Valkyrie boasted a beam of just over forty feet with headroom, aft at least, to make every movement comfortable. Trevenen had spent almost all of his life at sea in frigates or similar vessels. This would probably be the last, he thought. A fine ship, and as a senior post-captain he had every chance of promotion to flag rank when Valkyrie had completed her commission. It had not been a definite promise, but Trevenen had been in the navy long enough to recognise the unwritten parts of his orders. 
 
He was thickset rather than heavily-built, with a strong jaw and crows' feet to mark the years of standing watch under all conditions. His hair was a gingery chestnut colour, cut short, but not short enough to conceal the streaks of grey. He was forty but looked much older. He stood now, hands clasped behind him as if he could penetrate the full length of his command. Valkyrie was a true reward, when properly handled, for any captain. One hundred and eighty tons displacement, she could still respond like a four-in-hand. The sailing master had been astonished when the ship had logged over eighteen knots, despite her size and her forty-two guns and carronades. 
 
Trevenen closed the door as if to shut the coming vice-admiral from his thoughts. He could not allow him to intrude. It was too dangerous. He heard the marine sentry tap his musket on the deck outside the screen door and prepared himself for his visitor. 
 
It was Lieutenant Urquhart, his senior, an alert, quietly spoken man who had already been a first lieutenant in another frigate. Trevenen knew that, like some of the others, Urquhart had not yet got his captain's measure on so short an acquaintance. 
 
Nor would he, he thought. He almost smiled. Almost. 
 
He heard the tap at the door and said, "Come!" 
 
Urquhart glanced round the day cabin as he strode aft, his cocked hat pressed under one arm. It was as if he expected to discover some identity here, a clue to the man who next to God would hold the lives of two hundred and twenty souls in his hands. 
 
Trevenen did not miss it. "You are early, Mr. Urquhart. Is something amiss?" 
 
The lieutenant said, "It is the surgeon, sir. He wishes to have an interview with you." He flushed as Trevenen's eyes came to rest on him. They were dark and deepset, yet managed to dominate even his strong features. Urquhart added awkwardly, "About the punishment, sir." 
 
"I see. Tell him I do not wish to discuss it. I want it over and done with before the admiral comes aboard." He turned to the great stern windows as a yawl, tilting deeply as she tacked, passed dangerously close to the frigate's counter, then he snapped his fingers even as the first lieutenant turned to leave. "No! Belay that, Mr. Urquhart! I shall see him!" 
 
Urquhart closed the screen door and found that his hand was snaking. In his previous ship the captain had called him by his first name when it was an informal occasion. If Trevenen ever did it to him, he would likely die of shock. 
 
He found the surgeon waiting by the wardroom, his battered hat gripped in both hands. An untidy man, with sprouting grey hair and a face ruined by an excess of drinking. But they said he was a good surgeon; it was to be hoped they would not discover otherwise. 
 
"It's no use. The punishment goes ahead." He shrugged helplessly. "But he will see you." 
 
The surgeon stood his ground, his eyes angry. "The cap'n insists on the bosun's mates using the lash with the heavier knots! No man can stand up to that!" 
 
Urquhart said, "I can do nothing." Secretly he agreed with him, but to show what amounted to disloyalty at the beginning of a commission was nothing short of madness. This ship was luckier than many, and the captain must know it. She had fewer pressed men than most, and had been fortunate in collecting some twenty new hands who, although not seamen, were tough and fearless Cornish tin miners who had been thrown out of work by a pit collapse. 
 
The sentry brought his heels together and called, "Surgeon, sir!" 
 
The door was opened by the cabin servant and closed instantly. 
 
"You wish to see me?" Trevenen was standing with his broad shoulders towards the windows and the glistening panorama of water and shipping beyond. 
 
"Aye, sir. About the land man Jacobs. I'll not vouch for his surviving punishment. It's his second flogging in two weeks, sir." 
 
"I am aware of it. The man is an ignorant lout. I'll not tolerate insubordination nor will I see my subordinates' authority undermined." The servant padded over the black and white checkered deck covering and placed a tall glass of wine within reach of his captain. 
 
The surgeon said, "He is an ignorant lout, sir, I'm not defending his..." 
 
The captain held up one hand. "I have something to ask you." He saw the surgeon's raddled face watching the tall glass and added, "You were surgeon at one time in the Hyperion, Sir Richard Bolitho's flagship, I believe?" 
 
George Minchin stared at him, caught completely off balance by the question. 
 
"Well, yes, sir. I was in Hyperion when she went down." Some of his weary despair seemed to vanish as he said with a certain pride, "I was one of the last to leave the old lady." 
 
"It is confidential, of course, but we shall weigh anchor once our passengers are on board. To suit the purpose of admiralty this will no longer be a private ship. Your Sir Richard Bolitho is hoisting his flag over us." 
 
He saw the emotions chasing each other across the surgeon's face. How could a man allow himself to decay like this? 
 
Trevenen asked, "How did you find him?" 
 
Minchin looked into the distance, so far now beyond the cabin and the ship. The thundering roar and recoil of the old seventy-four's artillery, the unending stream of wounded and dying who had been dragged down to him on the orlop deck, the 'wings and limbs' tubs as the Jacks termed them overflowing with grisly relics of saw and knife. Arms, legs, pieces of men Minchin had once known, and all the while the deck had shivered to the fury of the battle above and around them. 
 
"The finest man I ever met. A gentleman, but only in the true sense. I've seen him shed a tear when some poor lad lay dying. He was not too proud to stoop and hold his hand for his last minutes." He glared at the captain with sudden dislike. "Not like some!" 
 
"Very commendable. But the punishment will be carried out at four bells this forenoon and you will attend it, sir. I have long discovered that authority and severity must often go hand in hand!" 
 
He waited for the door to close after Minchin's shabby figure. The man was a fool. As soon as possible he would try to have him replaced, although surgeons with experience and the stomach for their butcher's work were difficult to find. 
 
He touched the wine with his tongue. His hardest task would be to conceal and suppress the old animosity born when his father and Captain James Bolitho had become enemies. Trevenen came from Truro and he resented hearing Bolitho proclaimed Cornwall's greatest son. He frowned, his mouth setting in a thin line. 
 
We shall see about that. 
 
At exactly four bells the calls trilled between decks and along Valkyrie's gangways while the marines took up their station across the quarterdeck. 
 
"All hands! All hands! Hands lay aft to witness punishment!" 
 
The first lieutenant came to the cabin again but Trevenen said calmly, "I heard, Mr. Urquhart. This is a quiet ship and I intend it should remain so!" 
 
Then he picked up the folder that contained the Articles of War, and after a slow scrutiny of his quarters walked out. 
 
Unmoved? Urquhart sighed. It was not that. There was no sign of feeling at all. 
 
Lady Catherine Somervell stood by the tall windows of the room they had shared for only one night. The windows opened on to a small balcony and faced south across Plymouth Sound. It looked as if it might remain fine for her journey to Falmouth. She felt a shiver run through her. Perhaps she should have returned to London, the city she had once known so well. In the same breath she knew she needed to go to the old grey house below Pendennis Castle. She could keep busy amongst people who, for the most part, kept to themselves and did not stare at her wherever she went. She would always be a foreigner in Cornwall; even Yovell was, and he came from no further than Devon. But they respected her now, and she found that it mattered. Most folk probably thought she was above it, that she was used to the gossip and the lies, but she was not. And the man she loved more than life itself, who was prepared to risk everything for her and because of her, would soon be gone. Back to that other world which she had shared for a while at the mercy of the sea's cruelty, and the danger which had drawn them even closer, if that were possible. 
 
A carriage had been sent from the dockyard with some porters to carry Bolitho's chests and cases to the ship. The wine-cooler she had given him to replace the other that lay on the sea bed in his old Hyperion would remain at Falmouth until the future had made itself clear. It would be a ready reminder whenever she saw it. Something of his. 
 
Allday had gone with Ozzard and Yovell to make sure that nothing was stolen in the dockyard on its way to the ship, as he had bluntly put it. The serious-faced flag lieutenant, Avery, was somewhere downstairs in this inn, The Golden Lion, the best in Plymouth. 
 
She had said good-bye to Bolitho's little crew as he called them, but Allday had lingered to say his own piece. 
 
"I'll take good care o' Sir Richard, m'lady. Have no fear o' that." He had seemed subdued, even sad. 
 
She had said, "Is it harder this time?" 
 
He had given her his steady stare. "Aye, it is. When we gets home again, will you come an' see us wed?" 
 
She had almost broken at his use of the word home. 
 
"Nothing will keep us away." She had hugged him. The true sailor with his special scent of rum, tobacco and tar: the smells of the sea. "And take care of yourself, John. You are very dear to me." 
 
She had seen his surprise at her emotion, the easy use of his name. She could read his thoughts. The woman who had been married to the lowest and the highest, who had stripped naked to don a man's clothing while the ship had been bearing down on the reef, who had half-killed a mutineer with a Spanish comb: how could she feel like weaker souls? 
 
She heard Bolitho coming in now from the adjoining room, patting his pockets as she had seen him do so many times. 
 
He was watching her gravely, his uniform and gleaming epaulettes like a barrier between them. He was wearing the beautiful presentation sword, and she knew Allday had been entrusted with the old family blade. 
 
When they had arrived they had stood by this same window and he had remarked, "They used to have a telescope mounted here so guests could see the shipping in the Sound." He had tried to make light of it but there was something in his voice, some indefinable sadness. "I expect some rogue stole it." 
 
"Secrets?" she had said. 
 
"I was leaving then. I was captain of Hyperion. So long ago, it seems now. Nearly fifteen years." 
 
She had thought of the portrait of his first wife, Cheney, found dusty and forgotten where Belinda had hidden it. She had had it cleaned and replaced on the wall. 
 
Bolitho had said quietly, "It was the last time I saw her. She died when I was at sea." 
 
It had been a precious moment. She knew she would study the portrait again when she returned to Falmouth: the young bride who, but for a tragic accident, would have given him a child. 
 
A servant appeared at the door. "Beggin' yer pardon, Sir Richard, but th' carriage is 'ere." 
 
"Thank you." He faced her again and she saw the pain in his grey eyes. 
 
"I wish you were coming with me but I shall go directly to the dockyard. It hurts me so much to part with you, to become entangled again with the affairs of others." He crossed to the open window and said softly, "In God's name, there is a crowd outside!" 
 
Catherine watched his dismay. Why was he always so surprised that wherever he went people wanted to see him? To ordinary men and women he was their protection, the hero who stood between them and the hated enemy. 
 
He said, "We must say good-bye, dearest Kate. It should be a tumbril out there, not a carriage." 
 
They stood quite motionless in one another's arms, and they kissed, clinging to the last minutes. 
 
She whispered, "I shall take the locket from you when you are with me again. Go down to them, Richard. I will watch from here." 
 
"No. Not from up here." He forced a smile. "Come to the door. They will adore it." 
 
She nodded, understanding. The window where the telescope had once been mounted was the last place where he had seen Cheney, when he had gone to join his ship. 
 
"Very well. Afterwards I shall send for Matthew, and never fear, we will have a guard with us." She touched his mouth, her fingers very cool. A last contact. She thought of the night. Unable to love, each thinking of the dawn, of today. Now. 
 
"I love you so much, darling Kate. I feel I am leaving so much of me behind." 
 
Then they were on the staircase and Bolitho saw Avery standing below with the Golden Lion's landlord. The latter was all smiles at the attention his famous guest was attracting. He had probably spread the word himself. 
 
Bolitho had noticed that Avery stood and walked with one shoulder slightly raised, because of the wound he had suffered when the schooner's men had struck to the French corvette. But the old tailor at Falmouth had done well, and Avery looked quite different in his new coat with its white lapels, his cocked hat bedecked with gleaming gold lace. The tailors could stitch a uniform together in less than four days; with the comings and goings of sea officers they would work twenty-four hours a day if need be. Bolitho had thought more than once that they would make a fortune in London. 
 
Avery doffed his hat to Catherine. "Good-bye, my lady." 
 
She held out her hand and he put it to his lips. 
 
She said, "We have had no time to become acquainted, Mr. Avery. We shall put that to rights when we meet again." 
 
Avery replied awkwardly, "You are most kind, my lady." 
 
It was obvious he had been badly hurt, far more than by his wound. 
 
The landlord threw open the door and the roar of voices swept over them. People were cheering and calling out he knew not what in the confused din of excitement. 
 
"You drum them Frenchies to perdition! Just like our own Drake!" 
 
Another yelled, "God bless you, Dick, an' yer ladyship too!" 
 
They fell strangely silent as Avery opened the carriage door with the crest of the fouled anchor on it. Bolitho looked at her and knew her mouth trembled, but only he would have seen it. Her fine dark eyes were very steady, too much so; but he knew that as far as she was concerned they were quite alone. 
 
"Dearest of men." She could not continue. Even when they kissed there was absolute silence, as if the crowd were too awed, perhaps too sad to make a sound. When he climbed into the carriage beside Avery the whole street erupted in cheering. Civilian hats flew into the air, and two passing marines doffed their own in salute. 
 
She watched the coachman touch the two horses with his whip and the wheels began to clatter across the cobbles. Even then they cheered, and small boys ran alongside the carriage until it gathered speed. All the while he kept his eyes on hers, locked together until the carriage had vanished around a corner. Not once had he glanced up at the window with the balcony, and she was deeply moved. 
 
She returned to the room, and without going close to the window, watched the crowd disperse, the sound dying away like a receding tide. 
 
Sophie was waiting for her, her eyes filling her face. 
 
"I was that proud, me lady. All them people!" 
 
She nodded, her hand pressed beneath her breast, afraid almost to breathe, unable to believe he had gone. 
 
"They used to do it to poor Nelson." Then she said abruptly, Tell Matthew to fetch our things." 
 
"All done, me lady." Sophie was puzzled. Lady Catherine should have been excited, or burst into tears. She did not understand that the tall, lovely woman with the dark hair and high cheekbones did not want to share it, not even with her. 
 
Catherine said quietly, "Go down, Sophie. There is something I must do." 
 
Alone she stood in the room and looked at the window where another woman had watched him go. 
 
"May love always protect you." She spoke aloud, momentarily unconscious that what she had just said was part of the engraving on his locket. 
 
She walked slowly down the same staircase, holding her skirt with one hand, her eyes looking directly ahead. 
 
The landlord bowed to her. "God be with 'ee, m'lady!" 
 
She smiled, and then froze as a carriage rolled to a halt behind the one with the Bolitho crest. 
 
"What is it, m'lady?" Matthew made to take her arm, his round apple-face full of concern. 
 
She stared at the other carriage as a figure climbed down. 
 
The familiar frock coat and epaulettes, one hand reaching up for his lady's even as the inn servants ran to fetch their bags.
 
 
"It's nothing, Matthew." She shook her head as the street and the carriage misted over. She added with sudden despair, "Take me home." 
 
As Matthew climbed up to his box and kicked off the brake, with the hard-faced guard sitting beside him, she turned at last and allowed herself to look up at their window. There were no ghosts; or were there? Was someone there, watching her depart, still waiting for the ship which had come too late? 
 
Sophie was holding her hand, like a child. "Better now, me lady?" 
 
She said, "Yes," suddenly glad the girl was with her for the long journey to Falmouth. 
 
She attempted to reassure her. "If Allday were here I think I would ask him for a wet." But the remark only saddened her. 
 
Don't leave me.. . 
 
Lieutenant George Avery paused as Bolitho left his side and walked to the edge of one of the many dockyard basins. Ships being repaired, re-rigged, and in some cases new vessels still under construction: Plymouth was always a busy place, and the air was filled with the din of hammers and the scrape of saws. Teams of horses dragged miles of cordage towards a ship bereft of rigging, where more men waited to transform the apparent tangle of meaningless rope into a pattern of stays and shrouds: a thing of beauty to some, an endless tyranny to those who would eventually control it in every sort of sea and weather. 
 
But Bolitho was looking at this one dock in particular. His old Hyperion had been berthed here after her terrible battle, when he had been her young captain. A proud ship which even the stains of death, the torn planking and smashed hull, could not destroy. They had made her into a stores hulk, like the one he saw now in this same dock. Nelson's words seemed to ring in his mind, when due to the shortages and the losses in the fleet Hyperion had been brought out of her humble role to be reborn, ready to stand once more in the line of battle which was her rightful place. When the choice of a new flagship had been Bolitho's, he had astounded many at the Admiralty by asking for his old command. Nelson had silenced the doubters by saying, "Give him any ship he wants!" 
 
Hyperion had been old, but the little admiral's own choice for what was to be his last flagship, the Victory, had been forty years old when she had broken the enemy line at Trafalgar, and Nelson had paid the price for his courage. 
 
Then, in this dockyard, Bolitho had been returning to an empty house, with nothing to believe in and nobody to care for. Now he had everything to sustain him: his lovely Catherine and a love he would never have believed possible. 
 
Avery watched him curiously. "Sir?" 
 
Bolitho looked at him. "Memories. I left an old ship here. But she came back to me. Until that day in October six days before Trafalgar. Some say we tilted the scales for Nelson... only Fate can be certain. I often think of it, and the fact that only my nephew ever met Nelson himself. I'm glad. It is something he'll never forget." 
 
He thought suddenly of what Catherine had told him, how she had felt like a traitor. Only she had noticed it at first. Now others must never see it, or know that it must have been inevitable. The girl with the moonlit eyes, and the young captain. Perhaps that, too, was Fate. 
 
He turned away. His new flag lieutenant probably thought him mad. He was very likely regretting his decision to leave the tired old Canopus at Chatham. They walked on, and some dockyard labourers who were hoisting a spar by tackle up the foremast of a frigate waved, and one shouted, "Good luck, Sir Richard! You burn them buggers!" 
 
Bolitho raised his cocked hat and called, "You give us the ships, my lads! We'll do the rest!" They all laughed and nudged one another as if it was one huge jest. 
 
But Avery saw Bolitho's face as he turned away from them. His eyes were bitter like his voice. "It is quite all right if you don't have to go out and do it!" 
 
"I expect they meant well, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho said coldly, "Is that what you think? Then I am sorry for you." Then he took Avery's arm and exclaimed, "That was unforgivable of me! It is not how I want it to be." 
 
They reached the main jetty and Bolitho stood looking at the moored ships, the endless bustle of small harbour craft. His nerves were on edge. I need you, Kate. In her uncanny fashion she might hear his unspoken words. He could feel the sun burning into his back, her locket clinging to the damp skin beneath his shirt, one of the new ones she had bought for him. It helped to calm him in some way, and when he recalled how he had only owned one un darned pair of stockings as a youthful lieutenant, he almost smiled. Bless you, Kate... you heard me. 
 
Avery said quietly, "Boat's coming, Sir Richard." He seemed afraid to disturb his thoughts. He was not shy or so easy to read as Jenour had been: he was withdrawn, biding his time. 
 
Bolitho faced the water as a smart gig appeared around a moored hulk and veered sharply towards the jetty, her oars rising and falling like white bones. He touched his eye and Avery said immediately, "Is there something I can do, Sir Richard?" 
 
He said, "Something in my eye, I think." The lie came easily enough. But how long before Avery, like Jenour, realised the truth? "Who is in the boat?" 
 
Avery seemed satisfied. "A lieutenant, sir." 
 
It was strange not to have Allday beside him at this moment, critically measuring up the boat's crew and anything else that took his attention. He was not in the gig either. 
 
Avery commented, "Smart boat, Sir Richard." 
 
The bowman was already standing with his boat hook poised: the lieutenant was beside the coxswain, gauging the moment. 
 
"Oars, up!' The boat's crew tossed their oars, each blade in perfect line with the next. It said a lot for their training, when Valkyrie had been commissioned for so short a time. 
 
The gig glided alongside the weed-covered stairs and the bowman hooked on to a mooring ring. 
 
The lieutenant scrambled ashore, his hat already in his hand as he snapped stiffly to attention with a flourish. 
 
Tinlay, Sir Richard, fourth lieutenant!" 
 
Bolitho saw the young officer's eyes flicker between them, from the famous vice-admiral to the lieutenant with the twist of gold cord at his shoulder to mark him as Bolitho's aide. 
 
"Very well, Mr. Finlay. You have an impressive crew." He saw the lieutenant blink, as if he were unused to praise. 
 
"Thank you, Sir Richard!" 
 
Avery climbed down into the stern sheets and looked up to watch his new master as he turned, shading his eye to look at the land, the green hump of Mount Edgcumbe, the tiny cottages huddled together in the sunshine. 
 
Bolitho knew the two lieutenants were observing him. Only the gig's crew remained motionless on their thwarts, although the nearness of dry land was usually enough to relax even the tightness of any discipline. 
 
Good-bye, my dearest Kate. Though distance separates us, you are always with me. 
 
Then, holding the presentation sword against his hip, he climbed down into the boat. 
 
The lieutenant jumped down and called, "Cast off! Bear off forrard!" And as the stream carried them clear he added, "Out oars! Give way all!" 
 
There was a breeze on the water and Bolitho could feel it stinging his eyes, as if to mock his formality. He glanced at the oarsmen, well turned out in their checkered shirts and tarred hats. There was something different, something wrong. Their eyes were fixed on the stroke oar, their bodies pushing the looms, then leaning back as the blades bit into the water as one. He tried to put it from his mind. A new ship, a different captain to most of them, a future as yet unknown; it was to be expected. He turned to watch a passing guard boat, oars tossed and an officer standing in the stern sheets his hat raised in salute as he saw the flag officer in the gig. They would probably all know by now, he thought. He glanced at the seamen again. Not hostile, not indifferent. Cowed. It was the only description. 
 
So Trevenen had not changed. On matters of discipline and performance he had been described as a fanatic. 
 
Finlay the fourth lieutenant ventured hesitantly, There she lies, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho shaded his eyes. Valkyrie was big, right enough. From a distance she looked almost as large as Hyperion had been, and she had been a two-decked seventy-four. 
 
Finlay was shifting nervously on his seat. "Watch her, Cox'n! You have the current under your coat-tails!" 
 
The man at the tiller nodded, his eyes measuring the boat's speed through the water. 
 
Bolitho saw the scarlet coats of the marines already in position and had the impression they had been there for a long time. Sunlight flashed on several telescopes, and even at this distance he thought he heard the trill of calls. It had taken him years to get used to these moments, steeling himself for the first encounter. He had always tried to put it in proper perspective, telling himself that they would be more worried about him than he should be about them. 
 
Another boat was leaving the frigate from the opposite side, moving fast, two armed marines in the stern. 
 
Avery said quietly, There's a body in that cutter, sir." 
 
Bolitho had already seen it. Covered in a piece of canvas, one arm outflung as if the man was asleep. 
 
Bolitho asked, "What has happened?" When Finlay remained silent he snapped, "That was a question, Mr. Finlay!" 
 
The lieutenant stared ahead of the boat and answered unhappily, "A defaulter, Sir Richard." He swallowed hard. "He died under punishment this forenoon." 
 
Bolitho saw the stroke oarsman watching him for just a few seconds before he stared fixedly aft again. He had been looking at him, trying to find something. As if he were pleading. 
 
Bolitho pulled down his hat more tightly as the breeze dashed spray over the gunwale. 
 
"What had he done?" 
 
Finlay had gone pale, as if he was revealing something improper which might rebound on him. 
 
"He he swore at a midshipman, Sir Richard." 
 
"And?" 
 
"Three dozen lashes, Sir Richard." He was biting his lip so hard it was a wonder it did not bleed. 
 
Bolitho was aware that his flag lieutenant was listening, learning, trying perhaps to understand why someone so well-placed in the navy should care about a common seaman. Men were flogged every day: one more would make no difference. There were always the hard men who could withstand three dozen and many more and live to boast about the scars left by the infamous cat. The discipline of the lower deck was often worse when one of their own was caught stealing from a shipmate's meagre possessions. It was something that happened and everyone knew about it, and that crude justice separated them from the wardroom and warrant officers as surely as the after guard and the ship's marines. 
 
Bolitho looked at the frigate, closer now, her mastheads towering to the sky and the Red Ensign streaming above her taffrail, the Union Flag in the bows. He studied Valkyrie's impressive figurehead: a maiden in horned helmet and breastplate, one of Odin's faithful attendants, one hand raised as if to beckon a dead hero to Valhalla. He was surprised that the beautifully carved figure was decorated only with dull yellow dockyard paint. That was strange. Most captains would pay out of their own pockets to adorn their ships' figureheads and the 'gingerbread' around the stern, as Adam had paid for the seductive nymph on Anemone, all gold apart from her eyes. Apart from anything else the gesture showed that the ship had a successful captain, who was not unwilling to spend some of his own prize money. A small thing in its way: but there was more to Trevenen than he had thought. 
 
He still did not know why his father had disliked the Trevenen family, and his grandfather had apparently loathed them. Land, property, or some other conflict it could be anything. 
 
He looked at the main battery of guns as the gig swept beneath the tapering jib-boom. They were powerful eighteen-pounders, whereas many of the older frigates still mounted twelve-pounders, as his own had done. 
 
He had heard that the new American navy had gone even further, and their larger frigates carried twenty-four-pounders. Less manoeuvrable perhaps, but with a broadside like that they could dismast any enemy before she could get within range. 
 
The gig turned in a tight arc and Bolitho saw the figures at the entry port, the neatly packed hammocks in the nettings, the fresh black and buff paint, which made the hull reflect the current alongside as if it were glass. 
 
"Boat ahoy!" The age-old challenge echoed across the water, although the telescopes would have revealed much earlier that their expected flag officer had arrived. 
 
The lieutenant raised a speaking trumpet and replied, "Flag, Valkyrie? 
 
Bolitho thought of Allday. He would have used just one hand to make his voice carry. 
 
Avery saw Bolitho's fingers adjusting the gleaming presentation sword. It was a steep climb up the frigate's side, slippery too. No officer, let alone an admiral, would want to pitch headlong into the water after tripping over his sword. 
 
Bolitho was also thinking as much. Allday had always been there to offer his hand if need be: he was even more protective now that he knew about the damaged eye, and carried the secret like some special award, shared only with the trusted few. 
 
With oars tossed again the gig hooked on to the main chains and Bolitho reached out to the guide-ropes, waited for the boat to rise on the swell, and then climbed quickly up the ship's tumble home He thought of Catherine, the many walks they had enjoyed, the rides across country at full gallop. It had worked wonders. As he stepped into the entry port he was not even breathless. 
 
Then, as the Royal Marines presented arms, a cloud of pipe clay lifting above their glinting bayonets, and the calls twittered and shrilled, a small band of boy drummers and fifers struck up Heart of Oak. After the quietness of the gig it was deafening. 
 
Bolitho doffed his hat to the quarterdeck and the ensign, while from the foremast truck his own flag broke out into the wind. 
 
He saw Captain Aaron Trevenen stepping forward from his officers, his lined face grave and unsmiling as he said, "Welcome aboard, Sir Richard. You honour me by hoisting your flag above my command, no matter how temporarily." 
 
Bolitho was equally formal. "A fine ship, Captain Trevenen." He heard Avery coming aboard behind him, probably wondering how Valkyrie would suit him after a ponderous ship-of-the-line. 
 
He glanced around at the crowded figures on the gangways and clinging in the shrouds, the mass of blue and white on the quarterdeck where the lieutenants and warrant officers waited in respectful silence. 
 
Trevenen said, "Your quarters are ready, Sir Richard. If there is anything you need, I shall do my best to provide it." His deepset eyes flickered across Bolitho's frocked coat and the Nile medal around his neck. The presentation sword was not missed, either. 
 
"Perhaps you would wish to meet my officers at your convenience?" 
 
Bolitho looked at him calmly. "It is a long passage to Cape Town, Captain Trevenen. I hope I shall meet every man-Jack before that." He spoke without raising his voice, but he saw the deepset eyes spark as if he had shouted an insult. 
 
The captain removed his hat and called, "A cheer for Sir Richard Bolitho! Huzza! Huzza!" 
 
The watching sailors and petty officers responded loudly. But there was no life in it, no warmth, and as the cheers died away he was reminded of the gig's crew. 
 
It was then that he saw Allday for the first time. He was standing beside a long eighteen-pounder, somehow managing to look apart from everyone else in his smart gilt-buttoned coat. 
 
Across the frigate's wide deck their eyes met and held. Only then did Allday give a barely perceptible shake of the head. 
 
It was all he needed. 
 
SEVEN 
 
Confrontations 
 
Bolitho was standing in the cabin's quarter gallery, shading his eyes from the reflected glare while he studied the impressive slab of the Rock of Gibraltar. Valkyrie had made a fast passage despite her size, only five days, and could have done it faster but for the need to stay in company with the captured French frigate, now renamed Laertes. He could just make her out through a lazy haze that floated above the busy anchorage like an artist's impression of gunsmoke. If he had been right about Baratte, would he already know of his old ship's departure from England under her new name? It seemed quite likely, he thought. Their lordships would probably have retained her original name but there was already a Triton on the Navy List, so that had settled it. 
 
Bare feet moved about the deck above, and occasionally an authoritative voice called out an order which was always obeyed instantly. It was uncanny after the frigates he had known. Everything was done at the double and in silence. Failure to respond immediately, or walking rather than running to the call even of a lowly midshipman invited a starting at the hands of any boatswain's mate or petty officer on duty. 
 
They had been at Gibraltar swinging to their anchor for seven days, the new hands staring longingly at the Rock's grim outline or at the passing throng of colourful traders, who were never allowed to venture alongside. The water casks had been refilled, the mail bags had gone ashore. He could not order Captain Trevenen to delay any further. 
 
Bolitho knew him no better than when he had greeted him on board, and he wondered what his flag lieutenant thought of him. Even on the matter of discipline when Bolitho had mentioned the seaman who had died under the lash, he had not been able to read the man. 
 
Trevenen had answered almost indifferently, "I reported his death in my despatches to the Admiralty." He had allowed a small hint of triumph into his voice. "I am the senior officer of this squadron, and was authorised to act accordingly. You were not here, Sir Richard, and in any case it was hardly a major crisis." 
 
"A man's life, for instance?" 
 
It had been a strange experience to meet Hyperion's old surgeon, still as defiantly independent, and obviously ill at ease under Trevenen's command. Bolitho had avoided mentioning the flogging, but had said, "I thought you might have quit the sea after we lost Hyperion." 
 
"I pondered on it, Sir Richard. But they don't want me at home." Minchin had waved one powerful hand around the deck. "Besides, the rum's better in a King's ship!" 
 
The man who had lived through the battle, unable to see what was happening while the timbers shook and cracked around him, had even proved a match for Sir Piers Blachford, the great surgeon from London who had been in Hyperion throughout the battle. A more unlikely pair it was hard to imagine. 
 
Bolitho left the thick windows, their sills hot from the afternoon sun, and crossed to the small desk which had been provided for his and Yovell's use. Not like a ship-of-the-line but sufficient. In his mind's eye he could picture their weaving passage, first to Freetown then south again along the coast of Africa to Cape Town and Good Hope, where he had done and seen so much. 
 
At Freetown there might be more information available, which he could digest before the Cape. If they still intended to invade Mauritius they would need many soldiers, horses, guns and supplies. As in the Caribbean these essentials had to be protected, and if he could not root out the island that was being used as a base for French vessels then their lordships would have to support him with more men-of-war, whether they liked it or not. And every mile of the way, through each change of watch and Trevenen's continuous drills, he was being carried further and further away from Catherine. In the past he had expected it and had been prepared for parting. It was his life, as it had been for every sea-officer past and present. 
 
But with Catherine everything had changed. There had once been moments, up until the very day they had been reunited at Antigua, when he had cared very little if he lived or died. Only the reliance of the many men who had depended upon his skills, or lack of them, had held empty recklessness at bay. 
 
Unlike Jenour, Avery was little help beyond their daily routine and duty. Bolitho had known officers like him before, able to stay remote even in a crowded man-of-war. He messed in the wardroom but spent most of his time either in his hutch-like cabin, or on deck right aft by the taffrail watching the sea's change of moods. 
 
Bolitho had been invited to the wardroom just before they had left Plymouth: a pleasant collection of men, mostly young with the exception of the angry-eyed surgeon, the sailing master and the purser. An average wardroom in any such vessel: only a captain would know the strength and the weakness of these men and all the midshipmen and warrant ranks who supported them. They had been very curious about a vice-admiral being in their midst, but had been too polite to say much. If there were rebels against Trevenen's severity, apart from Minchin, they did not reveal themselves. 
 
There had been another flogging this forenoon. The process had seemed so slow and relentless, the rattle of the drums broken only by the crack of the lash across the man's naked back. Even after Ozzard had closed the cabin skylight he had been unable to shut it out. The defaulter had apparently been found drinking rum in the hold when he should have been painting. 
 
Two dozen lashes. The man had broken towards the end and had begun to whimper like a beaten animal. 
 
He is the captain, with all the authority, including mine, to support him. I can do nothing. Trevenen must know exactly what he was doing, how far he could go without criticism from above. 
 
But also he must surely know that Bolitho could ruin any hope of promotion to flag rank with only a few words in the right place. He must understand me better than I do him. 
 
Bolitho heard the boats being hoisted up and over the gangway to be swayed down on to their tier. The same would be happening aboard Laertes. The French prize was a command any young officer would cherish. Originally of thirty-six guns and built in the renowned naval dockyard at Toulon, her main armament was reinforced by some heavy bow-chasers, which would prove invaluable if they ever ran the marauders to earth. Her captain was young and had been posted about the same time as Adam. His name was Peter Dawes, and as the son of an admiral he would seize any opportunity to prove his worth. 
 
The thought of Adam troubled him greatly. Anemone had been due here at Gibraltar just after them, two days at the most, with a complete ship's company or not. Trevenen had hinted at it, but seemed to be watching and waiting for Bolitho's final decision. He had made it shortly after the latest flogging. They would sail in company with Laertes and continue on passage to Freetown. 
 
Calls trilled, feet pattered along gangways and down ladders. Valkyrie stirred herself like an awakening beast. 
 
He could hear the clink of the capstan pawls, the scrape of a fiddle as the seamen threw themselves on the bars to drag the big frigate slowly towards her anchor. 
 
So many times. Leaving harbour had always roused him, enlivened his young mind as a midshipman or lieutenant. A ship coming to life, the hands ready to dash to their stations where every yard and mile of cordage had its proper place and use. An equal strain on all parts as one old sailing master had explained to him many times. 
 
He heard feet in the passageway, heavy, authoritative steps. As expected, it was the captain. 
 
"Ready to proceed, Sir Richard." His deepset eyes were questioning, bleak. 
 
"I shall come up." It occurred to him that he had hardly been on deck since Valkyrie had weighed at Plymouth. 
 
He glanced around the cabin and saw Ozzard's small shadow beyond the pantry door. "I hope that Anemone can make up some time along the way." It was only a thought spoken aloud as he might have done to Keen or Jenour. 
 
"I expect he will have an explanation of sorts, Sir Richard. Anemone's captain is your nephew, I believe?" 
 
That is so." He met Trevenen's cold stare. "Just as my flag lieutenant is the nephew of Sir Paul Sillitoe, the prime minister's adviser. I am constantly surprised by such connections." 
 
He brushed past him, feeling stupidly childish that he had used Trevenen's own tactics against him. A challenge then? So be it. 
 
"Hands aloft! Loose tops' is 
 
Bolitho saw Allday by the nettings, his face grim as he watched the bare-backed seamen swarming up the ratlines like monkeys. Many of them had scars on their skin, some pale with age, others still livid from the cat. 
 
"Anchor's hove short, sir!" 
 
Trevenen said abruptly, "Start those laggards on the capstan bars, Mr. Urquhart! They are like old women today!" 
 
As a boatswain's mate moved towards them with his rope starter, the men at the bars used every ounce of strength, their naked feet digging into the grips like claws. 
 
"Anchor's aweigh, sir!" 
 
Bolitho saw the first lieutenant's obvious relief. The men had been saved further beatings. This time. 
 
Topsails and jib, then her great fore course filling out and hardening to the wind, Valkyrie turned her stern towards the Rock, her high lee side comfortably clear of the water. 
 
Before she was out of the anchorage her pyramid of fair-weather canvas towered above her busy deck as an indication of the power which drove her through the water. Bolitho saw the other frigate tacking round to follow in their wake, a creature of beauty and challenge. 
 
He stared across the taffrail and made out a low shadow of land. Spain. Some there were at peace under English protection; others would still be too terrified of Napoleon's regiments to surrender. Bolitho recalled those optimistic words at Hamett-Parker's reception: "The war is all but won." How many times had he seen these shores, knowing that many telescopes were trained on the ships leaving this great natural fortress. Fast horses ready to take their messengers at top speed to lookouts and coastal batteries. The English ships are out. He had known the Spanish as reluctant allies and then as enemies. He had felt safer with the latter. 
 
He said to Allday, "Come aft with me." He knew that the watch keepers on the quarterdeck were listening with astonishment and perhaps disbelief. Another part of the legend. The vice-admiral who could at the snap of his fingers sail them all to hell if he wished, a man so well-known in the navy, and yet there were few who had ever seen him, let alone served with him. Now he was going down the companion ladder with his burly coxswain as if they were old friends, shipmates like themselves. 
 
They reached the comparatively cool air between decks and walked aft to where the marine sentry stood between the two doors of Trevenen's and his own quarters. A blank, ordinary face, a bayonetted musket at his side, his eyes looking straight past them. 
 
Inside the cabin Ozzard was ready and waiting. Hock for the vice-admiral, rum for his coxswain. 
 
Bolitho sat on the bench seat and stared at the creaming water bubbling up from the rudder. 
 
"What is the matter with them, old friend?" 
 
Allday held up the tankard and blinked in the sunlight. "I seen an old dog once, the way it cowered when its drunken master raised a stick to it." His voice was faraway, reliving it. "Then one day it went for him. That bugger never laid a hand on him again!" He swallowed a mouthful of rum and added reflectively, "An' there's more'n one dog in this ship!" 
 
Captain Adam Bolitho came on deck and glanced first at the compass and then at the set of each individual sail. Anemone was making full use of a fine north-westerly wind that had whipped the blue-grey water into a million cruising white horses, and now filled the sails to the hardness of white metal. 
 
The deck was a scene of busy activity, for although it was not long after dawn the hands were washing down the main deck on the lee side where seas occasionally dashed through the open gun ports to gurgle around their bare legs before surging into the scuppers. On the quarterdeck other seamen were busy with the heavy holystones, cleaning and smoothing the pale planking before the sun gained height and softened the seams to make such work impossible. 
 
To the new men Adam probably did not look much like a successful frigate captain. Hatless and without even his faded sea-going coat, his dark hair flying in the wind, he might appear more like a pirate. 
 
It had taken longer than he had anticipated to clear Spithead and put a small press-gang ashore. They returned with only three men, none of whom had ever been to sea. Off Portsmouth Point he had been more fortunate, when quite by chance Anemone had run down on a topsail cutter under the command of a notorious lieutenant who controlled the press-gangs there. The lieutenant had been so resourceful that he often followed home-bound merchant ships making for the Solent or Southampton Water. He had long ago discovered that the meaner ship masters often paid off all but the minimum of hands required, to save themselves money. Once paid off and the lieutenant usually watched the proceedings through a huge signals telescope the cutter would swoop alongside and the luckless sailors, some almost within sight of home, were snatched up by the press and taken to the guard ship 
 
Adam had obtained twelve hands, all seamen: still not enough, but it had eased the lot of his lieutenants and warrant officers. The delay had taken him off course, however, and when he had reached Gibraltar he discovered that his uncle and the other frigate had already sailed. 
 
The first lieutenant approached him and touched his forehead. 
 
"Sou' west by south, sir. Steady as she goes." 
 
Adam thought of his sealed orders, which he would eventually deliver to his uncle. Over six thousand miles, with a call at Freetown on the west coast of the African continent. It could have been to the moon: one small ship, his ship, free to act as she pleased and without anyone to say otherwise. 
 
Lieutenant Martin watched him anxiously. The captain had never been an easy one to serve when things went wrong. But his predecessor Sargeant, who had been sent to his own command, had managed very well despite his youth. He had stood between captain and company as any first lieutenant should, and out of it had come a friendship which Martin accepted was not yet his privilege to be offered. 
 
He said, "I was wondering, sir... shall we set the stuns' is when the people have had their breakfast?" 
 
Adam glanced up at the tapering studding-sail booms, which were lashed beneath the yards. Once extended, with the extra sails giving even more power to the ship, Anemone might gain a few more knots. 
 
He noticed the greasy smell of cooking from the galley funnel and was suddenly aware of the uncertainty of his second-in-command. To Martin's astonishment he clapped him on the arm and smiled. "I am bad company, Aubrey. Stand by me, for I am in irons at the moment." 
 
Martin's face flooded with relief but he was sensible enough not to ask the reason for his captain's despair. 
 
Adam remarked, "I am in no hurry to catch up with the others, and that is the truth of it." 
 
"But your uncle, sir?" 
 
Adam showed his teeth in a grin. "He is still the flag officer, and I never allow myself to forget it." He swung round as the sailing master appeared from the companion hatch. "Ah, Mr. Partridge, I have a task for you." 
 
The old master grunted. "I be ready, sir." 
 
"If you lay a course to Madeira, allowing for the wind holding, what time will we anchor at Funchal?" 
 
Partridge did not even blink. "Why, sir, I thought it was to be a tiresome difficult question!" He beamed at his captain, who was less than half his age, although nobody was quite sure how old Partridge himself was. 
 
He said, The masthead should be sighting land presently, sir. I'll go and work on the chart." 
 
He shambled away and Adam shook his head in admiration. 
 
"What a man. If I ordered him to take us to the Barrier Reef he would not flinch." 
 
The first lieutenant, who had seen nothing in the sailing orders or Admiralty Instructions about calling at Madeira, asked, "May I ask why that place, sir?" 
 
Adam walked to the quarterdeck rail and watched the two helmsmen at the big double wheel. At times like these he could forget that his company was still short of hands, and all the other problems of command. But for the girl who haunted his thoughts he might even be happy. 
 
He said, "Madeira is an oasis, Aubrey, a water-hole for brave merchant captains as well as the predators like us. Where vessels of all flags pause to do repairs, to take on stores, to replenish their wine. Also, there are usually a few seasoned sailors who because of one mistake or tother have been left behind by their ships!" He grinned, and was a boy again. "So send the watch below to their breakfast, the smell of which has already turned my stomach. After that, we will alter course for Funchal, the last land we shall touch until Sierra Leone." They both looked up as the hail came down from the mainmast. "Deck there! Land on the larboard bow!" 
 
Old Partridge reappeared, containing his satisfaction. "There, sir, what did I say?" 
 
His lieutenant ventured, "Suppose the authorities there object to our search for men?" 
 
Adam smiled. "We shall ask, for volunteers naturally!" 
 
They both laughed and some of the seamen glanced at each other as the pipe came for the watch below to dismiss to their messes. 
 
As Adam strode to the companion-way the old master grunted, "That's more like it, Mr. Martin. It's put the sparkle back in his eye. Better for us too!" 
 
"What has been troubling him, do you think?" 
 
Old Partridge puffed out his weathered cheeks and answered scornfully, "A woman, o' course! Officers should know about them things!" 
 
In his cabin where his servant waited to serve him breakfast, Adam thought suddenly of his uncle, and the great love he had envied so much. Bolitho had been in Madeira and had taken a fan and some lace to Catherine. Perhaps if he himself went ashore he might find a piece of silver, some jewellery maybe... He swung to the stern windows so that the servant should not see his face. She would never wear it, nor would she take it from him. After her stinging rebuff he was a madman even to consider it. 
 
From somewhere in the length of his command someone was playing a lively jig on a fiddle, and another was keeping him company on a whistle. They would be crossing the equator soon after Freetown, when King Neptune and his court would be welcomed aboard, and the uninitiated would be roughly handled in a ceremony that had been held in every King's ship for as long as anybody could remember. 
 
Adam sat down and stared at the greasy pork on his plate as it moved with a life of its own to the ship's steep motion. 
 
Officers were not exempt. He could recall when as a lieutenant he had been stripped naked and almost choked with the mess they had used to 'shave' him. It was a simple thing, but sailors were simple men. It might help to draw his untried company together. He knew Old Partridge was to be Neptune. He pushed the food aside. He could not keep the girl out of his mind. 
 
Under shortened sail, the frigate Anemone changed tack yet again for the final approach. The island of Madeira was shining in afternoon sunlight, its towering, flower-covered hills like a place in a fable. 
 
"Deck there!" Some of the off-duty men looked up, but most of them stared hungrily at the land. 
 
The lookout sounded surprised even from his dizzy perch in the cross trees 
 
"Man-o'-war, sir! Ship-o'-th'-line!" Lieutenant Martin asked, "One of ours, sir?" Adam stared at the distant island. "I can't think what a liner would be doing here. I've no information about it. Where would she be from? The blockading squadron, on passage from the Caribbean? Most unlikely." He picked up a telescope. "I'll go aloft myself, Aubrey. You keep the ship on course unless I say otherwise." 
 
He swung himself out and on to the ratlines, the telescope slung around his shoulder. Then he looked down at his first lieutenant and said quietly, "At least it will show the people they are not commanded by a cripple!" 
 
Heights had never troubled him, not even as a young midshipman, unlike his beloved uncle who had confided his youthful fears of being ordered aloft. Once he glanced down and saw the pale wave creaming back from the bows, the tiny figures on the quarterdeck and along the gangway nearest the island. Volunteers and pressed men, the good and the bad, and some who had barely escaped the hangman's halter. There was only one thing to weld them together: they had to be tested, to make the ship the thing most worthwhile in their lives. 
 
He reached the main cross trees and nodded to the lookout, an older seaman named Betts who had eyes like a skua. 
 
Adam said, "You are troubled, Betts?" He opened the telescope and locked one leg around a stay. 
 
"I dunno, sir. She's the look of a two-decker, but..." 
 
Adam levelled the telescope and waited for Anemone to rise from a lazy trough. 
 
"She's a frigate, Betts. You were right to be confused." He blinked to clear his vision. Perhaps she was the Valkyrie, of which he had heard so much. He dismissed it immediately. His uncle would have left word of any change of plans at Gibraltar. French, then? They would not dare; it would be as dangerous as lying on a lee shore if an English ship like Anemone hove into sight. He extended the glass once again and caught his breath as a small gust of wind lifted the flag at the other ship's poop, the starred and striped colours of the new American navy. 
 
He snapped the glass shut and watched the scene that had been so clear fall into the distance. And yet this old seaman Betts had seen everything with his eyes alone, but for the flag. 
 
He slid down a backstay and joined his officers aft, aware of the curious stares of men who for the most part he barely knew. Yet. 
 
He faced the others. "She's a Yankee. Big too." 
 
Jervis Lewis, the newly-appointed third lieutenant, fresh from another ship's gunroom, asked, "Shall we run out, sir?" 
 
Martin looked at him with scorn. "We're not at war, you idiot!" 
 
The master mumbled unhelpfully, "Far as we knows, sir." 
 
Adam smiled grimly. "There was no activity aboard her. She's a visitor." To the first lieutenant he added, "Remember? Predators." 
 
He walked to the rail and glanced along the main deck at the long eighteen-pounders, so jet-black beneath each gangway. "Have the ship prepared to enter harbour, Mr. Martin." He looked round for the signals midshipman. "And, Mr. Dun-woody, bend on a new ensign to show our good intentions and prepare your crew. Be ready to make and receive any formal signals!" 
 
The officers hurried away, glad to be doing something. Adam considered it. Glad to be told what to do. 
 
Lieutenant Martin watched his captain. She, whoever she was, if the master was right, would be proud to see her man like this. 
 
Adam said, "I shall go below and change. Tell that servant to find me a clean shirt." He took a last glance at the island and thought he could smell flowers amongst the drift of salt. It was probably nothing, but some inner warning had roused him from his brooding thoughts like the touch of steel. 
 
The great anchor splashed into the clear water exactly as two bells chimed out from the forecastle. 
 
With the sun high over the spiralling mastheads Adam was soon aware of his heavy dress coat. His shirt, found by the servant who was certainly no Ozzard, was already moulded to his skin. 
 
There were plenty of ships at anchor and alongside the jetties. Flags of every kind, vessels as mixed as the men who served them. 
 
The American frigate towered above all of them. Across her broad counter and below the curling striped flag was her name in gold letters, Unity. When Anemone took the strain on her cable and swung sedately above her reflection Adam saw the ship's beak head painted blue and decorated with bright gold stars. The figurehead was a citizen with a folded scroll in his outilling hand, probably a hero or a martyr of their revolt against King George. 
 
Lieutenant Martin lowered his speaking trumpet as the last sail was furled and lashed tightly to its yard. They were getting better and faster, he thought, but not much. 
 
He said, "I've not heard of her, sir." 
 
"Nor I. Very new by the cut of her, and look at her teeth. Twenty-four-pounders if I'm any judge!" 
 
Lewis the new third lieutenant said importantly, "I'd not want to tangle with her!" But he fell silent when Adam looked at him. 
 
"Ship secured, sir!" 
 
"Very well. Send away a guard boat in case some reckless Jack tries to desert to our big friend over there, and to the land of the free!" 
 
He spoke bitterly and Martin wondered why. 
 
A boatswain's mate called, They're sending a boat, sir! Officer on board!" 
 
"Man the side!" 
 
A tall lieutenant climbed up through the entry port, and after raising his hat casually to the quarterdeck said, "Do I have the honour of addressing the captain?" 
 
"Captain Adam Bolitho of His Britannic Majesty's Ship Anemone." 
 
"Captain Nathan Beer of the Unity sends his compliments, and has ordered me to extend an invitation to you to visit him at dusk, sir. A boat will be sent for your convenience." His eyes moved briefly across the deck. "I see that you do not carry too many yourself, sir." 
 
"My compliments to your captain..." He hesitated. He should perhaps have said respects, but that would imply that he thought himself subordinate to the American. "I will be honoured." He smiled. "But I will attend in my own boat." 
 
More salutes, and the American was gone. Adam said, "I will go ashore to make peace with the authorities. Lower another boat for the surgeon, and the purser's convenience. Medicine for the one maybe, and fresh fruit for the sick-bay." 
 
But his mind was on his visitor. So it was to be captain to captain and nothing less formal. Nathan Beer his name if not his ship seemed familiar. He saw his gig being warped around to the side. Smart enough, but the American lieutenant might have noticed their strength or lack of it. He turned to his first lieutenant. "Take charge in my absence. Any doubts, and send someone for me." He let his words sink in. "But I have every faith in you." He walked to the entry port, where a side party had re-formed. "If a deserter tries to swim from the ship, signal the guard boat But no shooting if he does not give up. I'd rather have him drowned than shot." He nodded his head toward the big frigate. They will be watching. Enemy or not, they will never be our friends, so do not forget it!" 
 
Captain Nathan Beer was a big man in every way, and met Adam at the entry port of his frigate with a jovial informality to match. With his broad, weathered face and unruly hair barely touched by grey, and twinkling blue eyes, in England he would have passed easily for a gentleman farmer. Amongst frigate captains Adam was more used to younger men, although some had been on the ladder for far longer. 
 
Adam glanced along the broad gundeck. They were indeed twenty-four-pounders, and he was reminded of the new lieutenant's tactless remark when they had entered the anchorage. Unity would be a formidable opponent. He knew Beer was watching him but was making no attempt to prevent his professional scrutiny. Perhaps it was meant as a warning. 
 
"Come below and share some madeira. I thought I should taste the stuff, but it's a mite sweet for me." 
 
The after part of the ship was very spacious too. Even so, Beer had to duck his head between some of the deck head beams. 
 
A cabin servant took Adam's hat and studied him with open curiosity as he was pouring the wine. 
 
Beer was much older than Adam had expected. Despite his glowing health he was close to sixty, maybe more. In his fist, the glass looked like a child's toy. 
 
"May I ask your business here, Captain Bolitho?" 
 
"You may, sir. I came to collect stores, and of course to see what ship had caught my eye." 
 
Beer grinned, his eyes almost disappearing into the crinkles. "An honest answer!" 
 
Adam swallowed some of the wine. A glance around told him quite a lot. The fittings were expensive, and there was a portrait of a woman and two girls on the bulkhead beside Beer's dress sword. 
 
"Have you been in command long, sir?" 
 
Beer eyed him keenly. "Since she first tasted salt water at Boston. It was very exciting to see her grow, even for an old sailor like me. My home is in Newburyport, not too far away..." He broke off. "You know it?" 
 
"I have been there." 
 
Beer did not press him. "I'm very proud to be Unity's captain. There's not a ship that can stand up to her, not a frigate anyway. To the rest I can show a clean pair of heels if needs be!" 
 
Adam heard a voice call something, which was followed by a gust of laughter. A happy ship then. He could well imagine it under this remarkable captain. 
 
Beer was saying, "Ours is a small navy as yet. We are feeling our way forward. Our officers must be men of zeal and conviction. I was privileged to visit France recently how things change. Like my country, France was reborn out of revolution, but the tyranny there remains. Your successes on the Peninsula may bring back the old spirit perhaps." 
 
Adam said, "They will be beaten as they have been at sea and are now being trounced in Spain." 
 
Beer regarded him gravely. "Heavy thoughts for one so young, if I dare to say as much?" He picked up a refilled glass and did not look at Adam as he said, "You will be sailing with despatches for your Sir Richard Bolitho. It is common knowledge around here, ships coming and going, only too glad to share information after months at sea. Are you his son, by any chance? The name is not familiar to me, except for one other." 
 
"I am his nephew, sir." 
 
"I see. The man I knew was a renegade who joined with us against the British to win our independence." 
 
"Did he command a frigate named AndironT 
 
"He was your father? I knew it! The same eyes, his manner. I did not know him well but I knew his reputation enough to be saddened by news of his death." 
 
Then you have a privilege which I did not share." A warning voice was telling him to say nothing. Perhaps the secret had been bottled up too long, but the truth of how his father had really died he would never release. 
 
Beer said, "He was not a happy man, I think. The trouble with renegades is that nobody ever trusts them." He forced a grin. "Take John Paul Jones, for instance!" But the humour would not come. 
 
Adam asked, "And what of you? Is it your mission to carry despatches also?" 
 
Beer answered levelly, "We are spreading our wings. The British Navy commands the high seas, but such awesome power has taken a heavy toll. The French could still have another trick to play. Napoleon has too much to lose to bow down in submission." 
 
"So have we, sir." 
 
Beer went off at a tangent. "This news about American ships being stopped by your patrols and searched for contraband -in my view it is to seize seamen for your fleet. Our President has twice made his strong displeasure known and has received promises of a sort from His Majesty's government. I hope it is true." 
 
Adam smiled for the first time. "Would you join with France against us again?" 
 
Beer stared at him and then grinned hugely. "You are much as I was at your age!" 
 
"We speak the same language, sir. I think it is the only similarity." 
 
Beer tugged out his watch. "I am sailing on the tide, Captain Bolitho. Next time we meet I hope we can sup together." 
 
As if to a signal they both picked up their hats and went out into the cool gloom of the upper deck. 
 
Adam thought of the crowded anchorage and twisting course Beer would have to steer. No one but the best captain and seamen could do it in the dark. 
 
"Give my regards to your uncle, Captain. Now he is a man I would gladly meet!" 
 
The side lanterns were playing across Anemone's gig as it loitered on the swell, its hull outlined by twisting streamers of phosphorescence. Dunwoody, the senior midshipman at sixteen years old, was at the tiller. 
 
Beer rested one big hand on the breech of the nearest gun. 
 
"Let that meeting not be over the muzzle of those beauties!" 
 
They doffed their hats and Adam climbed down into the boat. He could hear the capstan working busily, and some of the sails had been freed from their yards and were billowing and cracking against the great ceiling of stars. 
 
The boat pulled clear and Unity became an anonymous shadow like the others. Another coincidence? Or had Beer kept him aboard so that Anemone would have no time to up anchor and go after him? He gave an unexpected smile. Just as well with such a new company. 
 
He asked, "What news, Mr. Dunwoody?" 
 
The boy was smart and alert, an obvious choice for the important world of fleet signals. If the war dragged on he might be a lieutenant in a year. Dunwoody would be more than aware of that. 
 
The boats brought ten more seamen on board, sir. They all have protection, as they are of the Honourable East India Company." The boy leaned forward to watch a passing fishing boat. "The first lieutenant says they are all prime seamen, sir." 
 
They would be. John Company prided itself on its sailors. Good conditions, fair pay, and the ships were well-armed enough to drive off even a man-of-war. Everything the navy should be. Could be. These ten extra hands were a godsend. They had probably been drunk and had missed their ship's departure. 
 
Adam asked, "Did they think we are sailing for England?" 
 
The boy frowned, recalling Lieutenant Martin's wry smile, and repeated what he had said. "He told them we were, but that they would work ship until we got there." 
 
Adam smiled in the darkness. Martin was learning fast. 
 
"Well, we are returning to England. Eventually!" 
 
ill 
 
He heard shouts from the big American frigate and thought about her impressive captain. 
 
And he knew my father. He glanced at the midshipman, afraid for an instant that he had spoken out loud. But the boy was peering across the glittering black water at Anemone's riding light floating above it. 
 
"Boat ahoy!" 
 
The midshipman cupped his hands. "Anemone!" 
 
For his dead father or for his ship he did not know, but all Adam could feel was pride. 
 
Back aboard the big frigate men were spread out on the yards, while others worked steadily at the capstan as the cable grew tighter and steeper. The senior lieutenant watched his massive captain. 
 
He asked quietly, "That Cap'n Bolitho. He going to give us any trouble?" 
 
Beer smiled. "His uncle maybe, but not him, I think." 
 
"Anchor's aweigh, sir!" 
 
All else was forgotten as the ship heeled to the wind's thrust. Free of the ground, away from the land to her proper element. 
 
Once clear of the anchorage the same lieutenant made his report to the quarterdeck. 
 
"Man the braces." Beer looked at the swinging compass. "We'll alter course again in about ten minutes. Pass the word." 
 
The lieutenant hesitated. "And you knew his father in the war, sir?" 
 
"Yes." He thought of the young captain's grave features, driven by something he could barely suppress. How could he tell him the truth? It no longer mattered. The war, as his second-in-command had called it, was over long ago. "Yes, I knew him. He was a bastard but that is between us alone." 
 
The lieutenant strode away, surprised and yet pleased that his formidable captain had taken him into his confidence. 
 
By midnight under all plain sail, Unity was steering due south, with the ocean to herself. 
 
EIGHT 
 
Friends and Enemies 
 
A week after leaving Gibraltar the frigate Valkyrie and her consort anchored at Freetown in Sierra Leone. After a swift passage, the final day was the longest Bolitho could remember. Searing heat that drove the bare-backed seamen from one patch of shadow to the next, and a glare so fierce it was almost impossible to discern the dividing line between sea and sky. 
 
At one point the light airs deserted them completely, and Captain Trevenen immediately lowered boats to take the great frigate in tow in the search for a wind to carry them towards the unending span of green coastline. 
 
Bolitho knew from hard experience that the tides and currents and the perversity of the winds off these shores could make even the most experienced sailor lose his patience. It did not help Trevenen's temper when Laertes, although only some two miles off the starboard quarter, filled her sails and began to overhaul the senior ship without difficulty. 
 
Monteith, the fifth lieutenant, clambered into the beak head beneath the flat, listless jibs and with a speaking trumpet shouted to the three towing longboats. 
 
"Use your starters! Mr. Gulliver, get them to put their backs into it!" As if he could sense the anger around him he added hastily, "Captain's orders!" 
 
Bolitho heard it from the cabin and saw Allday look up as he was giving a ritual polish to the old sword. 
 
It was like a furnace on deck. Out there in the unprotected boats it would be far worse. No boat could offer more than steerage way, especially with a ship as big as Valkyrie. 
 
He stared astern at the undulating swell, and at the sky which was without colour, as if it had been burned out of it. 
 
"Send for my flag lieutenant." He heard Ozzard leave the cabin. It had been a difficult passage. Valkyrie was not a proper flagship, and yet he was more than a passenger. 
 
He had lurched from his sleep one airless night, trapped in his cot as the nightmare came at him again. The hundred-mile reef, Golden Plover rearing on to its jagged spines with her masts torn from her, then the sea boiling around the wreck, the foam suddenly blood-red as the sharks drove in amongst the drowning seamen, most of whom had been too dazed and drunk to know what was happening. 
 
In the nightmare he had been trying to reach Catherine, but another held her, had been laughing as the sea had closed over him. 
 
It was the first time he had really got to know something of George Avery, his new flag lieutenant. He had woken to see him sitting near him in the cabin's darkness, while the rudder-head had thudded dully like a funeral drum. 
 
"I heard you cry out, Sir Richard. I brought you something." 
 
It had been brandy and he had drained it in two swallows, ashamed that Avery should see him like this. He had been shivering so badly that for one terrible instant he had believed the old fever was returning, the one which had all but killed him in the Great South Sea. 
 
Avery had said, "I thought it were better me than another." He had obviously been observing Trevenen very closely, something that made his apparent remoteness a lie. 
 
After some time Avery told him that he himself had been dogged by nightmares after losing his schooner to the French. As a prisoner of war, and badly wounded at that, he was more of a nuisance to his captors than a triumph. He had been held in a small village, and been visited by a local doctor who had done little to help him. It was not that the French had been cruel or full of hatred towards one of the enemy, but simply that they had believed his death was inevitable. And after the Terror, death no longer had much power to frighten them. 
 
Eventually, when he had begun to recover, some of the villagers had taken pity on him, and when he was released following the Peace of Amiens they had supplied him with warm clothing and fresh bread and cheese for the journey home. 
 
As Bolitho had regained his own composure and shared some of the brandy with this quiet-spoken lieutenant, Avery had told him of his distress when he had been court-martialled Even aboard the old Canopus some of his fellow officers had shunned him, as if by a closer contact with him they might somehow become tainted, their own hopes of advancement dashed. 
 
Bolitho had heard of many lieutenants who had served in several campaigns, some with distinction, who had never been selected for promotion. Perhaps Avery would be one of those, and the little armed schooner Jolie had been the nearest he would ever come to a command of his own. 
 
Of Sillitoe he had said, "My mother was his sister. I think he felt obliged to do something for her memory. He did little enough when she needed him. Too proud, too stubborn... those were characteristics they shared." 
 
"And your father?" 
 
He might have shrugged: it had been too dark to see. 
 
"He was at Copenhagen, Sir Richard, the first battle. He was serving in the Ganges, seventy-four." 
 
Bolitho had nodded. "I knew her well. Captain Fremantle." 
 
Avery had said quietly, "I know there were many killed. My father was one." 
 
The following day after he had been conferring with Yovell over some signals, Avery had spoken to him again. He had said suddenly, "When my uncle told me of this possible appointment I wanted to laugh. Or cry. With respect, Sir Richard, I could hardly imagine you accepting me no matter what you thought of my record, when so many dozens of lieutenants would kill for the chance!" 
 
Now, with the last order still hanging in the airless heat of the cabin, Bolitho reached for his coat but changed his mind. Nobody seemed to know much of Trevenen's background, but it was more obvious than ever that he owed this command to 
 
Sir James Hamett-Parker. Why? A favour for some service in the past? 
 
He said curtly to Avery, "Please ask the Captain to come aft." 
 
While he waited he continued his assessment of Trevenen. He was older than expected for a frigate captain, especially for a ship like this, which was the first of her kind. 
 
And there was a certain meanness about the man. He seemed to spend a lot of time going over the lists and books of ship's stores and victuals with Tatlock, the anxious-looking purser. Like the matter of the dockyard paint for the figurehead. Trevenen was known to have made a lot of prize money from attacks on the enemy's supply ships, so it was not lack of funds. A man who gave nothing away about his feelings, his hopes, even his background... 
 
The marine sentry bawled, "Captain, sir!" 
 
Trevenen entered, hat in hand, frowning slightly as he tried to see Bolitho after the blinding sunlight on deck. 
 
"I want you to belay that last order, Captain Trevenen. It can do nothing but harm. Apart from the sixth lieutenant, Mr. Gulliver, who was a midshipman himself just a few months ago, the other midshipmen in the boats are too inexperienced to understand anything but the need to obey orders." 
 
Trevenen regarded him calmly. "I have always regarded that as..." 
 
Bolitho held up his hand. "Hear me. I have not asked you here to discuss varying ideas of loyalty and discipline. I am telling you to belay that order. Further, I would wish you to impress upon your officers, through the first lieutenant, that petty bullying must not be tolerated. The man Jacobs, who died because of a second flogging a few days after the first, was being taunted by a midshipman who is no more than a child, and who acted like one!" 
 
He was angry. It went against everything he knew to interfere with his captain's authority. If the situation developed into a full-scale operation against French privateers under skilled leadership, Trevenen as the flag captain would be in a vital role. Was this animosity then a continuation of the old family feud? Or could it be something less obvious, and if so more sinister? 
 
Either way, he had committed himself now. 
 
Trevenen said heavily, "I hope I know my duty, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho looked at him, feeling his resentment like a blow. "For all our sakes, Captain, so do I!" 
 
As the door closed a ruler rolled from the desk and across the black and white painted canvas deck. 
 
Bolitho felt the hull shiver, the sudden clatter of blocks and halliards as the uncooperative wind ruffled the sea's face and brought life to the empty sails. 
 
"Hands aloft there!" 
 
"Stand by to recover boats!" A call shrilled and feet padded overhead. 
 
He leaned back in a chair and plucked the shirt from his chest. He felt the locket under his fingers and thought of Catherine in Falmouth, three thousand miles astern. When would her first letter catch up with him? He had suggested that she should write directly to Cape Town, but even then... 
 
Avery entered from the adjoining cabin and gazed at him searchingly, his tawny eyes bright in the reflected sunlight from the stern windows. He must know exactly what happened just now. Bolitho heard more shouts, the squeal of tackles as the boats were hoisted inboard once again. The boats' crews might never know about his intervention. They were probably too worn out to care. 
 
He stood up as Ozzard came out of the sleeping cabin with a clean shirt. 
 
Avery asked, "Will there be a salute, Sir Richard?" 
 
Bolitho nodded. Feeling his way. There is a captain in command of the anti-slavery patrol here. I think I know him." He smiled, despite the lingering anger at his conflict with Trevenen. There was usually a familiar face before very long in the family that was the navy. 
 
The deck tilted again and he said, "Make a signal to Laertes. Take station astern." He pulled on the clean shirt. 
 
Avery looked at him but said nothing, well aware that the order had been given to prevent Trevenen from being humiliated by the other ship's superior performance. 
 
Ozzard held out the dress coat and waited patiently for Bolitho to slip his arms into it. He did so with a faint, rueful smile. He had seen the expression in Trevenen's eyes when he had found his admiral in a crumpled shirt and little else. If they ever went into a fight, Trevenen at least would be dressed for the part, he thought. 
 
As Avery turned to leave Bolitho called, "Let me know if the brig Lame is at anchor." 
 
He walked to the stern windows and winced as he rested his palms on the sill. It would be good if Tyacke were here. There were bitter memories in this place, but not where that bravest of men was concerned. 
 
On deck there seemed to be no air, and yet every sail was filling and slackening as if the ship herself were breathing. Laertes was already tacking obediently astern, her ensign and masthead pendant very bright against the misty backdrop. 
 
Allday stood near him, his hat tilted over his eyes, his thick arms folded across his chest. 
 
Some seamen were making the final lashings fast on the boats on the tier, although the whole drill would have to be repeated once the anchor was dropped. They were getting very brown-skinned, and some were cruelly burned by a climate and a life they were not yet used to. 
 
One young sailor had a red mark like a new scar on his shoulder, a cut from a starter while he had been pulling at his oar. He seemed to feel that someone was watching him, and turned to look over his bare shoulder toward the place where Bolitho stood at the quarterdeck rail. As their eyes met, Bolitho gave just the slightest nod. 
 
The sailor stared round as if afraid of being seen, then almost shyly gave a quick smile before turning back to his lashings. 
 
Allday murmured, "It's a beginning." He missed nothing. 
 
Bolitho felt his eye stinging badly and turned away, in case Allday should see that too. 
 
The first bang of the salute echoed and re-echoed across the water from a small hillside battery, and gun for gun Valkyrie responded, fifteen in all for the man whose flag fluttered from the foremast truck. Allday watched Bolitho's stiff shoulders and could guess what he was thinking. Few others would understand; could even begin to, he decided. All this, the salute, the honour and the power, and to him it meant nothing. Yet a frightened grin from an unknown, pressed land man had touched his heart. No wonder she loved him. 
 
"Hands aloft! Reef tops' Is Stand by to take in the main course!1 
 
A lieutenant called, "Bosun! Move those men! Come along, Mr. Jones!" 
 
But the barrel-chested boatswain shrugged and did nothing. 
 
Urquhart the first lieutenant touched his hat. "Guardboat in position, sir!" 
 
Trevenen stared past him, his hands gripped behind his back. "Stand by starboard anchor, if you please." He did not look at Bolitho. Take in the driver and t'gan'sls. Prepare to come about." 
 
Avery said, "No sign of Lame, Sir Richard." 
 
"Man the braces!" 
 
Bolitho shaded his eyes and studied the scattered array of shipping. Large and small with a collection of moored vessels, obviously prizes, slavers brought here by captains like Tyacke. 
 
An elderly sixty-four was anchored close to the shore, the headquarters and accommodation ship for the man who commanded the patrols and fought a private war against fever and sudden death. 
 
Despite the new laws against it slavery was still rampant. The risks the slavers took were greater, but so were the profits for the successful. Some of the ships in the trade were as well armed as the brigs and schooners that hunted for them. Most sea officers thought it was all a waste of time, except for those involved in the long-reaching patrols who were making huge sums in prize money. It should be left until the war was over and won, then they could be as pious as all those others who did not have to fight. The need for fighting ships, no matter how small, far outweighed the tongue-in-cheek display of humanity. 
 
"Lee braces there!" 
 
"Helm a-lee, sir!" 
 
Valkyrie pivot ted round, and as her great anchor flung spray high over the beak head she came slowly to rest on her cable. Trevenen glared up at the yards where men were fisting and lashing the furled sails into place. 
 
Bolitho said, "I should like the gig, Captain Trevenen. I intend to visit the captain yonder." He glanced around the quarterdeck. "The ship must have made a splendid sight as she came in." 
 
There was no response, and Bolitho made for the companion-way. It was obvious that there would be none. 
 
Lieutenant Avery said, "Mr. Guest, you may go below. I shall need you again shortly." He saw the midshipman's face stiffen as the captain snapped, "I will give the orders here, Mister Avery, and I will trouble you not to interfere! Be content with your grace-and-favour appointment!" 
 
"I resent that, sir." 
 
Trevenen gave a cold smile. "Do you indeed?" 
 
Avery stood his ground. "It is the only thing we have in common, sir." 
 
The midshipman swallowed hard. "What shall I do, sir?" 
 
Trevenen swung away. "Do as he asks, and damn your impertinence!" 
 
Avery found that his hands were clenched so tightly that he was in pain. 
 
You damned, bloody fool. You vowed to control your feelings, to do nothing that might hurt you more... 
 
He saw Allday watching, just the hint of a smile in his eyes. The big man said quietly, "Right on the waterline, sir. Well done!" 
 
Avery stared at him. Nobody had ever addressed him like that before. Then he found that he was smiling, the sudden pain of despair already gone. The vice-admiral and his coxswain. Remarkable. 
 
Bolitho's voice came from the open skylight. 
 
"Mr. Avery! When you have quite finished up there I would be obliged to you for your assistance!" 
 
Allday chuckled as Avery hurried to the companionway. He had a lot to learn, as had young Jenour. That like the old family sword, Sir Richard had two edges. 
 
Captain Edgar Sampson, the senior naval officer at Freetown, watched as Bolitho and Avery made themselves comfortable in two leather chairs that had seen better days. His ship, a small fourth-rate with the once-proud name of Marathon, was now accommodation vessel, headquarters, and supply vessel for the anti-slavery flotilla. It was hard to picture her in the line of battle, or in any other active role for that matter. There were tubs of flowers on the old-fashioned stern walk and the gun ports did not even have quakers to disguise their emptiness. The ship might never move again, and when her useful life was ended their lordships would probably direct that she become a humble stores hulk, or if too late even for that, would order that she be broken up here in Freetown. 
 
Sampson was speaking fast and excitedly as he waved his black servant to lay out goblets and fetch the wine. The servant did not speak but looked at the captain as if he were a god. 
 
Sampson said, "I knew you were coming, Sir Richard, but even when I saw a frigate with a vice-admiral's flag at the fore I could scarce believe it! I would that I could have prepared a guard of honour to mark the occasion!" He gestured vaguely to the open stern windows. "Most of my Royal Marines are on guard duty until the Prince Henry weighs tomorrow." 
 
Bolitho had seen the ship in question while the gig had pulled steadily across the anchorage. Big, old and neglected-looking. Even before a guard boat had raced towards them he had recognised her for what she was: a convict transport. He was thankful that Keen was not here. It would remind him of Zenoria as he had first seen her. Seized up like a common felon, her clothes torn from her back while the crowds of onlookers, prisoners, guards and seamen alike had watched in savage anticipation. She had received just one blow across her naked back, and the wound had opened her skin from shoulder to hip. She would never lose the scar. Like a brand. 
 
Seeing Bolitho's rank, the officer of the guard had saluted and the oars had been tossed as a mark of respect. 
 
Sampson was saying, "She was caught in a storm and put in for repairs. I'll be glad to see the back of her, I can tell you!" 
 
The black servant returned and solemnly poured wine for them. 
 
"Thank you. You learn quickly!" 
 
The man smiled with equal solemnity and backed away. 
 
Sampson said, Took him from a slaver. He works hard, but I think he comes from better stock than most." 
 
He saw Avery's questioning glance and went on sadly, "The slavers tore out his tongue. But he has survived, long enough to see his tormentors kicking from those trees on the point." 
 
Avery asked, "What is the Prince Henry like, sir?" 
 
Sampson raised his glass. "To you, Sir Richard! I feel cut off from the world out here in this stinking hole, but not so far away that I do not hear of your exploits, your brave deeds!" He downed the wine, which was very warm. "If I miss anything then Commander Tyacke of the Larne will tell me. A strange man, though hardly surprising!" He seemed to recall Avery's question. "Transports in this kind of work are as good only as their masters, Mr. Avery. Captain Williams is a hard man, but fair enough, I believe. The ship will be a living hell for some, a narrow escape from the hangman for others. Williams knows all the risks. His hull will be full of felons, murderers, and wronged men for good measure. All will want to escape, and he must be ever-mindful of it." 
 
Bolitho saw Avery's expression, taking it all in. A strong face, and there was sadness too. 
 
He thought about the transport. It was a long, long haul to the penal colony, the other end of the world. He recalled Admiral Broughton's curt summing-up when he had left the Admiralty. "Oblivion!" 
 
"I take it that no mail preceded us, Captain Sampson?" 
 
Sampson shook his head. He was not old, but had allowed himself to become a character, the kind you might find in one of James Gillray's cruel cartoons. Sprouting hair, wrinkled stockings and a paunch which made his waistcoat buttons strain to the limit. Like the old Marathon, he knew he would end his days here. 
 
"No, Sir Richard. Next week maybe." He slapped his thigh so that some wine slopped unheeded down his coat. 
 
"Damn me, I almost forgot! The new officer commanding naval vessels at Sydney is also aboard the Prince Henry. I think you know him, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho gripped the arm of his chair. It was not possible, just as he knew it was inevitable. Fate. 
 
He said quietly, "Rear-Admiral Herrick." 
 
Sampson beamed. "My memory is going too, I'm afraid. I heard that you were acquainted, but I did not mention it when he came ashore." He hesitated. "I mean no disrespect to your friend, Sir Richard, but he discouraged my conversation, and asked that he be shown where the recovered slaves are kept until they can be directed to safety." 
 
Avery put down his glass, very aware that something important was happening. He knew about the court-martial, and how a change of evidence had saved Herrick from a verdict of guilty. It was too close to his own experience to forget it. There had also been talk of Herrick's failure to support Vice-Admiral Bolitho before the capture of Martinique. Were they still friends? 
 
Bolitho asked, "If I visit the Prince Henry would it.. He broke off as he saw the embarrassment on Sampson's red face. "I see that it would not!" 
 
"I cannot stop you, Sir Richard. You are the senior officer here, probably the most senior one anywhere south of the fifteenth parallel!" 
 
"But my presence on board the transport with the passage stretching ahead like eternity might do serious damage to Captain Williams' authority." 
 
"As I said, Sir Richard. Williams is a hard man, but no tyrant, nor would he wish to be forced by circumstances to become one." 
 
"That was well said, and unfair of me to put you in such a position." 
 
Sampson stared at him. He might have expected any flag-officer, let alone one so famous, to tear him apart and tell him to mind his manners. 
 
An officer hovered by the door and Sampson said awkwardly, "If you will excuse me, Sir Richard, I have to deal with an accident." He shrugged. "Until the relief arrives, I am the healer too. My surgeon died of snakebite some weeks back." 
 
Bolitho said, "I shall not detain you further." 
 
Sampson's face fell. "I dared to hope we might dine together." He looked at Avery. "And you too, of course." 
 
"We shall be delighted." 
 
He turned to Avery as the captain hurried away. His gratitude had been terrible to see. 
 
"It will likely be a meal to remember, Mr. Avery, but if I were here in charge, I too would welcome any arrival and loathe its departure." 
 
Avery watched him as he moved from his chair, his dark hair brushing the deck head between the massive beams. He was touching things as if he did not see them; seeing another old ship perhaps. Remembering her. 
 
He was learning more every day. Sillitoe must have known what he was offering him. Here was a man without conceit, who could waste his time merely to help a naval castaway like Captain Sampson. He obviously cared about the man who was or had been his friend, and his question about a mail packet told Avery even more. He thought of the way Bolitho had striped off his soiled shirt without arrogance or shyness in his presence: he had seen the locket too. Bolitho must always wear it. The woman's face came into his thoughts, her throat, and the strong cheekbones. Bolitho's love for her more than made up for the hatred of others, and protected her from those who might want to wrong her. Gossip had told Avery that it would not be the first time in her life. 
 
Allday would know all about her, and might even share some, if not all of his store of memories. Avery smiled. He was still not used to conversing so openly with an ordinary Jack. 
 
He said, "Tell me I am speaking out of place, Sir Richard, and I will ask for your forgiveness, and tolerance of my ignorance." 
 
Bolitho watched him calmly. "I have not yet found you one to ingratiate yourself or to probe. Speak on." 
 
"Your rank, your position alone would be recognised instantly on board the Prince Henry." He faltered under Bolitho's grey stare. They may not know you by name or reputation..." He was floundering. 
 
Bolitho said quietly, "But to them I would represent authority of the highest kind, am I right? In one man they would see every judge, magistrate and law officer who ever ran them to ground." 
 
That is what I was trying to say, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho turned and put his hand on his shoulder. "You spoke only the truth." 
 
Avery looked down at the strong, sun-burned hand resting on his coat. It was like being someone else, not himself at all. Even when he replied it was like hearing a stranger's voice. 
 
"A lieutenant would mean very little, Sir Richard. I could go. I could carry a letter to the rear-admiral if you wish it." 
 
He felt Bolitho's fingers tighten on his shoulder as he said quietly, "He will not come. I know it." 
 
Avery waited. There was pain in his voice. 
 
Bolitho said, "But it was well said." The hand was withdrawn. 
 
Avery said tentatively, "Captain Sampson might care to invite him to dine also." 
 
At that moment the captain entered and strode straight to his wine cabinet. He pulled out a bottle of cognac and said huskily, "I beg your pardon, Sir Richard." He downed the glass quickly and refilled it. "Gangrene is a nasty thing. Too late anyway." He looked at them wearily. This is not what I intended for your visit, Sir Richard!" 
 
Avery cleared his throat noisily. "Sir Richard was wondering if you might extend your invitation to Rear-Admiral Herrick, sir?" 
 
Sampson stared at them, like a drowning man who sees the unexpected arrival of aid. 
 
"I would be delighted, Sir Richard! I shall inform my servant immediately and send word to the Prince Henry in my launch." 
 
Bolitho studied his flag lieutenant. "You take many chances, sir." He saw him look down in embarrassment. "But as Our Nel was known to have said, standing orders will never replace a zealous officer's initiative!" He smiled. "He still may not come." A small inner voice seemed to say, You may never see him again. Never. Like Sampson, like the ships that pass and remain only in memory. 
 
Sampson's personal steward bustled in, almost another Ozzard but with the accent of the East London slums. He poured more wine and remarked, "Beggin' yer pardon, Sir Richard, but me old dad served under you in th' frigate Undine. Begs many a tot o' rum from anyone oo'll listen to 'is yarns abaht it!" 
 
He left the cabin and Bolitho looked at the warm wine. The family again. And yet he had not even told him his name. 
 
As dusk closed in across the moored ships and the riding lights twinkled on the water like fireflies, Bolitho heard a boat hooking on to the chains. The handful of available marines stamped to attention, and there were muffled voices as Sampson greeted the second flag officer to visit him in days. 
 
Bolitho found he was watching the screen door, while Avery stood by the stern windows, barely more than a shadow in the flickering candlelight. Why had he doubted that Herrick would come? Not curiosity, or because of friendship, but because he was and always had been a stickler for duty and correct procedures. He would never show disrespect for Captain Sampson's invitation, no matter what he might think. 
 
That was the worse part, Bolitho thought. He knew him so well, too well perhaps. 
 
A marine sentry opened the door and they came into the candlelight. 
 
Bolitho had two immediate surprises. He could not recall ever seeing Herrick out of uniform, even of the more casual order at sea, and he was shocked to see how he seemed to have aged in so short a time. 
 
Herrick wore a dark frock coat; it could have been black, with only his shirt to break the sombreness of his appearance. He was a little more stooped, probably because of the wound taken aboard his flagship Benbow. His face was drawn, with deep lines at the mouth, but as he stepped into the dancing lights his eyes were unaltered, as clear and blue as the day Bolitho had met him as a lieutenant. 
 
They shook hands, Herrick's grip still hard and firm like tanned leather. 
 
Bolitho said, "It is good to see you, Thomas. I never thought we should meet like this." 
 
Herrick glanced at the tray of glasses, which the black servant was holding out for his inspection. 
 
He asked curtly, "Ginger beer?" 
 
Sampson shook his head and began to worry. "I regret, no, sir." 
 
"No matter." Herrick took a glass of red wine and said, "I never thought it either, Sir Richard. But we must do what we must and I have no desire to remain in England," his blue eyes steadied, 'unemployed." 
 
Surprisingly Bolitho recalled the tall marine who had pointed out 'the good stuff at Hamett-Parker's reception in London. How he had said it was wrong that Herrick should be sent to New South Wales. 
 
Herrick glanced at Avery and then at the gold cord on his shoulder. "The other one was appointed elsewhere, I believe?" 
 
"Yes. Stephen Jenour has a command now." 
 
"Another lucky young man." 
 
"He deserved it." 
 
Herrick watched the glass being refilled as if he did not recall drinking from it. 
 
Then he turned to Captain Sampson. "Your health, sir, but I do not envy your task here." To the cabin at large he continued, "It is strange, is it not, that on one hand we are weakening our de fences and deploying men and ships when they are sorely needed elsewhere simply to find and free a lot of savages who sold each other to the slavers in the first place!" He smiled suddenly and for only a second Bolitho saw the stubborn, caring lieutenant he had known. Herrick said, "While on the other hand we ship our own people like animals, nay, less than beasts, in vessels which can only degrade and brutalise every man and woman amongst them!" 
 
He changed tack and asked, "And how is her ladyship, Sir Richard, and the child Elizabeth is she well also?" 
 
"Lady Catherine is in good health, Thomas." Even calling him by his title had been like a slap in the face. 
 
Herrick nodded gravely. "Forgive me. I forgot." 
 
The meal Sampson provided was surprisingly appetising, with some sort of game bird as the main course, and succulent fish which had also been caught by local boats. 
 
Sampson noticed none of the tension between his two principal guests, or pretended not to. By the time they reached the fruit and some excellent cheese left by a visiting Indiaman, he was barely able to speak without slurring his words. 
 
Bolitho looked over at him. Sampson was happy nonetheless. 
 
Herrick asked, "Do you have big matters arising, Sir Richard? They seem to use you hardly. Perhaps I shall be better off in the colony." 
 
A lieutenant peered into the cabin. "Mr. Harrison's respects, sir, and the rear-admiral's boat is alongside." 
 
Herrick stood up abruptly and looked at his watch. "On time anyway." He glanced at the captain but he was fast asleep, snoring gently, with wine on his bulging waistcoat like the work of an enemy marksman. 
 
"Good-bye, Mr. Avery. I wish you well. I am sure your future will be as illustrious as your breeding." Bolitho followed him through the door, but not before he had seen the bitterness in those tawny eyes. 
 
In the comparative coldness of the dark quarterdeck, he said to Herrick, "In his case that is not true. He has had his share of damaging treatment." 
 
"I see." Herrick sounded disinterested. "Well, I am sure you will set the right example for him." 
 
Bolitho said, "Can we not be friends, Thomas?" 
 
"And have you remind me later how I abandoned you, left you to fight against the odds as I once did?" He paused, and then said quite calmly, "And to think of it, I lost everything I cared about when Dulcie died. While you threw it all away for..." 
 
"For Catherine?" 
 
Herrick stared at him in the light of the gangway lantern. 
 
Bolitho said harshly, "She risked everything for your wife, and last year she endured things which have left her scarred like the sun-burns on her body." 
 
"It changes nothing, Sir Richard." He raised his hat to the side-party. "We have both lost too much to cry salvage!" 
 
Then he was gone, and seconds later the boat was pulling strongly from the chains until only the trailing wake could be seen. 
 
"Just as well I came across, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho swung round and saw Allday by the quarterdeck ladder. "What made you come?" He already knew. 
 
"I heard things. "Bout Rear-Admiral Herrick going over to the Marathon. Thought you might need me." He was watching him through the darkness. Bolitho could feel it. 
 
Bolitho touched his arm. "Never more, old friend." He almost stumbled, and a scarlet arm reached out as a marine made to help him. 
 
"Thank you." Bolitho sighed. Probably thinks I'm drunk. His eye blurred painfully and he waited for Allday to lead the way. Herrick had not even asked him about his injury, although he knew of it. 
 
If only there were a letter from Catherine. Short or long: merely to see it, to read and re-read it, to imagine her with her hair hanging down over her shoulders in their room that faced the sea. Her expression as she paused and touched her lips with the pen as he had seen her do when working with Ferguson on the accounts. I am your woman. 
 
He said abruptly, "Come aft. We will take a wet, as you term it!" 
 
"The Cap'n won't welcome that, Sir Richard!" 
 
"He is beyond caring, old friend." 
 
Allday grinned with relief, glad he had come. Just in time by the look of it. 
 
They sat at the littered table, where Avery said uncertainly, "Quite a feast, Sir Richard." He seemed nervous, disquieted. 
 
Bolitho reached for one of the bottles. 
 
He said, "Be easy, Mr. Avery. There are no officers here tonight, only men. Friends." 
 
They solemnly raised their glasses. 
 
Avery said, "To friends then! No matter where they are!" 
 
Bolitho clinked his glass against the others. "So be it!" 
 
He drank, recalling Herrick in his black coat. When he wrote to Catherine again he would not mention the fiasco of their meeting. She would have already known, while he had continued to hope. 
 
It was over. 
 
NINE 
 
Intrigue 
 
Lewis Roxby, squire, landowner and magistrate, nicknamed with some justification the King of Cornwall, stood at the foot of the bell-tower of the Church of King Charles the Martyr, his eyes watering in the chill breeze from Carrick Roads. Beside him the curate of Falmouth's famous church was droning on about the need for further alteration to the interior so that the new Sunday Schools which he had helped to found could be extended to the opening of a day school. But first more work was needed on the roof, and something had to be done to prevent the spread of rot in the bell-chamber. 
 
Roxby was well aware of the importance of helping the church and the community, or rather to be seen doing it. Richard Hawkin Hitchens was a good enough clergyman, he supposed, and he took a great interest in the education of local children under the church's influence. The actual Rector of Falmouth only rarely visited the place, and his last appearance had in fact been at the memorial service for Sir Richard Bolitho, then believed lost at sea in the Golden Plover. 
 
Roxby remembered the wild excitement when two of Adam's lieutenants had galloped into the square with the news that Bolitho was safe. The unfortunate Rector's words had been lost in the bedlam as people had surged outside to the various inns to celebrate. 
 
He realised that the curate had stopped speaking and was looking at him earnestly. 
 
Roxby cleared his throat. "Well, yes, there is some value in it." He saw the man's bewilderment and knew he had got it wrong. "I shall look into it. It does appear necessary, I suppose." 
 
It seemed to work and the curate beamed at him. Roxby turned on his heel, angry with himself, knowing it would cost him more money. He saw his horse waiting beside the groom's and summoned up happier thoughts, of the next hunt ball he would give. 
 
The groom said, "She be comin', zur." 
 
Roxby watched as Lady Catherine Somervell on her big mare cantered round a corner by The King's Head and moved across the square. It was a tasteless name for an inn when you thought about it, Roxby reflected, considering the fate of King Charles. 
 
He doffed his hat and tried not to stare. She was dressed from head to toe in dark green velvet, with a hood partly drawn over her hair, accenting the beauty of her features. 
 
He made to help her down but she withdrew one booted foot from its stirrup and landed beside him without effort. He kissed her hand and could smell the perfume she wore, even through her thick riding glove. 
 
"It is good of you to come, Lewis." 
 
Even her easy use of his name made him shiver. No wonder his brother-in-law had fallen in love with her. 
 
"I can think of nothing more pleasant, my dear." He took her elbow and guided her around the corner of a grocer's shop. He apologised for his haste and added, The curate has a hungry look. I fear he may think of something more he needs!" 
 
She walked easily beside him and barely hesitated when they left the shelter of the houses and the keen air blew the hood down on to her shoulders. Roxby was already short of breath and made every effort to hide it from her as he did from his beloved wife, Nancy. It never occurred to him that as he drank heavily and consumed far too much rich food, it was not surprising. 
 
Roxby said, "I must warn you, my dear, that what you intend could be an expensive failure." 
 
She looked at him, a faint smile on her mouth. "I know. 
 
And I am grateful for your advice and concern. But I want to help the estate. What use are crops if the prices are controlled by the markets? There are plenty of places where they need every kind of grain, where bad harvests have been commonplace to a point of poverty." 
 
Roxby watched her, still baffled by her involvement. He knew she had recovered a lot of money from the estate of her dead husband, but he would have thought it better if she had spent it on clothes, jewels, property and the like. But he knew she was very determined, and said, "I've found the vessel you wanted. She's the Maria Jose and she lies at Fowey. I have had a friend look her over. He is well used to the prize courts." 
 
"Prize?" 
 
Roxby continued to hurry beside her, pacing himself to her stride. "She was taken by the revenue cutters. A smuggler. You could change the name, if you wanted to." 
 
She shook her head so that some of her dark hair tugged free of her combs and whipped out in the wind. "Richard says it is bad luck to change a vessel's name." She looked at him directly. "I suppose I need not ask what happened to her crew?" 
 
He shrugged. "They'll not be smuggling, m'dear, ever again." 
 
"Are we close to Fowey?" 
 
"Bout thirty miles by the main coach roads. But if the weather breaks..." He paused doubtfully. "I would not let you go unguarded. I'd go with you myself but..." 
 
She smiled. "It would do very little for your reputation, I think." 
 
He flushed. "I would be honoured, Catherine, proud to take you. But I am needed here until the winter sets in. You could break the journey at St. Austell - I have friends there. I will arrange it." His tone implied if you must go. 
 
She looked past him at the cruising white cats' paws around the anchored merchantmen, at the boats under oars pitching and tossing while they went about their business. She could feel the cold even through her cloak. There were leaves floating on the water, and the bare trees were shining and black from the night's rain. And yet it was still only October, for a few more days anyway. 
 
She had discussed the proposed purchase of a vessel with a lawyer who had come all the way from London upon confirmation of her plans. He had been as doubtful as Roxby. Only Ferguson, the one-armed steward, had shown excitement when she had explained it to him. 
 
"A fine, sound boat, Lady Catherine, one able to take passage to Scottish harbours or across to Ireland if need be. They're no strangers to famine. It will make good sense to them, right enough!" 
 
Roxby exclaimed, "There's one!" He pointed with his riding crop, his face even redder than usual in the bitter air. 
 
Two masts?" She looked at him, her dark eyes questioning. "A brig?" 
 
He hid his surprise that she should know such things. "Not just a brig but a collier brig, broad in the beam, and deep holds that make them reliable craft for any cargo." 
 
She shaded her eyes and watched the collier brig tack and head slowly towards the harbour entrance, her heavy tanned sails framed against the headland and the St. Mawes hillside battery. 
 
Two thousand pounds, you say?" 
 
Roxby replied glumly, "Guineas, I'm afraid." 
 
He saw the same mischievous smile he had watched at his own dinner table. She said quietly, "We shall see." 
 
Seeing her determination Roxby said, "I will arrange it. But it is hardly the work for a lady, and my Nancy will scold me for allowing it!" 
 
She recalled the young midshipman who had been Richard's closest friend, the one who had given his heart to the girl who had eventually married Roxby. Did Roxby know anything about it? Did Richard's sister still grieve for the boy who had died so young? 
 
It made her think of Adam, and she wondered if Richard had yet been able to speak with him. 
 
Roxby said, "I'll ride with you. It's on my way." He beckoned to his groom, but she had already pulled herself into the saddle. 
 
They rode almost in silence until the roof of the Bolitho house showed through the ragged, windswept trees. Solid, reliable, timeless, Roxby thought. He had imagined that one day he might make an offer for it, when things had been bad here. 
 
He glanced sideways at the woman in green. That was in the past. With a woman like her, his brother-in-law could do anything. 
 
"You must sup with us again soon," he said affably. 
 
She tightened the reins as Tamara quickened her pace at the sight of home. 
 
"That is kind of you. But later on, yes? Please convey my love to Nancy." 
 
Roxby watched her until she had gone through the weathered gates. She would not come. Not until she knew, until she had heard something of Richard. 
 
He sighed and turned his horse back on to the track, his groom trotting behind him at a respectful distance. 
 
He kept his mind busy and away from the lovely woman who had just left him. His morning would be full tomorrow. Two men had been caught stealing chickens and had beaten the keeper who had challenged them. He would have to be present when they were hanged. It always drew a crowd, although not as large as for a highwayman or pirate. 
 
The thought of pirates made him reflect again on the collier brig. He would provide a letter of introduction for Lady Catherine to give to his friends, as well as one for their eyes only. He was honoured that he could afford her some protection, even if he did not agree with her mission to Fowey. 
 
He was tired and vaguely depressed when he reached his own grand house. The drive and outbuildings were well tended, the walls and gardens in good condition. French prisoners of war had done much of it, for the most part glad to be free of the jails or even worse, the hulks. It made him feel charitable again, and he was in better spirits when his wife met him in the hall brimming with news. It seemed Valentine Keen, who had been made commodore, and his young bride would be calling to see them before Keen took up some new appointment. 
 
Roxby was pleased but he scowled as he said, "If they bring that brat with them, keep him away from me!" Then he laughed. It would be good for Nancy to have some company. He thought of Catherine. And for her too. 
 
"We'll invite a few people, Nancy." 
 
She asked gently, "How is Catherine?" 
 
Roxby sat down and waited for a servant to drag off his boots, while another approached with a goblet of brandy. As a magistrate he believed it wiser not to enquire too closely into its origins. 
 
He thought about her question. 
 
"Missing him, m'dear. Drives herself hard to make the days pass." 
 
"You admire her, don't you, Lewis?" 
 
He looked into her pretty face and the eyes which, in his ardent youth, he had fancied were the colour of summer lavender. "Never seen a love like theirs," he said. As she moved to his chair he slipped his arm around her substantial waist, which had once been so slender. "Except for ours, of course!" 
 
She laughed. "Of course!" 
 
She turned as rain rattled suddenly against the windows. Roxby, earthy landowner that he was, could ignore it. But she was a sailor's daughter, and the sister of the most respected officer in the navy now that Nelson was no more, and she found herself murmuring, "Lord, to be at sea on a day like this..." 
 
But when she looked at him Roxby had fallen into a doze by the fire. 
 
She had everything, she told herself. A gracious house, a prominent position in society, two fine children and a husband who loved her dearly. 
 
But she had never forgotten the young man who had offered his heart to her all those years ago, and in her dreams sometimes she still saw him in his blue coat with its white patches on the collar, his open face and fair hair like Valentine Keen's. But she thought of him now as if he were still out there somewhere, braving the seas and the storms, as if one day he might stride up to the house, and neither of them would have aged or changed. 
 
She felt a lump in her throat and whispered, "Oh, Martyn, where are you?" 
 
But only the rain answered. 
 
Lady Catherine Somervell walked into the bedroom and paused to listen to the heavy rain drumming against the roof and pouring down from the overflowing gutters. 
 
There was a cheerful fire in the grate and despite the bitter cold outside the house, in here it was warm and welcoming. She had had a hot bath and her body still tingled from the rubbing Sophie had given her back and shoulders. It was as well she had not waited longer in Fowey or with Roxby's friends at St. Austell: every road, even the high coaching way, would be flooded or a muddy trap for horse and carriage alike. 
 
Everyone had been kind to her, and even the prize agent at the harbour had eventually been able to overcome his surprise at dealing with a woman. 
 
She poured some of Grace Ferguson's coffee, beside which someone had discreetly placed a glass of cognac. 
 
It was good to be back, especially when she discovered that Valentine Keen and his young wife had arrived at the house just before her. 
 
She imagined them now in the large room at the end of the corridor. In one another's arms perhaps, already spent with lovemaking. Or quiet, as they had been at dinner, unable to think of anything but that they were soon to be parted. Commodore Keen, as he was now, was full of news about his tiny son whom they had left in Hampshire. One of Keen's sisters had insisted on taking care of the baby so that they could make this journey together. 
 
Catherine had wondered if the real reason was to spare her feelings, because she had once told Zenoria that she was unable to bear children. She had not told her why, nor would she. 
 
Whenever she had encouraged Keen to talk of his new appointment she had seen the pain in Zenoria's eyes. Separation so soon after the Golden Plover's dreadful end and their discovery of one another again, their joy at the birth of their son; it might all be lost once Keen had joined his squadron. 
 
She had felt a dagger of jealousy when Keen had mentioned the likelihood of meeting with Richard, before or after he had led his ships to Cape Town. There would be an invasion of 
 
Mauritius, Keen had seemed certain, to stop the attacks on the trade routes once and for all. 
 
"Will it be difficult, Val?" 
 
Keen had seemed almost remote. "It is always easier to defend an island than to capture it. But if enough soldiers can be spared, and with Sir Richard at the helm, it should be possible." 
 
Catherine had not dared to look at the girl when Keen had exclaimed with sudden enthusiasm, "It will be like a family again with Adam there!" 
 
Perhaps that, too, had blown over. Sailors had to go to sea: even poor Allday had had to make a difficult choice. 
 
She thought of the letter which had been waiting for her upon her return from Fowey. Richard had written it at Gibraltar. She looked suddenly at the window as the rain lessened, and a great shaft of moonlight probed against the house. November, and his first letter. It might mark the arrival of many more. 
 
It was a letter of love and tenderness, which with so many miles between them was all the more moving. He had written little of Valkyrie and her captain, not even much about Adam except to say that they would be leaving the Rock without waiting for Anemone to catch up. 
 
Every day is an obstacle without you, dear Kate, and if you do not come to me in the night watches my whole being aches for you. Some nights ago when we were weathering Cape Finisterre and the winds sought to put us ashore, you did come to me. The cabin was as black as tar, but you stood by the stern windows, your hair waving in the wind although the place was sealed against it. You smiled at me and I ran to hold you. But when I kissed you, your lips were like ice. Then I was alone, a complete man again because of the strength your visit had given me. 
 
She sat on their bed and opened the letters once more. Shy, sometimes over-sensitive, he was a man who gave so much while others demanded more. It is easier to defend an island than to capture it. How strange it had been to hear Keen's opinion. Something he had learned from Richard. Like others she had come to know. Oliver Browne, Jenour, and soon perhaps his new flag lieutenant, George Avery. 
 
Next month they would all be preparing for Christmas. How quickly it had come around again. And all the while she would be craving news, waiting for the post-boy; writing to him and wondering how each letter would reach him. 
 
She stroked the bed with her hand. Where she had given herself, again and again. The bed was turned down, and Sophie had laid out a gown for her as she always did. 
 
How would Zenoria accept this latest parting? She could barely have recovered from the last one, when the devastating news had broken about the shipwreck. 
 
Adam had taken her that news himself. Was that when it had happened? 
 
She got up and walked to the window. Most of the clouds had gone, and those still moving to a wet south-westerly glided from the moon's path like solid things. 
 
Catherine picked up the gown and for a few moments stood naked while she threw her heavy robe on to a chair. 
 
She stared at the tall cheval glass where she had stood with Richard, watching his hand uncover her with exquisite slowness. The strong hand had moved over her body, exploring her as she had heard herself beg him to do. 
 
Then she stood at the window again and flung it open, gasping as the bitter air attacked her nakedness. 
 
"I am here, Richard. Wherever you are, I am with you!" 
 
And in the sudden stillness she thought she heard him call her name. 
 
Sir Paul Sillitoe paused beside one of the tall windows in the Admiralty building and watched the carriages shining like polished metal in the persistent drizzle, and wondered how or why he should tolerate such an existence. He had two estates in England and plantations in Jamaica, where he could soon drive the chill from his bones. 
 
He knew exactly why he did it, and even this momentary dissatisfaction was merely a facet of his own impatient nature. 
 
November and barely three o'clock in the afternoon, and already he could not see clearly across the road. London was wet, cold and miserable. 
 
He heard Admiral Sir James Hamett-Parker re-enter the room and said, "Is the squadron ready to sail, Sir James?" He turned lightly and saw the weight of worry on the admiral's face. Hamett-Parker was finding this project more difficult than he had believed, perhaps. He thought suddenly of Godschale, who was now in Bombay. Even he had been better in some ways; he would certainly have found a woman somewhere to ease his burden. Sillitoe knew that Hamett-Parker's wife had died. He smiled to himself. Of boredom, probably. 
 
"I have sent word today. As soon as Commodore Keen is satisfied, I will tell him to prepare for sea." 
 
He looked at Sillitoe, barely able to hide his dislike. "And what of the Prime Minister?" 
 
Sillitoe shrugged. "When the Duke of Portland decided to resign that illustrious position, owing, he claimed, to ill health, we were prepared to accept changes, in strategy at least. Next month we are to be blessed with another Tory, Spencer Perceval, who given time may make a stronger mark than the Duke." 
 
Hamett-Parker was astonished that Sillitoe found it easy to display his contempt so openly. It was dangerous, even amongst friends. There was worse to come. 
 
"You realise, Sir James, that without proper leadership we have been laid open to all manner of dangers." 
 
The French?" 
 
Sillitoe's hooded eyes gleamed as he answered, "For once, the French are not the enemy. This time the rot is from within." He became impatient again. "I speak of His Majesty. Can nobody see that he is a raving lunatic? Every order of command, at sea or on land, has to be laid out before him." 
 
Hamett-Parker glanced at the closed doors and replied uneasily, "He is the King. It is everyone's loyal duty to..." 
 
Sillitoe seemed to spring at him. Then you are a fool, sir! If this Mauritius campaign is ruined because of his prevarication, do you imagine that he will shoulder the blame?" He watched the sudden anxiety on the admiral's severe features. "By the Grace of God, remember? How can a monarch be held responsible?" He tapped the table with his fingers. "He is mad. But you will be the scapegoat. But then you know all about courts-martial. You will not need reminding." 
 
Hamett-Parker snapped, "I'll have no more of your impertinence, damn it! What you describe is treason!" 
 
Sillitoe looked down at the road again as a troop of dragoons cantered past, their cloaks black with rain. 
 
"His eldest son will be crowned one day. Pray that it is not too late." 
 
Hamett-Parker forced himself to sit upright in his chair. No matter who had the prime minister's ear, or even the attention of royalty, Sillitoe appeared to be at ease with them. He tried not to think of his grand house, which had been Anson's. Like Godschale, he could lose everything. Even the lords of Admiralty were no longer immune to penalties. 
 
"Are you saying that the people do not like their King?" 
 
Sillitoe did not smile. It had cost the admiral a great deal to ask something so indiscreet. 
 
"It would be fairer to say that the King does not know or care about themV 
 
He waited a moment. "Suppose you were to hold a very splendid reception at your London address?" He knew that Hamett-Parker had no other address, but this was the moment for flattery. 
 
The admiral said, "What good would it do?" 
 
"For you, d'you mean?" He hurried on before Hamett-Parker could rise to his casual insult. "Invite guests who are known, cared about, hated even, but not merely the King's officers and officials who have favours to offer." 
 
"But next year..." 
 
"Next year, Sir James, the King will be beyond help or manipulation. His son will take responsibility." He waited and saw the doubts and fears of a man who was said to be little short of a tyrant. 
 
"Invite him, is that what you imply?" 
 
Sillitoe shrugged. "It is a suggestion. I am certain that the prime minister would favour it." He saw the shot go home, like watching a duel list fall when you had believed that your ball had missed the target. 
 
"I will have to give it a good deal of thought." 
 
Sillitoe smiled. The battle was almost won. He said gently, "You have reached as high a position in the navy as any officer might hope. Others would have thought it impossible from the start." He counted the seconds. "It would help nobody, least of all yourself, to lose it." 
 
"I have never sought favours from anybody!" 
 
Sillitoe regarded him impassively. He sounds just like Thomas Herrick. But all he said was, "Admirable." 
 
The same lieutenant entered the room and said, "Sir Paul's carriage is here, Sir James." 
 
Hamett-Parker waved him away and wondered how long he had been listening outside. 
 
Sillitoe picked up his cloak and turned towards the doors. 
 
"I shall walk. It keeps my head clear." He gave a slight bow. "I bid you good-day, Sir James." 
 
He descended the elegant staircase and went briskly out past the porter's chair into the drizzle. 
 
His coachman acknowledged him with his whip. He knew where to find him. He was reliable, otherwise he would not be in Sillitoe's employment. 
 
There were few people in the streets. As he walked, ignoring them, Sillitoe was deep in thought. He was still surprised that Hamett-Parker had not put up any fight. 
 
His thoughts ranged on to Catherine Somervell and what he would say to her. She was not on this earth to be hidden away in Cornwall with fishermen and labourers. Nor was she meant to spend her life conducting a hopeless liaison in a little house in Chelsea. Sometimes she must recall her previous marriage to the Viscount Somervell, the grand occasions, being presented as she should be. She would be aware of Sillitoe's influence at the Admiralty and with Parliament. A few words, spoken or written, could bring Bolitho from his constant campaigning, and its ever-present fear of death. She would also be well aware that he could persuade a bigot like Hamett-Parker to prevent Bolitho's return, as they were doing to Nelson's best friend, Lord Collingwood. 
 
The reception he had suggested to the admiral had been the first step. 
 
He thought of the latest piece of news his spies had brought him, that Catherine had purchased an old collier brig from a Cornish prize-court. To impress the man she could never marry, any more than she could reach out and touch him whenever she chose? He doubted if it were only for that reason. Perhaps it was her personal mystery that excited and taunted him like none other. 
 
He stopped at the door of a house in the quiet street, and after a quick glance in either direction dragged the bell-pull. 
 
For a while he would lose himself in a flippant, bawdy world where even the power of politics had no place. He smiled as the door opened slightly. Perhaps whores were the only honest people left after all. 
 
The woman almost curtsied. "Oh, Sir Paul! A real pleasure! She's waitin' for you upstairs!" 
 
He glanced at the gloomy stairway. He would think of Catherine while he was here. Of how it would be. 
 
TEN 
 
Exchange of Fire 
 
John Allday sat as comfortably as he could on an upturned dory and stared at the assembled shipping and sluggishly moving boats. If he turned his head he could see the great spread of Table Mountain that dwarfed Cape Town and all else in sight. But every movement was torture in the relentless heat. He was surprised he was not sweating: it was too hot even for that. There was a steady enough breeze from the sea, but it had no life, and reminded him of a village smithy he had once known. 
 
His stomach rumbled and he knew it was time for something to eat and a wet, but not until Sir Richard and his flag lieutenant had returned from meeting the governor and some of the military commanders. 
 
He stared across the shimmering water to Valkyrie and the ex-prize ship Laertes. Quivering like a phantom vessel, Captain Adam Bolitho's Anemone swung at her anchor, and Allday wondered what would happen when he met his uncle again. Captain Trevenen had reported that Anemone, the third frigate in their small group, had been sighted at dawn, her arrival reported by one of the army's mountain lookout posts. But she had still not entered harbour when Sir Richard had left Valkyrie, and Allday knew enough about signals to realise that as senior officer of the flotilla Trevenen had hoisted Captain repair on board almost before Anemone's anchor had hit the bottom. 
 
Allday turned his attention to the gig that had carried them ashore. It was made fast to a small mooring buoy and the crew was smartly turned out, but they were sitting with their arms folded and straight-backed despite the heat and discomfort, as they had been since Sir Richard had stepped ashore. It was as if the boat must not make contact with the land, he thought. As if one might become infected by the other. 
 
There was a lieutenant in the boat. Even he did not have the authority, or the concern for the crew, to let them find some shade ashore. Then there was the captain. Trevenen was respected by his officers, although it showed in the sailors' eyes as something worse. Fear. 
 
Some soldiers tramped past, a solitary drum beating out the step. Several were barely sunburned, unsure of themselves, ungainly under full packs and weapons, their red coats adding to the burden of heat. They were only a few of the men gathered here, and there were ships in plenty to carry them when required. 
 
But fighting their way on to a heavily defended cluster of islands? Allday could not see the point of it at all. Why should he care? He had seen enough of it in the Caribbean, on the islands of death as the soldiers called them. Men plucked from the English countryside or the Scottish garrisons, from the Welsh valleys and anywhere else where they could be persuaded to take the King's shilling and go for a soldier. 
 
But he did care. He grinned to himself. It must have rubbed off Sir Richard. Allday had seen many men thrown away, fighting over islands nobody in England had heard of. Like as not they would be handed back to the enemy once the damned war was over and done with. 
 
He tried not to worry about Unis Polin, but to think of their last quiet moments together in the parlour of the Stag's Head at Fallowfield. He had always had an eye for the women, in more ports and harbours than he could remember. But this was very different, and he was almost afraid to touch her until she had looked up at him, with her fresh skin and laughing eyes, and had said, "I'll not break, John Allday! Hold me like you mean it!" 
 
But even her brightness, which he now understood had been for his sake, could not hold out. She had pressed her face against his chest and had whispered, "Just you come back to me! You promise, eh?" 
 
She understood about the sea, and things like loyalty. She must have had enough of that from her dead husband, Jonas Polin, master's mate in the old Hyperion. 
 
Time moved on, and in his heart, although he knew it was stupid even to make a comparison, he knew Sir Richard had felt the same about leaving. 
 
This time. Why then? It had troubled him. It still did. 
 
He heard footsteps behind him and got to his feet. It was Lieutenant Avery, looking tired and hot from his walk. Another North Sea officer, Allday thought. Rain, wind and more rain. Even as the thought touched his mind, he realised how much he was missing it. 
 
Avery said, "Call the boat, Allday. Sir Richard will be here presently." 
 
Allday's bellow made the boat's crew come to life and the oars appear in the row locks like magic. 
 
"Everything all right, sir?" He gestured towards the eye-blinding buildings, above which the Union Flag made the only visible movement. 
 
Avery said, "I expect so." He thought of Bolitho's face when a staff officer had handed him some letters. He plunged his hand into his coat. "There's a letter for you, Allday." 
 
He watched the big coxswain take it, with hands so strong and scarred that he could only imagine the life he had led. 
 
Allday turned it over very carefully as if it might break. He knew it was from her. If he raised it to his nose there would be some of her there too. The sweet smell of the countryside and flowers, of the Helford riverbank and the little parlour. 
 
He recalled her face when he had touched on the gold he had given her for safe-keeping, the 'booty' as Ozzard had called it, which he had taken from one of the Golden Plover's mutineers. 
 
He had said, "It's yours, Unis. I want you to have it." He had seen the shock in her eyes and had added, "It'll be yours anyway when we're wed." 
 
She had answered with the same gravity, "But not until then, John Allday!" 
 
Avery watched him now and wondered if he should risk offending the man. 
 
Allday said suddenly, "I can't read, y'see, sir. Never got down to it." He was thinking of Ozzard and his barely contained scorn for what he intended with Unis Polin. Sir Richard's secretary Yovell was a good man, but `?,:/' if he read somebody's letter aloud it always came out like a sermon. 
 
"I'll do it... if you like, Allday." They looked at each other warily until Avery said, "I'll get none myself." 
 
An officer, Allday thought. One he did not really know, yet. But the poignancy of that last remark made him answer, "I'd take it kindly, sir." 
 
The boat came alongside the jetty and the bowman scrambled ashore with the painter. The lieutenant followed, straightening his hat and pulling his shirt from his skin. 
 
Avery said, "Seems a pleasant place, Mr. Finlay." 
 
He had mixed very little with the ship's officers and they had seemed ready enough to remain isolated from him. Avery knew the reason well enough; he was used to it by now. But one thing he still possessed was an excellent memory for names. 
 
The fourth lieutenant said irritably, "You wouldn't say that if you'd been out there in this damned boat!" 
 
Avery faced him so that his eyes glowed in the fierce light. "I have been in good company." 
 
The lieutenant glared at Allday. "And what are you doing?" 
 
Allday replied calmly, "Listening, sir." 
 
"Why, you insolent..." 
 
Avery took his arm and pulled him aside. "Stow it. Unless you would like a personal introduction to Sir Richard Bolitho?" 
 
"Is that a threat, sir?" But the irritation was giving away to caution like sand slipping from an hour-glass. 
 
"Rather, a promise!" 
 
The lieutenant stiffened as Bolitho and two army officers came into sight. Avery saw immediately that there was dirt on the vice-admiral's sleeve. 
 
"Are you well, Sir Richard?" 
 
Bolitho smiled. "Of course. The military provided too much hospitality. I should have watched my step in more ways than one!" The army officers grinned. 
 
Avery turned and saw Allday staring at Bolitho, the anxiety like pain in his eyes. It was like a cold hand on the spine -but why? There was something else here he still knew nothing about. 
 
But he had observed the exchange of glances before. As strong as steel. What bond did they share on top of all else, he wondered? 
 
Bolitho said, "I see that Anemone is in her rightful berth." He looked at Allday. It was like an unasked question. 
 
Allday nodded, and tilted his hat further to cut out the glare. 
 
"Captain repair on board was hoisted, Sir Richard." 
 
"Good. I want to see him myself." He glanced idly at the anchored army transports, the rigging decorated with newly washed shirts and blankets. Almost to himself he said, "I do not think we have an army of professionals. Not yet in any case." He seemed to change his mind about something. Two brigs are arriving to complete our little squadron. The Thruster and the Orcadia." 
 
Avery stared, as did the lieutenant in charge of the boat, even more as Allday exclaimed, "Can't get rid of Mr. Jenour, sir!" 
 
Avery understood: for once he could share it. Jenour had been his predecessor. He had heard that even when promoted to commander and given a ship after that last battle with the French rear-admiral, Baratte, he had not wanted to leave Bolitho. Promotion was something every officer dreamed of, and he had been prepared to throw it all away. 
 
If they fell in with Baratte again out here where one great ocean met another, might he himself be offered the same choice? He looked at the bottom-boards to hide his bitterness. If the chance did come his way, he would take it with both hands. 
 
Allday muttered, "Anemone'?" gig is still alongside, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho's jaw tightened. What had the two captains been finding to discuss throughout the forenoon? 
 
"Watch your stroke, man!" 
 
Bolitho saw the oarsman in question blink, afraid of spoiling the final approach in case the captain was watching. 
 
The fourth lieutenant was probably just as worried, but determined not to be found wanting. 
 
Bolitho touched his waistcoat pocket and felt the two letters there from Catherine. Now she would join him through her words, and the six thousand miles between them might seem like nothing, if only for a while. 
 
He heard the stamp of feet and the clink of weapons as the marines joined the waiting side-party. 
 
He glanced up at the tapering masts and furled sails. How different from any other frigate, he thought. With a company of two hundred and seventy officers, seamen and marines, she would be a formidable weapon if properly used. 
 
In the first frigate he had ever commanded there had been only three lieutenants, as was usually the case today. He frowned. One of them had been Thomas Herrick. 
 
He looked at his coat and wondered if anyone had guessed about his failing vision. He had not seen the step, just like the time in Antigua when he had slipped and would have fallen, but for a lady who was waiting with her husband to greet him. Catherine. 
 
Allday whispered, "Ozzard'll soon have that cleaned off, Sir Richard." 
 
Their eyes met and Bolitho answered simply, "It is nothing." So he knew. 
 
On the frigate's deck seamen barely paused in their work to look at the vice-admiral who had come amongst them. The marine guard waited to be dismissed, and Bolitho saw some men swabbing the deck below the larboard gangway. Blood, by the look of it. Another flogging then. 
 
Captain Aaron Trevenen wasted no time. "I have logged Anemone's time of arrival. Having sent for her captain, I rebuked him for his failure to comply with his orders and make all haste to join us." 
 
There was more than anger in his voice and eyes. Was it triumph, perhaps? 
 
Trevenen said loudly, "As the senior officer in your absence, Sir Richard..." 
 
Bolitho met his stare and said, "A lot seems to happen when I am not present, Captain Trevenen." He glanced briefly at the seamen with their swabs. "I am all ears to hear my nephew's explanation perhaps more than you realise." His tone hardened, and later Avery was to remember it. "We will discuss it in my quarters, not here in the market-place!" 
 
The marine sentry stamped to attention and Ozzard opened the screen door for them. Every window, gun port and skylight was open but with little effect. Adam stood beneath a skylight, his dress coat with its gleaming epaulettes making him look even younger, rather than more mature. 
 
Bolitho gestured to Ozzard. "Some refreshment." He knew Trevenen would make an excuse to withdraw after he had said his piece. "Be seated, the pair of you. We will fight the Frenchies if need be, but not, I pray, each other." 
 
They sat down, the one avoiding the other. Bolitho studied his nephew and thought of what Catherine had told him. Sitting here, with an incipient crisis to deal with, he marvelled that he had not seen it for himself. 
 
Trevenen said abruptly, "Captain Bolitho entered Funchal in Madeira without orders, Sir Richard. So he sailed out of company, and our progress would have been curtailed had a strong enemy force come upon us!" He glared at the young captain. "I reprimanded him." 
 
Bolitho looked at his nephew. The wildness was still there, defiance too. He could well imagine Adam provoking somebody into a duel regardless of the consequences, just as he could easily see him with Zenoria. He tried not to think of Valentine Keen, so proud and happy, a dear friend who must never know. 
 
He asked, "Why did you make for Funchal?" 
 
Adam faced him openly for the first time since he had come aboard. 
 
"I believed we might discover some shipping, vessels which perhaps might not be all they seemed." 
 
Trevenen exploded, "A likely story, sir!" 
 
Bolitho felt vaguely troubled. Adam was lying. Because of me, or Trevenen? 
 
Trevenen took his silence for doubt. 
 
He said, That island is always a place for loose tongues! By God, I expect that all France knows what we are about by now!" 
 
Bolitho said, "Well?" 
 
Adam shrugged, his eyes hidden in shadow. "Maybe not all France, but the Americans are certainly interested in us. I was entertained by a certain Captain Nathan Beer, of the United States frigate Unity." 
 
Bolitho took a glass of wine from Ozzard, surprised that he could remain so calm. 
 
"I know of him." 
 
"And he of you." 
 
Trevenen snapped, "Why was I not told? And if it's true..." 
 
Adam retorted, "With respect, sir, you seemed more concerned with upbraiding me in front of as many of the people as possible!" 
 
Bolitho said, "Easy, gentlemen." To Adam he asked, "Was the Unity a new ship? For I have surely never heard of her." It gave Adam time to control his sudden anger. 
 
"She is the biggest frigate afloat." 
 
Trevenen scoffed, "And what do you imagine Valkyrie to be?" 
 
Adam glanced around the cabin. "She is larger even than this ship. She mounts at least forty-four guns." He looked at the other captain. "I am aware that that is only two more than this ship, but she carries twenty-four-pounders, and a sizeable ship's company, perhaps to act as prize-crews." 
 
Bolitho took another glass of wine. Despite his joke about the army's hospitality he had drunk nothing ashore. That might come later, but it was still too soon to lower his guard. 
 
He said, "I will send word in the next courier brig." He looked hard at the glass in his fingers. "That is far too big a vessel to lose, even in an ocean." 
 
It had to be Baratte. It was not much, but it was like a piece of cod line to a drowning man. In the past Baratte had used neutrals, even one against the other to disguise or aid his motives. 
 
Feet thudded on deck, and calls squealed as a lighter came alongside for unloading. 
 
Adam said, "May I return to my ship, Sir Richard?" 
 
Bolitho nodded. He knew Adam hated the formality of addressing him as he would any other flag officer. 
 
He said, "Perhaps you will join me one evening before we leave Cape Town?" 
 
Adam grinned, the boy again. "It would be an honour!" 
 
Captain Trevenen too, as expected, made his own excuses and left. 
 
Bolitho heard Ozzard bustling about in the pantry and wondered how long it would be before he was disturbed again. 
 
He took out the first letter and opened it with great care. There was a small lock of her hair inside, tied with a piece of green ribbon. 
 
My darling Richard. Outside the birds are still singing and the flowers are bright in the sunshine. I can only try to guess where you are, and I have used the globe in the library to ride in your wake like a creature of the ocean... Today I went to Falmouth, but I felt like a stranger. Even my lovely Tamara was looking for you... I miss you so, dearest of men... 
 
He heard the bark of commands and knew Adam was leaving the ship. At least he had been made aware of Trevenen's hostility, part of the old feud which he could not remember. 
 
Ozzard entered with a tray and Bolitho placed the letter with its mate on the table beside him. 
 
On deck Adam turned towards the other captain, his hand to his gold-laced hat as he prepared to leave. 
 
Trevenen said in a fierce whisper, "Don't you dare abuse your authority with me, sir!" 
 
Anybody watching would have seen only Adam's smile, his teeth very white in his sunburned face. But they would have been too far away to hear his response. 
 
"And do not try to humiliate me in front of anyone, sir. I 
 
had to put up with it when I was younger, but not any more. I think you know what I mean!" Then, to the trill of calls, he was down the side and into his gig-The first lieutenant crossed the deck. "They say he has quite a reputation in the field, sir. Sword or pistol, I'm told." 
 
Trevenen stared at him. "You can hold your tongue, damn your eyes! Be about your business!" 
 
Much later, as the cooler air of evening moved through the ship and her rigging alike, Bolitho allowed himself to re-read the first letter. Only once did he pause when he heard someone's voice, uninterrupted as if he were reading aloud. Prayers, perhaps. It came from Avery's little cabin, which separated his own quarters from the wardroom. 
 
He turned back to the letter, all else forgotten. 
 
My darling Richard... 
 
Captain Robert Williams of the convict transport ship Prince Henry took a well-thumbed copy of the prayer book from his pocket, and waited as some of his men prepared a corpse for burial. The fourth since leaving England, and under these conditions there would be more before they reached Botany Bay. 
 
He glanced around his ship, along the decks and gangways where watchful guards stood beside the loaded swivel-guns, and aloft where more seamen were working on the yards or hung from the rigging like primitive apes. It never stopped. The ship was too old for this kind of work, with weeks and sometimes months at sea. He heard the clank of pumps and was grateful that the prisoners could be used for that back-breaking work if nothing else. 
 
There were two hundred convicts in the ship, and because of their numbers they could only be allowed up from the foul-smelling holds a few at a time, some of them in manacles. Separated from them there were a few women, whores and petty thieves for the most part, deported by magistrates who merely wanted them out of their jurisdiction. The women at least would find no hardship in the colony, but many of the others would not survive. 
 
His mate called, "Ready, sir!" Their eyes met. Each was thinking of the waste of time, when the corpse in question was that of a man who had killed another in a brawl and only escaped the gallows because of his skill as a cooper. But he had been a violent, dangerous prisoner, and it would be more fitting if they merely pitched his body outboard like so much rubbish. 
 
But rules were rules and the Prince Henry sailed under "warrant, and was to all other purposes a government vessel. 
 
"He's coming, sir." 
 
Williams sighed. He was their only passenger, R.ear-Admiral Thomas Herrick, who had kept very much to himself during every dragging week. Williams had been looking forward to sharing his quarters with an officer of rank, one who had served his country well until his superiors had decided to offer him this appointment in New South Wales. To Williams it made very little sense. Even a junior admiral should be wealthy, by his simple reasoning, and Herrick could have refused the appointment and lived the rest of his life in ease and comfort. Williams himself had been at sea from the age of eight, and his had been a hard climb to his present command. 
 
His lip curled. A rotten, stinking convict ship, with hull and rigging so worn that she could rarely manage more than six knots. Before this, the old Prince Henry had been carrying livestock to the many army outposts and garrisons in the Caribbean. Even the army's quartermasters and butchers had complained about the conditions the animals had been forced to endure on these long passages. But they were good enough apparently for humans, albeit the scum of the jails. 
 
He touched his hat. "Morning, sir." 
 
Herrick joined him by the rail, his eyes moving without conscious thought from the helmsman's compass to the set of every limply flapping sail. It was habit, as it had become since he had stood his first watch as a lieutenant. 
 
"Not much wind." 
 
Herrick shifted his gaze to the burial party. They were staring aft, waiting for the signal. 
 
"Who was he?" 
 
Williams shrugged. "A felon, a murderer." He did not hide his contempt. 
 
Herrick's blue eyes fixed on his. "A man, nonetheless. Would you wish me to read something?" 
 
"I can manage, sir. I've done it a few times." 
 
Herrick thought of Bolitho when they had met at Freetown. He still did not really know what had made him react as he had. Because I cannot pretend. He was suddenly impatient with himself. He knew that Williams, the ship's master, had thought him mad for taking passage in a convict ship, with men he might have to discipline in places where the navy was the only mark of law and order. He could have chosen a fast packet, or been a passenger among his own kind in a man-of-war. A simple seafarer like Williams could never understand that it was because there had been a choice that Herrick had come aboard the Prince Henry. 
 
Williams opened his little book. He was angry, but naval officers often made him feel stupid. 
 
The days of man are but as grass: for he flourisheth as a flower of the field..." 
 
He looked up, caught off guard as the masthead lookout yelled, "Deck there! Sail on the larboard quarter!" 
 
Herrick glanced at the men around him and down on the gangway. Thinking much the same as their captain. 
 
Prince Henry had the Indian Ocean to herself. The Cape of Good Hope was about three hundred miles astern, and there were nearly six thousand miles stretching away into infinity before they could reach land again and their final destination. 
 
Williams cupped his hands. "What ship?" 
 
The lookout shouted down, "Small, sir. Two masts mebbe!" 
 
Williams said, "Perhaps she's one of yours, sir?" 
 
Herrick thought of the beautiful telescope in his cabin, Dulcie's last present to him. 
 
He tightened his jaw and tried to shut it out. He often held it before he turned in, just to imagine her finding it for him. He felt a lump in his throat. He would not interfere. Anyway, Williams was probably right. 
 
If she were an enemy she was well off any station where she might be expected. He looked at the seamen who were still standing with the canvas-sewn corpse. 
 
Williams came out of his thoughts. "Get the royals on her, Mr. Spry! I think she'll stand it!" He seemed to see the burial party for the first time. "What the hell are you waiting for? Tip the bugger over!" 
 
Herrick heard the splash and pictured the bundle twisting and turning, sinking eventually into total darkness. But how did they know that? Many strange things had been witnessed at sea. Maybe there was another world down there beyond the depths. 
 
Calls shrilled and men scampered to halliards and braces as the yards were trimmed until the wind was trapped and the deck tilted slightly to the extra pressure. 
 
Williams said, "Get aloft, Mr. Spry, and take a glass. The lookout is a good hand, but he'll see only what he wants to." 
 
Herrick turned to watch a great fish leap from the gentle water, only to fall again into the waiting jaws of a hunter. 
 
He had heard Williams' remark. The voice of a true sailor. Take nothing for granted. 
 
Some guards appeared from a hatchway and twenty or so prisoners were pushed roughly into the sunshine. 
 
Herrick saw one of the swivels move slightly, its gunner waiting to drag the lanyard which could turn a group of men into bloody gruel. They were a poor-looking lot, he thought. Dirty, unshaven, blinking like old men in the blinding sunlight. One wore leg-irons and lay down by the scuppers, his pallid face turned away from the others. 
 
He heard someone say, "Save yer pity, Silas! They'd spit you soon as look at you!" 
 
Herrick thought of Bolitho again. I should have remembered to ask about his eye. How was he managing? Did the others notice that something was wrong? 
 
The mate arrived on deck with a thud. He had slithered down a backstay, something which would have torn any land-man's palms like a knife-blade. 
 
He said, "Brigantine, sir. Small enough." He glanced astern as if he expected to see her sails on the horizon. "She's overhauling us." 
 
Williams looked thoughtful. "Well, she can't be a slaver out here. Nowhere for her to go." 
 
The mate hesitated. "Suppose she be a pirate?" 
 
Williams grinned hugely and clapped him on the shoulder. "Even a pirate wouldn't be fool enough to want two hundred extra bellies to fill, an' we've precious little else." 
 
Herrick said, "If she is an enemy you can still drive her off." 
 
Williams looked worried again. "It's not that, sir. It's the prisoners. If they ran wild we'd never be able to hold them." He looked at his mate. "Fetch the gunner and tell him to stand by. We've six twelve-pounders, but they've never had to fight since I took command." 
 
The mate said unhelpfully, "Nor before that neither, by the looks of 'em!" 
 
A seaman who was splicing near the companionway stood up and pointed astern. "There she be, sir!" 
 
Herrick took a telescope from the rack by the compass-box and walked aft with it in both hands. 
 
The other vessel was overhauling them fast. With the extended telescope he soon found her bulging fore course and jibs, her topsails completely hiding the other mast from view. End on, making full use of the same wind which was helpless to move the Prince Henry fast enough to maintain her distance away. 
 
"She wears Brazilian colours, sir!" 
 
Herrick grunted. Flags meant very little. His professional eye built up a picture in the telescope's lens. Fast and handy, a maid for all work. But Brazilian, out here? It seemed unlikely. 
 
Spry asked, "Will we fight if she tries her chances, sir?" 
 
Williams licked his dry lips. "Maybe they want stores, water even." Then he said, "We've barely enough for ourselves." He made up his mind. "All prisoners below. Tell the gunner to open the weapons chest, then arm yourselves." He turned to speak to the sea-officer with the greying hair, but Herrick had gone. 
 
A seaman said, "She's a smart 'un!" A sailor's respect for a well-handled vessel, hostile or not. 
 
In his cabin Herrick stood by one of his sea-chests, and after some hesitation opened it, so that his rear-admiral's dress coat shone in the reflected sunshine as if it were coming to life. He pulled out the metal box that contained his best epaulettes, the ones Dulcie had loved to see him wear. He grimaced. The same ones he had worn at his court-martial. He threw his plain black coat and breeches aside and dressed slowly and methodically, the pursuing brigantine still fixed in his mind. He thought of having another shave, but his sense of discipline and what was right made him reject the idea. The water ration was the same for everyone in this pitiful relic, from captain to the lowest felon, even the one who by now might have reached the end of his journey to the seabed. 
 
He sat down and wrote a few words in a letter and sealed it, and then he placed it carefully inside the long leather telescope case. His hand touched it, and the gold-stamped address in London of the people who had made it. He glanced at himself in the mirror, at the undreamed-of epaulettes, each with its silver star. He even smiled without bitterness. A surprising journey it had been for the son of a poor clerk in Kent. 
 
Something moved in the thick glass windows and he saw the other vessel flying up into the wind, the manoeuvre perfectly timed even as she shortened sail. 
 
He heard shouts on deck as the green Brazilian flag was hauled down from the peak, and replaced instantly by the Tricolour. 
 
Herrick picked up his sword and slipped it into his belt. Unhurriedly he took a last glance around the cabin and then made his way to the companion ladder. 
 
"She's a Frenchie!" 
 
Williams' jaw dropped as he stared at Herrick, so calm in his uniform. 
 
"I know." 
 
Williams was suddenly enraged. "Give the bastards a ball, Mr. Gunner!" 
 
The crash of a twelve-pounder brought shouts of alarm from between decks and screams from the women. 
 
Herrick snapped, "Belay that!" 
 
Two flashes spurted from the brigantine's low hull and a mixture of grape and cannister exploded into the poop, bringing down the two helmsmen. Spry the first mate was on his knees, staring with disbelief at the blood pumping out of his stomach even as he fell over and died. 
 
"They're heaving-to! Repel boarders, sir?" 
 
Williams shouted at Herrick, "What shall I do?" 
 
Herrick watched the boat being cast off, the rough-looking oarsmen already pulling lustily towards the convict transport. As the brigantine pitched up and down, her sails aback, he saw the guns, their crews already sponging out in readiness for another attack. 
 
He said, "Heave-to, Captain. You made your point, but men have died for it." 
 
The captain's hand was on his pistol. "They'll not take me, God damn them!" 
 
Herrick saw a white flag being held up by one of the boat's crew. He could even see the other vessel's name in gold letters on her counter, Tridente. 
 
He said, "Stay your hand, Captain. Do as they ask and I think they'll not harm you." 
 
The boat hooked on, and after a few seconds some ragged figures swarmed up the side and on to the deck. They were armed to the teeth and could have been of any nationality. 
 
Herrick watched impassively and heard someone call, "All ready, lieutenant!" An American or colonial accent. 
 
But the one man in uniform who came last on to the Prince Henry's deck was as French as anyone could be. 
 
He nodded curtly to Williams, then strode straight to Herrick. Long afterwards Williams remembered that Herrick had already been unclipping his sword, as if he had been expecting this. 
 
The lieutenant touched his hat. "M'sieur Herrick?" He studied him gravely. The misfortune of war. You are my prisoner." 
 
The brigantine was already making sail even as the boat went alongside. It seemed to have taken just minutes, and it was only when Williams saw his dead mate and the whimpering men near the wheel that he understood. 
 
"Call Mr. Prior. He can take his place!" He looked at the pistol, still in his belt. Most naval officers would have ordered him to fight to the finish and to hell with the consequences. 
 
But for Herrick he knew he would have done just that. He said heavily, "We'll put about for Cape Town." 
 
Herrick had even made a point of putting on full uniform, he thought. When he looked again the Tridente, or whatever her real name was, was already standing away, her big fore-and-aft sail already making her show her copper. 
 
Even the prisoners were quiet, as if they knew how close it had been. 
 
He seemed to hear Herrick's last words. I think they'll not harm you. 
 
It was like an epitaph. 
 
ELEVEN 
 
The Cutlass 
 
The house now employed as army headquarters for the growing military strength at Cape Town had once been the property of a wealthy Dutch trader. It nestled below the uncompromising barrier of Table Mountain and drew what breeze it could from the bay where the ships, like the soldiers, waited for orders. 
 
Fans swung back and forth in the biggest room, which overlooked the sea, moved by hidden servants so that they should not disturb anyone. There were blinds at the long windows, but even so the reflected light from the sea was blinding, the sky salmon-pink like an early sunset. In fact it was noon, and Bolitho shifted in a cane chair while the general finished reading the report an orderly had just presented to him. 
 
Major-General Sir Patrick Drummond was tall and solidly built, with a face almost as red as his coat. A successful officer in the early part of the Peninsular War and in many lesser campaigns, he had the reputation of being a 'soldier's soldier': prepared to listen, equally ready to discipline anyone who failed to meet his standards. 
 
Bolitho had already seen some of the military Drummond was expected to mould into a team capable enough to land on enemy islands and take them, no matter what it cost. It was not an enviable task. 
 
Drummond himself was in a half-lying position with his feet on a small table. Bolitho noted that his boots were like black glass, and the splendid spurs that adorned them could have been the work of a famous silversmith. 
 
Drummond looked up as a servant padded into the room and began to pour wine for the general and his visitor. 
 
Bolitho said, "As you know, I have all my ships at sea, and I am expecting the arrival of two brigs." 
 
The general waited for the servant to move the goblet so that he could reach it without any effort, and said, "I am only afraid that we may be in danger of over-reacting." He scratched one of his long grey sideburns and added, "You are a famous and successful sea-officer, Sir Richard. It is something to get such praise from a soldier, eh? But one so notable surprises me. I would have thought a senior captain, a commodore even, could perform this work. It is like hiring ten porters to carry a musket!" 
 
Bolitho sipped the wine. It was perfect, and seemed to spark off another memory: the cellars in St. James's Street, and Catherine seeking assurances that the wine she was buying for him was as good as the shop claimed. 
 
He said, "I do not think this campaign will proceed easily if we cannot dispose of the enemy's sea forces. They have to be based in Mauritius, and we must be prepared for other bases in the smaller islands. We could have failed at Martinique had the enemy been able to grapple with our military transports." 
 
Drummond gave a wry smile. "Thanks to you, I gather, the enemy got a bloody nose instead!" 
 
"We were ready, Sir Patrick. Today we are not." 
 
Drummond thought about it, frowning slightly as his world intruded into this long, shadowed room. Marching feet and the clatter of horses and harness, sergeants bellowing orders, probably half-blinded by sweat as they drilled in the relentless glare. 
 
He said, "I should like to enjoy Christmas here. After that, we'll have to see." 
 
Bolitho thought of England. It would be cold, perhaps with snow, although they did not get much in Cornwall. The sea off Pendennis Point would be angry and grey with surf along that line of well-remembered rocks. And Catherine... would she be missing London? Missing me? 
 
Drummond said, "If you had more ships..." 
 
Bolitho smiled. "It is always so, Sir Patrick. A squadron should be on its way here by now, with more soldiers and supplies." 
 
He wondered at Keen's feelings when he had been parted from Zenoria. Flying his own broad pendant as commodore would seem easy to him after his years of command and having been Bolitho's flag captain. 
 
How different from Trevenen. He was out on the ocean in his powerful Valkyrie, the other frigates sailing on either beam to offer their lookouts the maximum range in their search for any vessel of ill-intent. Patriot or pirate, it made little difference to a ponderous merchantman. 
 
Drummond rang a small bell and waited for the servant to reappear and fill the goblets. He looked past him to the door and barked, "Come in, Rupert! Don't stand there hovering about!" 
 
Rupert was a major whom Bolitho had already met. He seemed to be Drummond's right hand, a mixture of Keen and Avery rolled into one. 
 
"What is it?" Drummond gestured to the servant. "Another bottle, man! Jump about!" 
 
The major glanced at Bolitho and gave a brief smile. "The lookout station has reported another vessel, sir." 
 
Drummond paused with his goblet in mid-air. "Well? Spit it out! I'm not a mind-reader, and Sir Richard here is no enemy spy!" 
 
Bolitho contained a grin. Drummond could not be an easy man to serve. 
 
"She is the Prince Henry, sir." 
 
Drummond stared. "That damned convict transport? She is not expected in Cape Town. I would have been informed." 
 
Bolitho said quietly, "I was in Freetown when she weighed anchor. She should be well on her way across the Indian Ocean by now." 
 
The others looked at him uncertainly. Bolitho said, "Please ask my flag lieutenant to investigate and report to me. This wine is too good to leave." He hoped that his casual comment would conceal his sudden anxiety. What could be wrong? The transports never wasted any time. Packed with people being deported for one crime or another, no master could be certain of anything. 
 
Drummond stood up and unrolled some charts on his table. "I can pass the time by showing you what we intend to do in Mauritius. But I must have some good foot soldiers most of my men are barely trained. The Iron Duke makes sure he has the pick of the regiments on the Peninsula, blast his eyes!" But there was admiration there too. 
 
It was close to an hour before Avery and the hard-pressed major came to report. 
 
Avery said, "She's the Prince Henry right enough, Sir Richard. She has made a signal requesting medical assistance." 
 
The major added, "I have informed the field-surgeon, sir." 
 
Avery looked at Bolitho. "The captain-in-charge has also been told, and the guard boats are already under way." 
 
His face was quite calm but Bolitho could guess what he was thinking. Medical assistance might mean that some terrible fever or plague had broken out. It was not unknown. If it reached the overcrowded army garrison and camps it would run through them like a forest fire. 
 
The general walked to the window and dragged away the blind as he groped for a brass telescope nearby. 
 
He said, "She's coming about. The officer-of-the-guard has ordered her to anchor." He extended the telescope very carefully. "She's been raked, by the look of her!" 
 
He handed it to Bolitho and said sharply, "Get down there, Rupert, at the double. Use my horse if you like. Send out some men if there's any trouble." 
 
As the door closed Drummond said angrily, "I've got the Fifty-Eighth Regiment of Foot here, but the rest? Yeomanry and the York Fusiliers, so your convoy had better make haste!" 
 
When he looked from the window Bolitho saw that the transport had anchored and was already hemmed in by guard-boats and water lighters, while other harbour craft idled about at a safe distance. 
 
Why would any privateer or man-of-war interfere with an old transport and a cargo of convicts? It would be like putting your hand into a ferret's lair. 
 
He touched his eye as the savage glare probed at it like a hot ember. 

 
It was late afternoon by the time Avery returned to the headquarters building. 
 
He placed the leather telescope case on the table and said, "This was found in the cabin, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho picked it up and thought of Herrick's dying wife, and Catherine, who had nursed her. 
 
Avery watched him. "The master of the Prince Henry was boarded by armed men under the command of a French lieutenant. They took Rear-Admiral Herrick prisoner, then allowed the ship to proceed. Captain Williams decided to turn back, so that we should know what happened. His mate was killed and some of his men badly injured." 
 
The room was quite silent, as if not even the distant soldiers wanted to intrude on Bolitho's thoughts. Afterwards Avery realised that Bolitho had already guessed what had happened, had known the reason for the attack. 
 
Bolitho opened the leather case and found the piece of paper inside. He held it to the sunlight and saw Herrick's familiar sloping handwriting. She is the Tndente, brigantine, under Brazilian colours. But she is an American privateer. I have seen her before. Herrick had not signed it or made any other comment. He must have known, too, that they were coming for him. Baratte's hand again: to make the conflict as personal as it was deadly. 
 
Drummond asked, "What will you do?" 
 
"There is little enough I can do until my ships discover something that might lead us to the enemy." 
 
Drummond said, "Rear-Admiral Herrick was once a friend of yours, I believe." 
 
"Baratte obviously believes it too." He smiled, and his face seemed suddenly more grave because of it. "He is my friend, Sir Patrick." 
 
Drummond glared at his charts. "It means they know more of our intentions than I would have wished." 
 
Bolitho recalled Adam's information concerning the big American frigate Unity. A coincidence? Unlikely. Involvement then? If so, it could erupt into open war at a time when the 
 
French needed more than anything for England's blockade to be broken, and her victorious armies divided by an unexpected ally. 
 
Bolitho looked up, his mind suddenly clear. 
 
"Find Yovell and direct him to be ready to draft some orders for me." He was seeing it in his mind like a chart. "I want Valkyrie and Laertes to return here at once, and Anemone to remain on patrol and search duties. I shall order one of the schooners to find Trevenen with all haste. Jenour's Orcadia and the other brig are due any day now." He looked around the room as though he felt trapped. "I must get to sea." He paused as if surprised by something, perhaps himself. "We will send word to Freetown by the first available packet. I want James Tyacke with me. And as someone observed recently, I am the senior naval officer here." He looked into the shadows as if he expected to see all those other lost faces watching him. "We may no longer be a band of brothers, or We Happy Few, but we'll show Baratte something this time, and there will be no exchange at the end of it!" 
 
After Bolitho and his flag lieutenant had departed the major-general thought of what he had just witnessed. 
 
He was a soldier, and a good one, not only in his own opinion. He had never had many dealings with the King's navy, and when he had he had usually found them to be unsatisfactory. There was no better thing than the army's tradition and discipline, no matter what scum you were expected to train and lead for the honour of the regiment. 
 
He had heard of Bolitho's behaviour in England where his blatant affair with the Somervell woman had turned society against him. He had heard too of that lady's courage when the Golden Plover had been lost on the reef. 
 
The charisma had been here in this room and he had seen and felt it for himself. Watched the fire in the man, the anguish over his friend, who had perhaps been one of his happy few. 
 
Later that day when Yovell had at last laid down his pen, and Avery had been allowed to carry the orders to the schooner, and Ozzard could be heard humming quietly as he laid the table for supper, Bolitho considered his course of action. Impetuous, yes. Dangerous, probably. But there was no other option. He looked around. Gleaming brightly in the candlelight, Herrick's telescope lay near the window of his borrowed quarters as a reminder, if one were needed. 
 
Aloud he said, "Do not fret, Thomas. I shall find you, and there will be no bad blood between us." 
 
Close-hauled under topsails and jib His Britannic Majesty's frigate Anemone appeared to drift easily on the deep blue water, her reflection hardly marred by the long ocean swells. 
 
In his cabin, Captain Adam Bolitho had spread a chart on his table beside the litter of a late midday meal, and as he studied it his ear was following the muted shipboard noises. 
 
It had been just a week since the courier schooner from Cape Town and the other frigates Valkyrie and Laertes had parted company with him. It seemed much longer, and Adam had pondered several times on the reason for his uncle's brief letter, written in his own hand and attached to the orders separating Anemone from the others. Perhaps he did not trust Trevenen. Adam's face stiffened with dislike. Whenever his ship had sailed in close company with the senior frigate there had always been a stream of signals, and even when within earshot it had been all he could do to hold his temper as Trevenen had bellowed across the clear water through his speaking trumpet. Dissatisfaction about a lack of reports and sightings, complaints about his station-keeping: almost anything. The schooner's arrival had seemed like a blessing. Then. 
 
He stared hard at the chart. To the north lay the great island of Madagascar, and to the north-east the French islands of Mauritius and Bourbon. They were certainly well-placed to prey on the busy trade-routes. And nobody knew how many ships the enemy was using, let alone where they were based. 
 
He heard shouts on deck and knew the watch was preparing to lay the ship on her next tack. And so it had been since their arrival in this area: each day the same, with nothing to break the monotony but drills and more drills. But no floggings. That had been the only reward for the patience his officers had shown. 
 
Unlike Trevenen's command, he thought. In retrospect it seemed that each time the ships had moved closer together he had seen somebody being punished at the gratings. Without Bolitho aboard it was as if Trevenen was making up for lost opportunities. 
 
He thought about Herrick's capture by the enemy privateer, as related in his uncle's message. Letters of marque meant very little in these waters. Mercenaries were only a short step from pirates. 
 
He was surprised that he had few feelings about what had happened. He had always respected Herrick but they had never been close, and Adam could never forgive him for his treatment of Bolitho, although he could imagine what anguish his uncle was still suffering for the sake of one who had once been his friend. 
 
His thoughts strayed back to the courier schooner, although he had tried to put it from his mind. He had done wrong, very wrong, and no good could come of it. But I did do it. The words seemed to mock him. He had written the letter much earlier, as Anemone had left the African mainland astern and the oceans had changed from one to another. 
 
It had been like talking to her, or so he had thought at the time. Reliving the moment when they had loved one another despite the grief and despair of what had happened. Even her anger, her hatred perhaps, had not deterred him in any way. With thousands of miles between them, and the very real possibility that he would never see her again, the memory of their last hostile encounter had softened. When the schooner's commander had asked for any letters to be passed across, he had sent the letter over. He could not accept that such passion as they had shared could end as it had. 
 
It had been madness; and night after night in the humid darkness of his quarters he had been tortured by what his impetuous action might do to her and to the happiness she shared with Keen. 
 
He reached for the coffee, but it was without taste. 
 
Where would it end? What should he do? 
 
Perhaps she would destroy the letter when it eventually reached her. Surely she would not keep it, even to show to her husband... 
 
There was a tap at the door and his first lieutenant looked in at him warily. Martin had proved to be far better at his duties than Adam had dared to hope. With Christmas drawing near he had managed to arouse interest even among some of the hard men. In the cool of the evening watches he had organised all kinds of contests from wrestling, which he surprisingly seemed to know a lot about, to races between the various divisions at sail and boat drill. With extra tots of rum as an inducement there had been hornpipes, watched by the majority of the company and eventually cheered when the winners had been decided. 
 
Adam always avoided over-confidence with a cautiousness he had learned from his uncle, but he had seen pressed and rebellious men slowly being welded into a team, a part of the ship he loved. 
 
"What is it, Aubrey?" 
 
The lieutenant relaxed slightly. The use of his first name told him more than anything of his young captain's mood. He had seen him being tormented by something ever since leaving England. Trevenen's goading, the lack of the trained men he had lost to other ships, the endless ocean itself perhaps, all had played their part. 
 
The captain had often been sharp with him, embarrassingly so, but in his heart Martin knew he wanted to serve no other. 
 
"Masthead reports a sail, sir. He thinks." He saw Adam's eyes flash and added hastily, "Bad sea mist to the north, sir." 
 
Surprisingly Adam smiled. Thank you." It was not the vague report that had brought the frown to his face but the fact that he had not heard the lookout's cry through the open cabin skylight. A year ago he would not have believed such a thing possible. 
 
"How goes the wind?" 
 
"Much as before, sir. South-by-west. A fair breeze, it seems." 
 
Adam returned to his chart and cradled the islands between his fingers as he had seen his uncle do many times. 
 
"What could a ship be doing out here?" 
 
"Mr. Partridge thinks she may be a trader." 
 
Adam rubbed his chin. "Bound for where, I wonder?" He pointed at the chart with his brass dividers. "She has a choice. Mauritius or Bourbon the other islands are nothing of interest. Unless..." He looked at the lieutenant, his eyes suddenly very alive. 
 
"Call all hands, Aubrey. Set the courses and get the t'gallants on her! Let's take a look at this stranger." 
 
Martin thought of the quick changes of mood and said cautiously, "It may be nothing, sir." 
 
Adam grinned at him. "On the other hand, you old misery, she might make a nice Christmas present for my uncle, have you thought of that?" 
 
He went on deck and watched the men already spread out on the yards, the released sails booming and cracking as they filled to the wind across the quarter. 
 
He watched from the quarterdeck rail as sail after sail was sheeted home and the deck tilted to the pressure. Spray dashed over the figurehead, and through the rigging and hurrying bare-backed seamen he saw the nymph's gold shoulders glistening as if she had been roused by their thrust through the water. 
 
"Lookout reported that she has two masts, sir." 
 
That was Dunwoody, the signals midshipman. "But the mist is bad despite the wind." 
 
Partridge the grizzled sailing-master looked at him scornfully. 
 
"Proper little Cap'n Cook you are!" 
 
Adam walked a few paces this way and that, his feet so used to the ring bolts and gun tackles in his path that he avoided them without effort. 
 
A two-masted vessel. Could she be the unknown Tridente Herrick had described in his hidden message? His heart quickened at the thought. It seemed quite likely. Sailing alone with every sighting a probable enemy. 
 
"Another pull on the weather fore brace there!" Dacre, the second lieutenant, was striding about the maindeck, his eyes uplifted as the sails emptied and filled again with the sound of musket fire. 
 
"Deck there!" A forgotten lookout's voice was almost lost in the surge of the sea into the scuppers and the whine of stays and shrouds. The conditions which Anemone used to full advantage. 
 
The lookout tried again. "Brig, sir!" 
 
Adam looked at the horizon. So it was not Tridente. 
 
Several telescopes were trained on the mist-shrouded division between sky and ocean as they waited to see what the masthead had reported. 
 
"Deck, sir! She's spreadin' more sail an' standin' away to the nor'east!" 
 
Adam clapped his hands together. The fool's made a mistake. This soldier's wind can't help him now!" He punched the first lieutenant's arm. "Get the royals on her, Mr. Martin, and alter course two points to starboard! We'll be up to that rascal within the hour!" 
 
Martin glanced at him only briefly before he started to shout his orders to the waiting seamen and marines. It was like seeing someone else emerging from a mask. 
 
"Mr. Gwynne, more hands aloft! Lively there!" 
 
The new third lieutenant Lewis said casually, "A bit of prize money, eh?" He flinched as the captain's eyes passed over him. He need not have worried. Adam had not even heard him. 
 
Adam wedged himself against the rail and levelled his telescope. Like a great pink curtain the mist was already rolling away. The brig, and it surely was not a brigantine, was almost stern-on, her mainsail standing out above the sea on either beam, the foam thrown up from her rudder clearly visible as she took the wind under her coat-tails. 
 
"She flies no colours, sir." 
 
Adam moistened his lips and tasted the salt. "Soon she will. Of one sort or another." 
 
He looked sharply at Martin. "They'll be able to see who we are soon, Aubrey." 
 
The lieutenant almost held his breath under his stare. 
 
Then Adam said, "You are about my build, eh?" He smiled as if it was all a great joke. "We will change coats. You shall be captain for a while." 
 
Mystified, Martin slipped into the proffered coat with its pair of sea-tarnished epaulettes. 
 
Adam took the lieutenant's coat with its white lapels and grinned. 
 
"Very good." 
 
Around them the men at the wheel and standing to the mizzen braces paused to watch. 
 
Adam touched his sleeve. "I trust you, Aubrey, but I need to get amongst them, to see for myself." He became formal again, even curt. "I intend to board her. Detail a good party, some marines amongst them. Sergeant Deacon will be useful." He turned as his coxswain George Starr padded across the deck with his short fighting sword. "I'll take this with me." He glanced at Starr's impassive features. Not an Allday, but he was good. 
 
Later, as they bore down on the brig, Adam said, "Hoist the signal for her to heave-to, Mr. Dunwoody. She will do no such thing, so pass my compliments to the gunner and tell him to lay a bow-chaser with his own hands!" 
 
Martin was back again, his young face screwed up with worry. 
 
"But suppose they try to repel boarders, sir?" 
 
"Then you will fire on them, sir!" 
 
"With you on board, sir?" He was shocked. 
 
Adam watched him seriously and then patted one of the epaulettes on his shoulder. "Then who knows? You may become a real captain earlier than expected!" 
 
"No acknowledgement, sir!" 
 
"Let her fall off a point, Mr. Partridge." Adam watched the other vessel as she appeared to edge into the crisscross of rigging when the helm went over. It would give the bow-chaser a clearer shot. Even so, it would be a difficult one. He saw sunlight flashing on the brig's stern windows, and from trained telescopes above the creaming water. A fast little ship. He smiled. Not fast enough. 
 
"As you bear!" Ayres, the grey-haired master gunner, could not hear him from the forecastle, but he had seen his young captain's hand slice down. 
 
The bang of the long eighteen-pounder made the frames quiver like a body-blow. 
 
Ayres got up with some difficulty from the smoking cannon and shaded his eyes as the ball slapped through the brig's driver, leaving a round charred hole. He was too old for this sort of work, but not even his officers would dare to tell him. 
 
There was a muffled cheer and Adam watched as a flag broke out stiffly from the other vessel's gaff. 
 
One of the lieutenants gave a groan. "Damned Yankee! Of all the luck!" 
 
"She's shortening sail an' coming about, sir!" 
 
Adam said coolly, "Wouldn't you?" 
 
He gestured with his fist. "Heave-to, if you please, and call away the cutter." He looked at Martin meaningly. "You know what to do. Just watch everything with a glass." He beckoned to the signals midshipman. "You come with me." He did not see the youth's surprise and pleasure as he touched his hat to the 'captain", and the frigate began to labour round into the wind, her yards alive with men as they shortened sail, as fast and as cleanly as any company could. Adam recalled the Unity's captain's comments about the slowness he had watched in Anemone's half-trained company. He would not say it again if they should meet. 
 
As the boat was cast off from the chains, he saw several of his men peering down from the shrouds or gangway while the oarsmen fought to bring the boat under command. Most of them were still unaware of what was happening, least of all why their captain wore a subordinate's coat. 
 
With the wind assisting them and the seamen pulling hard back on their oars they were soon close enough to see the brig more clearly, her name, Eaglet, across her stern. 
 
"They've lowered a ladder, sir!" Dunwoody was leaning forward, his dirk clutched between his knees. He sounded hoarse but not frightened. He was thinking much like Martin. That once aboard they could seize him as a hostage. 
 
Adam stood in the swaying boat and cupped his hands. "I demand to come aboard! In the King's name!" 
 
He heard some muffled shouts, jeers perhaps, and thought he saw the gleam of sunlight on weapons. 
 
A man without hat or coat stood at the bulwark and stared down at the pitching cutter with anger and contempt. 
 
"Stand away there! This is an American vessel! How dare you fire on us?" 
 
Starr, the coxswain, muttered, "What d'you think, sir?" 
 
Adam remained standing. "Bluff." He hoped it sounded convincing. He cupped his hands again and noticed how cold they were in spite of the sun. 
 
He could almost feel Martin and the others watching him across the tossing strip of water. Very deliberately he raised his hand. 
 
All eyes above him on the brig's deck stared as Anemone's gun ports opened as one, and all the weapons which would bear were hauled squeaking and rumbling into the sunlight. 
 
"You mad bastards!" The brig's master waved to his men and an entry port was hauled open above the dangling ladder. 
 
Between his teeth Adam said, "When we hook on, follow me, one at a time up the ladder." He looked at the midshipman's upturned face. "If things go wrong get them back to the ship. You're doing well." 
 
He looked up and waited for the cutter to lift heavily against the brig's weatherworn hull. 
 
Why had he said that to the midshipman? They might both be killed within minutes if the Eaglet's master was foolish enough to condemn himself to death under Anemone's broadside. Pride? Arrogance? How would she see him if she were here? 
 
He gripped the entry port and dragged himself inboard. 
 
The deck seemed to be packed with men, most of whom were armed. The vessel's master blocked his way, sea boots astride and arms folded, every fibre blazing with fury. "I'm Joshua Tobias. Who the hell are you?" 
 
Adam touched his hat. "His Britannic Majesty's frigate Anemone." He gave a curt nod and thought he heard the infamous Sergeant Deacon clambering from the ladder. Deacon had been broken from sergeant more than once, mostly for brawling ashore: he had even suffered the lash for his behaviour, but as a sergeant there was none to touch him. He had rarely been known to discipline one of his marines. A quick punch from one of his ham-like fists was usually more than sufficient. 
 
"Why have you dared to stop my vessel? Your government will hear of this when I reach port, Lieutenant. I wouldn't be in your bloody shoes!" 
 
There were growls from the watching seamen. It just needed one hot-head. Like a spark in a powder keg. 
 
Adam said quietly, "It is my duty to warn you, sir, that any resistance to a King's ship will be treated as piracy. By the powers vested in me I am required to search your vessel. I would like to see your papers also." 
 
Someone yelled from the back of the crowd, "Pitch the bugger overboard! We drubbed his kind afore! Let's be done with 'em!" 
 
The master held up one hand. "I'll deal with this!" 
 
To Adam he said harshly, "Do you expect me to believe that your captain would fire on his own men?" 
 
Adam kept his face stiff. "You do not know my captain." 
 
Midshipman Dunwoody called, "Boarding party in position, sir!" 
 
Adam felt sweat on his spine. It was all taking too long. 
 
He snapped, "Where bound?" 
 
The master replied indifferently, "The island of Rodriguez, general cargo. You can see my bills of lading if it amuses you! This is a neutral vessel. I'll see you broken for this, an' your damned captain too!" 
 
Adam said, "Quite." He looked at the Royal Marines sergeant. Take charge on deck, Deacon. Any trouble and you have your orders." He turned to his coxswain. "Take four men." Starr had hand-picked them himself, all from Anemone's first ship's company. 
 
Suppose the master spoke the truth? They would have to release the brig. 
 
Trevenen would make a big case against him. Even his uncle would be helpless. 
 
The thought made him angry. "Show me the chart." 
 
They clattered down a short pitching ladder to the tiny chart-room. He studied the calculations, sparse and even casual when compared with the navy's standards. Old Partridge would fall dead if he saw it. 
 
The Eaglet was no slaver. There were not even any manacles, which under the slavery act could condemn any ship's master who carried them. 
 
Starr stood by the ladder and shook his head. 
 
On deck again Adam considered it. Provisions, flour, oil, even gunpowder; but the latter was no crime. 
 
The master was grinning at him and there were catcalls from some of his crew. He shouted, "Bosun! Tell that damn boat to come alongside for their friends!" 
 
Dunwoody stared around. He felt hurt, enraged that his captain should be humiliated, and suffer some punishment later that he could only guess. 
 
The boatswain was a great hulk of a man with thick black hair in an old-fashioned pigtail that all but reached his belt. 
 
Adam looked at his men. This was the moment to retreat, when danger was very real. 
 
He swung round as Dunwoody exclaimed, "The bosun, sir! He wears a new cutlass!" 
 
Adam stared from him to the burly pig tailed sailor. 
 
Dunwoody was almost squeaking. "Before we left England, sir, I helped to load and re-arm the schooner..." He fell silent as understanding flooded Adam's face. 
 
He said, "How long have you owned that cutlass?" 
 
The master barked, "Stop wasting my time, Lieutenant! Talk won't save you now!" 
 
Adam's eyes flashed. "Nor you, I think, sir!' 
 
The boatswain gave a shrug. "I bin an American citizen for three years!" He tapped his cutlass, which was thrust through his belt. "A souvenir from my days under another flag, sirV He spat out each word, his eyes never leaving Adam's face. 
 
"Well, then." Adam's fingers touched the hilt of his sword and he felt the marines stir at his back. "My midshipman reminded me of something. It was the schooner Maid of Rye. She had just been taken into naval service and sailed for the Cape ahead of me. She was never heard of again, and was presumed lost in a storm." How could he stay so calm when every nerve was screaming at him to cut this man down? 
 
The master interrupted hotly, "So we're wreckers now, are we?" But he sounded less confident. 
 
Adam ignored him. "I heard my men talking about the schooner, and my armourer remarked that she was to be the first of His Majesty's ships to be supplied with the new cutlass." His hand shot out and plucked the naked blade from his belt. 
 
"Not three years ago, it would seem!" He snapped, "Take him, Sergeant!" The astonished seaman fell back, confused by the swift change of fortune. Adam added, "I would not resist. My sergeant of marines is known for his hasty temper!" 
 
The boatswain yelled, "Do something! What the hell's the matter with you?" 
 
Adam said, This man will be removed to my ship, and when we reach Cape Town I am sure he will be punished. He could only have got the cutlass from the Maid of Rye. At best mutiny, at worst piracy take your choice. If, as you claim, you have served in the King's Navy, you will know the punishment." 
 
He turned to Deacon. "Strip him!" 
 
Two marines tore off the man's coat and shirt. His back was a mass of deep, ugly scars, like one of Trevenen's victims, Adam thought bitterly. 
 
The master said, "This is a neutral vessel, Lieutenant!" 
 
The boatswain was on his knees as Starr drove the cutlass into the deck so that it stood quivering like something alive. 
 
"You bastard! What did you do to some poor Jack, I wonder?" 
 
The boatswain was pleading, "It weren't my fault, sir!" Even his colonial accent seemed to have gone. "You gotta believe me!" 
 
Adam looked at him. It was little enough, and but for Dunwoody he would have missed it completely. 
 
He was surprised how unruffled he sounded. "Captain Tobias, your vessel is detained for further investigation. If you are carrying deserters amongst your company they will be returned to the fleet and pressed into service. For harbouring that grovelling object you could also be charged with concealment of a felony on the high seas." 
 
He was to remember the subdued master's words for a long time to come. He looked around the brig's deck and said quietly, "This ship is all I have." 
 
What Adam would have thought if they had taken Anemone from him after a court-martial for his actions. The thought drove away all sympathy, and he said, "Signal the ship, Mr. Dunwoody. I want a prize crew. Mr. Lewis can carry word to the vice-admiral." He looked at the master. "After that? We shall see." He watched another boat pulling from Anemone's shadow. It gave him time to think, phase by phase as his uncle had taught him to do. 
 
Sergeant Deacon jabbed the crouching boatswain with his boot. "What about this thing, sir?" 
 
"Put him in irons and send him over in the cutter." 
 
The American master said, "You take a lot of authority on yourself for a mere lieutenant!" 
 
"I lied. I command Anemone. Captain Adam Bolitho, at your service!" 
 
He saw the desperation in the man's eyes and said coldly, "Tell me your true destination, Captain Tobias. If you were an enemy I would respect you. But any one who tries to harm my country under the guise of neutrality can expect no mercy from me." 
 
He heard shouts from the other longboat and watched the struggle on the other man's face. 
 
The boatswain shouted at him, "Tell him, you cowardly bastard! I'll not dance a hangman's jig for you!" He struggled round as the marines pinioned his legs with irons. "An island called Lorraine! That's where!" 
 
Adam looked at the master and saw him sag. "You see, Captain Tobias, you lost your chance. A pity." As more men swarmed aboard he snapped, "Take him too!" 
 
Adam saw Lewis, his hat awry, pushing through the throng of people. 
 
He said, "Disarm these men, and have the marines cover them at all times." 
 
He looked at the departing boat and turned away. He found he could not bear to watch Tobias staring astern at his lost command. 
 
He continued, "Sail to Cape Town and find my uncle. I will give you some written orders. Can you manage that?" 
 
He saw Starr nudge the sergeant. They probably knew Lewis was to be prize-master simply because he was the least competent of the frigate's three lieutenants. 
 
"Aye, aye, sir!" 
 
"Take Deacon's advice. He was once in a slave uprising. He knows how to deal with things like this." 
 
He put his hand on the midshipman's shoulder. It felt as hot as a raging fever. 
 
"Lorraine Island, Mr. Dunwoody. A barren place, and not too far from Bourbon or Mauritius. I should have guessed. But for you..." He shook him gently. "Well, we'll not think of that. We shall rejoin the ship." He saw the brig's crew being disarmed and sorted into watches. There was no resistance now. 
 
Once back aboard the Anemone Adam wasted no time in explaining to Martin and the second lieutenant, Dacre, and of course the sailing master, Old Partridge. 
 
"The brig carries stores enough for a much larger vessel, maybe other evidence if we had had the time to carry out a thorough search. My clerk can write orders for Mr. Lewis. Then it's up to us." 
 
Martin exclaimed, "It might take weeks for him to find our ships, sir!" 
 
Adam looked at their intent faces and smiled gently. 
 
"Really, Aubrey, I do not think I said anything about waiting." 
 
He saw Starr walking aft, the cutlass grasped in his hand. 
 
He said quietly, "But for that simple blade and Dunwoody's quick observation..." He grinned suddenly. "But we have troubles enough, eh? So let's be about it!" 
 
Partridge hid a smirk. It was like hearing his uncle amongst them. 
 
TWELVE 
 
Trust 
 
Old Partridge leaned against the white-painted timbers and watched his captain and lieutenants studying the charts on his table. It was pitch black outside, the sky filled from horizon to horizon with a million stars. Some were huge, as if they were just above the spiralling mastheads, the others so faint and extended they could have been encircling another earth as yet unknown. 
 
The ship was sailing under close-reefed topsails, jib and driver, the motion lively but regular as they continued towards the north-east. Tomorrow would make it two days since the prize Eaglet had left them. Already it seemed that it could not really have happened, but for the brig's master and boatswain, and the cutlass Dunwoody had seen, and about which he had not been afraid to speak out when they had been ready to fall back to the ship. 
 
Adam bent right over the chart and peered at the destination the prisoner had revealed. Partridge had already told him that the island called Lorraine was hardly known, and the charts were unreliable. There was a big lagoon, but no fresh water, nor even any trees for fuel or repairs. It sounded like one of the islands Catherine had described after the escape from the shipwreck. 
 
Partridge had contended that it was unsafe for the unwary. Adam smiled. Everything was, in the great Indian Ocean. Like almost all the other islands in this area it must have changed hands many times as a pawn in strategy, and out of necessity, 
 
as a port for trade and a place for ships to shelter when the great storms came; like Mauritius itself, which lay some hundred and fifty miles to the west, ruled by the Arabs and the Portuguese and then the first true settlers, the Dutch, who had claimed it and named it after Prince Maurice of Nassau. After the Dutch had quit the islands the English trading companies had come, but unable to make the place prosper they had withdrawn. The French had occupied Mauritius and all the island group ever since. But the fact uppermost in Adam's mind was this one flaw in the pattern. Lorraine. 
 
An island was always easier to defend than to capture. He had heard his uncle say as much many times. Even so, when the attack was finally launched against the main islands, the captains of the men-of-war and the army transports would have updated charts. Knowing nothing of Lorraine was like being blind, tapping with a stick in some unknown alley. 
 
The new Royal Marines officer who had joined the ship at Portsmouth as a replacement for his unfortunate predecessor, a Lieutenant Montague Baldwin, remarked in his somewhat affected drawl, "If there is an enemy vessel there, sir, she will soon know we are coming." His coat shone like blood in the deck head lanterns as he stared at the chart. "If I could land a squad of men under cover of darkness we might be able to signal to you when you begin a final approach." 
 
Lieutenant Martin frowned. "There are reefs a-plenty, soldier. You'd probably make more noise than we would!" 
 
Lieutenant Dacre said, "We should sight the island the day after tomorrow." He flashed his cheeky grin at the sailing master. "Or so we are led to believe!" 
 
Adam looked at them. The stimulus of danger was like being reborn. The challenge he had come to understand, respect, and sometimes fear. He was their captain: on his skill, or lack of it, their reputations and very lives depended. 
 
He felt the old surge of pride, which had even pushed the letter he had sent to Zenoria out of his mind. This was what he had dreamed about even as a midshipman. He had learned well from those who, knowingly or not, had set him on the path to this ship, his Anemone: his uncle and Valentine Keen, and even Herrick with his stolid backbone of experience. He almost smiled. He would never forget Allday's part in it. The man of the sea. A true friend. 
 
Martin offered, "What about the prisoners, sir? Can we obtain new intelligence from them?" 
 
Adam looked up, his eyes distant. "Captain Tobias? I could ask him for advice and local knowledge and then do the opposite, I suppose. For he'd surely guide us on to a reef rather than help us, even if we shut him in the cable tier where he would be the first to strike!" 
 
Martin agreed. "The bosun, then?" 
 
Adam felt his ship tremble as if she had lost her way, then saw the lanterns circle about when she plunged forward again into another long trough. 
 
"It is a thought." Like most sailors the man probably knew little beyond his own duties. They were usually able to perform such things as daily navigation, and take noon-sights with sextants. But the charts themselves were something beyond their immediate duties. 
 
Much worse was the real possibility that the man, already terrified for his own life because of the accusation that he had been involved in the loss of the schooner Maid of Rye, might say anything that came into his head simply to ingratiate himself with his captors. 
 
Adam said, "The brig was certainly carrying enough supplies to keep a larger vessel at sea for a long while. There would be no need to enter one of the main ports and risk detection by one of our patrols." He gave a wry grin. "Even if we had any!" 
 
"Could it be the Yankee, Unity, sir?" 
 
"I think not. She has no need to hide, except behind her "neutrality"! Her presence out here, her ability to flaunt her flag openly in the midst of a war, is far more effective. Her captain is too shrewd a dog to miss that!" 
 
Suppose it was Baratte? Adam felt his blood pound. Another frigate maybe? No ponderous fleets and endless signals and counter-orders. Ship to ship, man to man. Like his uncle. He shied away from the thought. Like my father. 
 
He made up his mind. "Mr. Partridge has laid off two possible approaches, and just as important, an escape route if the enemy is there and attempts to gain open water, where he can fight or run as the mood takes him." He watched their intent expressions, each seeing the unknown foe as something real now and not merely a piece of speculation. "We were short-handed even before we put a prize crew into the brig. We cannot afford to board or be boarded if our adversary is anything like our rate." He glanced at the two lieutenants. "Go around the divisions and speak with their gun captains. Each of our three midshipmen must be instructed as to what to expect." He brought out a few chuckles as he added, "Except young Dunwoody, perhaps. He appears to be more alert than his captain!" 
 
A bell chimed out from the forecastle, the sound almost buried in sea-noises like an underwater chapel. He said, This time tomorrow , he glanced at the chart as if he could see the island and its lagoon, its lack of proper soundings and bearings... we shall beat to quarters, and I will go round the ship myself." In his mind he saw his uncle, then a captain, doing just that aboard his old Hyperion, showing no trace of his inner doubts and fears as he walked amongst his men. I must be like that. I must never forget. "And then at first light we will begin our final approach..." The marine lieutenant said soberly, "Christmas Day, sir!" Martin said, "The people will be looking to you, sir!" It fell to Old Partridge to say what was in all their thoughts. "An' to God, I 'ope!" 
 
Captain Adam Bolitho lay on his back below the tall stern windows of the cabin and stared un winkingly at the skylight. It was still dark on deck and there was too much caked salt on the glass to know if there were even any stars. 
 
From without Anemone would appear to be in shadow. Gunports sealed, hatchways and skylights covered and lanterns reduced to a minimum. Even the ship seemed quieter, he thought vaguely. There was an occasional shuffle of bare feet overhead, or the crisper step of a lieutenant or warrant officer. His cabin groaned as the rudder lifted towards the surface and was then followed by the gurgle of spray when the ship ploughed forward again. 
 
He sat up and pushed his fingers through his unruly hair. What did his officers think about it, really think? How did they see his proposed attack? The lagoon might be empty when they got there anyway, and he guessed that many of his men prayed that would be so. In his heart he felt there was an enemy. It was the obvious choice of a rendezvous for anyone competent enough to grope his way through the reefs and hidden sand bars. 
 
Some might see his intention as pure vanity, the search for glory. He tried to reassure himself with a smile. Precious little of either if his ship came to grief. 
 
Partridge had suggested there were two passages into the lagoon, but even he had no experience of this dismal place. Which was the right one? 
 
He had spoken with the Eaglet's master, Joshua Tobias, but without result. If Tobias survived it was unlikely that American pressure would release him and his ship. To become involved, even if he only wanted to save himself, would only condemn him. 
 
He felt suddenly angry. Why risk Anemone and men's lives on a whim? If he stood offshore the enemy would see him and perhaps remain safely at anchor. If she ran for it they could fight in the open. The alternative was to blockade the approaches until help arrived. It might take weeks before Lieutenant Lewis found his uncle or one of the patrols. 
 
And what if another enemy arrived in the meantime, perhaps even Baratte himself? His head throbbed as his mind grappled in every direction. 
 
He got to his feet and moved about the cabin, seeing as others might the set of her reduced canvas, the glow of the compass light, the watch keepers all of whom would be thinking of the dawn. 
 
He strode to the screen door, feeling his ship beneath his bare feet, rising and dipping and tilting slightly to starboard under the pressure in her sails. The marine sentry almost dropped his musket as he pulled open one of the slatted doors. He had probably been asleep on his feet. 
 
"Sir?" The whites of his eyes seemed to glow in the solitary watch lantern. 
 
"Fetch the..." He hesitated and saw the first lieutenant leaving the empty wardroom. 
 
They greeted each other like old friends rather than men who had been sharing the watches with barely a break. 
 
Adam asked, "Can't you sleep either, Aubrey?" 
 
Martin tried to contain a yawn. "I have the morning watch, sir." He too listened to the ship around and above them. 
 
Then he followed Adam aft into the cabin and the sentry lapsed into a doze once more. 
 
Adam held out his hand. "Happy Christmas, Aubrey." It sounded so solemn that he wanted to laugh. 
 
Martin sat down. "I cannot believe it." 
 
Adam took a bottle from his cupboard and then two glasses. It gave him more time to think. There was nobody he could ask. If he revealed even a hint of uncertainty he would lose their confidence. The margin between life and death. 
 
It was claret but it could have been anything. 
 
Martin looked at him. "Sweethearts and wives, sir!" 
 
They both drank and Adam thought of the letter again. If only you knew. 
 
He said, "I want a good hand at the masthead, Aubrey. Tell Jorston to do it when we start the final approach. He's a first-class seaman, due for sailing-master whenever he can be spared. Knows the state of the sea-bed, the run of the tide just by looking at it." 
 
Martin watched the captain refilling the glasses, fascinated. It was like seeing his mind at work. 
 
Adam said, "Both anchors cat ted and ready to let go." 
 
Martin waited, then asked, "You really think we'll fight, sir?" Adam seemed far away. "I know it." 
 
He was suddenly wide awake. "Fetch the prisoner, the boatswain Richie, isn't it?" 
 
Martin stared at him. How could he remember such details? 
 
Adam smiled. "Send for the master-at-arms and tell him. I want you here with me." He should have said need, he thought. 
 
They said little as they drank their wine and listened to the ship and the sea, each one of them elsewhere in his thoughts, each with somebody else. 
 
The doors were opened and the bosun, accompanied by the master-at-arms and the ship's corporal, lurched across the tilting deck. Richie wore leg-irons and each step was slow and painful. 
 
He stood quite still, staring down at the young captain he had once thought to be a mere lieutenant. 
 
"I've nothin' more to say." 
 
The master-at-arms snapped, "Sir!" 
 
Adam said, "A chair, Corporal." As the man struggled into it he added, "Wait outside, Master-at-Arms." The two representatives of the ship's discipline left, obviously mystified. 
 
Adam said, "I have to know certain things. First, what part did you play in the loss of the Maid of RyeT 
 
The man seemed taken aback, as if he had been expecting something else. 
 
"Nothin', sir!" He saw Adam turn as if to call the master-at-arms back into the cabin and said vehemently, "I swear to God, sir, it's the truth!" 
 
Adam watched him. "I'm listening." 
 
Richie looked at Martin as if to gain his support. "She was already run ashore, sir, in the Gulf of Guinea it was. There was a terrible blow o' wind and we lost some of our canvas before we could claw clear!" 
 
"Why did you call your captain a coward? Was it because he did not stand up for you when we boarded EagletT 
 
Richie looked at his leg-irons as if shocked at what he saw. 
 
"He wouldn't go to the schooner's rescue. Some of 'er people had managed to get ashore not many, I think. We didn't know she were a man-o'-war at that time. The men who managed to reach the beach were set upon by natives. Hacked 'em to pieces. Even above the wind we could hear 'em screamin'!" He gave a great shudder. "Probably thought she was a bloody blackbirder!" 
 
Adam reached down and gripped the cutlass, the new short-bladed one which Dunwoody had helped load into the ill-fated schooner. Richie stared at it dully. "We picked up just the one man, sir. He'd gone outboard when the vessel struck. I went over the side after him even though the Cap'n was shoutin' for me to stop! He was afraid he'd follow the schooner on to the beach!" 
 
Adam found time to wonder how many of Anemone's company could swim. Very few probably. 
 
He looked at the cutlass. The man could be lying. Some of the others from Eaglet might confirm or refute his story. But that would take too long. They might never know now. 
 
Richie said thickly, "The man lived for an hour or so. It was then that we knew she was a King's ship. He was a seaman, like I was once." He sounded beaten, as if he had already seen the sentence of death. 
 
"Where you got those scars on your back? A striped shirt at the gangway?" 
 
"Yes sir." 
 
Adam stood up and crossed to the cabinet again. He could feel the man's eyes following every move, as if he expected to be taunted, despised. 
 
He said slowly, "You know this island of Lorraine, Richie." He saw him watching the cognac as it mounted the side of the glass while the deck went down again. "You've visited it many times?" 
 
"Once, sir. Just the once." 
 
Adam glanced at Martin's anxious face. "Once." He held out the glass. "Get this into you, man." 
 
Richie almost choked on it and did not stop until it was empty. 
 
Adam said, This is not a game of cards, Richie. My ship and your life are too high for mere stakes. You deserted from the navy?" He saw him give a despairing nod. "Helping the enemy, being in possession of a cutlass which may or may not have come your way by accident." He poured some more cognac. "Not just a hanging, is it?" He forced himself to add, "Have you ever seen a flogging through the fleet? The rope is a relief after that!" He said sharply so that even Martin jumped, "What ship were you in? And I want the truth." 
 
Richie's red-rimmed eyes looked down. "Last one was the Linnet, sloop-of-war. I was a maintop man sir. I ran from her, I couldn't take no more of it." 
 
Adam watched him. The man's scars spoke for themselves. Perhaps he deserved them. He held his breath as the man lifted his chin and looked him straight in the eyes. It was like seeing somebody else. 
 
He said quietly, "Afore that I was in the old Superb, sir. Cap'n Keats. Now there was a man." 
 
Adam glanced at Martin. "Yes, I know." 
 
Feet moved overhead and somebody laughed. Adam looked around the cabin, soon to be stripped and laid bare like the rest of the ship. Ready for battle, and battle there was going to be. He knew it: could feel it like a sickness. And yet someone had laughed. It was Christmas. 
 
He said, "Will you trust me, Richie, as you once did Captain Keats? I promise I will do my best for you afterwards." The word seemed to hang in the air. 
 
The man looked at him gravely. He seemed stronger because of it, and not merely because of a promise that might not be honoured. 
 
"Yes, sir." He nodded slowly, then asked, The irons, sir?" 
 
Adam looked at Martin. He probably thinks me insane. "Have them struck off." 
 
The escort re-entered and Richie was led away. 
 
Did I do right to trust him? But all he said was, "Leave me, Aubrey." As Martin turned to go he added, "I shall see you at dawn." 
 
As the door was closed he sat and looked at the empty chair. It was strange to accept that he knew more about the man called Richie than he did about most of his ship's company. 
 
He was surging forward through the darkness on the word of a deserter, reliant upon the skills of seamen many of whom had never set foot aboard ship until the press gangs had dragged them from their streets and farms. It was little enough. 
 
He was surprised that he could feel no misgivings or doubts. They were committed. I have committed them. 
 
He dragged some paper on to his table and after a moment began to write. 
 
My dear Zenoria. On this Christmas day 1809 we are sailing into a battle. I know not what outcome we may expect, but my heart is brave because of you... 
 
He stood up and crushed the paper into a ball before pushing it out of the quarter window. 
 
An hour later he climbed to the quarterdeck and saw them watching him. His shirt was clean, and in the gloom his breeches and stockings were like snow. 
 
To the deck at large he said, "May Christmas be good to us all!" He turned to the first lieutenant. "Send the hands to breakfast early and tell the purser I am expecting some generosity from his stores!" 
 
A few of them laughed. Adam peered at the horizon, or where it should be. 
 
"I shall go around the ship, Aubrey." He snapped his mind shut to the letter that she would never see. Then you may beat to quarters and clear for action!" 
 
The cards were down. 
 
"Ship cleared for action, sir." Martin watched his captain standing by the tightly packed hammock nettings. 
 
"Very well." Adam stared up at the sky. It was paler now, and the sea's face was showing itself beyond the bows, with the occasional hump of an unending roller lifting the deck very slightly before passing away into the remaining shadows. 
 
Faces took on shapes and identities: the men at the nearest eighteen-pounders already stripped to the waist, the gun captains and older hands quietly explaining the workings of their particular division, as if all the others were unimportant. 
 
Lieutenant Baldwin's marines were settling into place at the nettings, while others were already aloft in the fighting-tops, ready to shoot down on an enemy with their muskets or the deadly swivel guns mounted on each barricade. Almost everybody would soon be visible except for two men in the sickbay who were too ill even to work the pumps if required. 
 
The marines' coats looked very dark in the poor light. It seemed quiet, unusual not to hear Sergeant Deacon's rasping voice chasing them, making certain that nothing was amiss. 
 
Old Partridge glanced suspiciously at the released prisoner, Richie, who was standing beside the captain's coxswain. 
 
Adam knew the sailing-master did not approve but had decided to ignore him. It was little enough, perhaps all they had. Jorston, a master's mate due for promotion, was up in the cross trees with a telescope, although his instinct, his sailor's cunning, was far more valuable. 
 
It was getting brighter much faster now, and Adam saw several seamen at their guns peeking out to see what was happening. 
 
He searched his mind for last-minute faults, or obstacles he had overlooked. But his thoughts were empty now; his limbs felt loose and relaxed. It had often been like that for him before a sea-fight. 
 
He almost smiled. How they would all laugh if there was no enemy ship here, or they found only some innocent trader who had put in for repairs. Unlikely, he told himself. Mauritius was only a day's sailing away for an average vessel. He thought of the powerful Unity. Beer would be very wary of risking her in such a dangerous place. 
 
He saw Partridge murmuring with his other master's mate, Bond. They looked like a pair of conspirators. 
 
"Who have you put in the chains, Mr. Martin?" Only the clipped formality gave any hint of his awareness, the scent of peril. 
 
"Rowlatt, sir." 
 
A face came into Adam's mind. Another one who had been aboard since the beginning. 
 
"Good man." 
 
He crossed to the chart-table, which Partridge had brought up from below, and beckoned to Richie. "Show me again." 
 
The tall bosun leaned over the chart and touched it gingerly with his finger. 
 
"It looks about right, sir. The lagoon is on the sou'-eastern corner, an' the reef runs out for about two miles. The other side of the entrance has more rocks." Surprisingly, he looked up at the great red ensign streaming from the gaff. 
 
A true seaman, Adam thought. To sail clear of the long reef would mean that he would have to tack repeatedly to enter the lagoon, which appeared to be shaped like a great flask. Richie had not been studying the flag itself but was gauging the wind that was lifting it towards the mizzen mast. It would be easier for any ship to quit the lagoon with the south-westerly wind holding so steady. To tack back and forth to get inside would be a lengthy, not to say hazardous, business. 
 
He looked at Richie's strong profile. A man with a history, but there was no time to think about that. 
 
He asked sharply, "On this course you say we could pass through the reef with barely a change of tack?" He could feel Martin and Dunwoody watching him and knew that Partridge was frowning with doubt. 
 
"That's what we done when we came afore, sir. There's a gap in the reef, and a cluster of rocks on the far side." He shrugged. It was all he knew. "The cap'n used to keep them in line, on the same bearing he called it." 
 
It was not the kind of thing he could invent, Adam thought. But everything he had learned since he had first joined his uncle's ship as a midshipman had given him this inner wariness. As a watch keeping officer and now as a post captain he had always mistrusted a reef, especially with the wind astern and fewer chances by the minute to avoid running aground. 
 
Richie was staring at him, anxiety, hope, even fear returning to his eyes. 
 
It would be useless to threaten him. Dangerous even. 
 
He thought of the Eaglet's master down below under guard. He had made this same approach, probably more times than Richie knew. He would be listening, wondering, perhaps even hoping that Adam would see his beautiful Anemone transformed into a wreck, mast less with her keel broken on a reef. 
 
He said, "Begin sounding, if you please!" 
 
He watched the leadsman in the fore chains begin to heave on the heavy lead and line, until it lifted high above the creaming bow-wave and began to swing over and down again in one great circle. The seaman was a good leadsman and looked unconcerned as the apron took the whole weight of his body. 
 
It was still too poor a light to see the lead leave his control and fly away ahead of the beak head and the raked hull below. 
 
"No bottom, sir!" 
 
Partridge said gloomily, "It'll soon shelve, sir!" To his mate he whispered, "I'll gut that bastard if he's leadin' us on to the reef!" 
 
Adam walked away from the others and recalled his tour around the mess-decks before the hands had been called to quarters. There had been several familiar faces, but most of them were strangers still. Perhaps he should have tried harder to bridge the gap instead of making them perfect their sail and gun drill? He had dismissed the idea. His uncle had always said that teamwork alone could bring the respect of one man for another. But loyalty had to be earned. 
 
He saw the youngest midshipman, Frazer, who had joined the ship at Portsmouth, full of eagerness and excitement. Now he was thirteen, but looked younger than ever. He was staring at the sea, his hands opening and closing around his puny dirk, lost in thought. 
 
"Here comes the sun!" But nobody answered. 
 
Adam saw it pushing the last shadows from the deeper troughs, making them shimmer like molten glass. Hereabouts the ocean had undergone a sea-change, the surface pale green, with a mist lingering above it, moving with the wind so that the ship seemed to be stationary. 
 
The first sunlight laid bare the deck, the gun crews with their rammers and sponges, and the tubs of sand that contained slow-matches in case the flintlocks failed. There was more sand on the deck below the gangways, so that men should not slip if water came inboard. Adam tightened his jaw. Or blood. It seemed bare overhead with the big courses brailed up to give a clearer vision and to reduce the risk of fire. In a ship like this, with tar and under-dry planking, even a burning wad from one of the guns could be dangerous. 
 
Colour came seeping through the rigging: the marines' coats were scarlet again, their fixed bayonets glinting like ice. 
 
He looked narrowly along his waiting gun crews, and at the others who would trim the yards, men and boys of all ages and from every background. He had asked some of them about themselves when he had done his rounds before dawn. Some had been shy, then eager to talk; others had crowded closer to listen. Many had just watched him: their captain, the symbol of their hardship, their captivity as they might see it. Men mostly from the south and western counties of England, from farms and villages, and a few who had been unlucky enough to be caught by the press gangs in a sea-port. 
 
The cry from the master's mate from the cross trees was loud and clear. 
 
"Breakers ahead!" 
 
From the chains the leadsman cried, "No bottom, sir!" 
 
Adam said, "Keep your eyes open, lads." He saw Martin looking at him. "Put a good bosun's mate at each cathead, Mr. Martin. If we have to anchor we will have to shift ourselves!" 
 
"By the mark ten!" 
 
Adam kept his face composed. Partridge was right; it had begun to shelve. From no bottom, where the lead would not even reach, to sixty feet. 
 
He tore his mind from the picture of Anemone's keel cruising relentlessly toward the shallows. 
 
Richie suddenly broke away and ran to the mizzen shrouds before anyone could move, and for a moment longer Adam thought he was casting himself to his death without even waiting to see their destruction. 
 
But he pointed wildly as he clung to the tarred ratlines with his other hand. 
 
"Lee bow, sir!" He seemed all excitement. There's the place yonder!" 
 
Adam snatched up a telescope and realised that his fingers were suddenly slippery with sweat. 
 
He saw the gap in the reef immediately, spray bursting on either side and hanging in the air like a shimmering curtain. He felt his heart pounding. It looked about as wide as a farm gate. 
 
The leadsman cried, "Deep eight!" 
 
Adam looked at Richie. He wanted to ask him if he was certain but knew he could not. If his trust was proved false, it would have the same result as if Richie were mistaken. 
 
The masthead called, "Let her fall off a point, sir!" He repeated it and Adam realised he had been unable to think or move. 
 
He called, "Have the braces manned, Mr. Martin. We will steer nor' east by east!" 
 
"By the mark seven!" The seaman sounded completely absorbed, as if he were unaware of or disinterested in the approaching shallows. 
 
"Steady as she goes, sir! Nor' east by east!" 
 
Some men were staring at the island now, suddenly so near. Flat and undulating for the most part but with one hill clearly visible, leaning over like a broken cliff. A good place for a lookout. 
 
Adam clenched his fists. What did it matter? They would never get through. Anemone was not like a brig: she drew nearly three fathoms. 
 
As if to mock him the voice floated aft. "An' deep six!" 
 
Adam said sharply, "Take in the stays' is Mr. Martin!" 
 
Their eyes met across the bare-backed seamen. It was already too late. "By th' mark ten!" 
 
Adam stared at his first lieutenant, then shouted, "Belay that order!" 
 
He raised his telescope again and saw the reef tumbling away on either bow. There was spray and spindrift everywhere so that the sailors' bodies, the guns and the sails shone as if in a tropical downpour. 
 
For the first time Adam heard the reef, the roar and quivering thunder as each wave crashed across it. 
 
He saw Richie clasping his hands together as if in prayer, the spray soaking his face and hair. But he seemed to need to watch, and when he saw Adam he called brokenly, "I was right, sir! Right!9 
 
Adam nodded, barely trusting himself. "Prepare to wear ship, Mr. Martin!" 
 
"Man the braces there, lively now!" 
 
Men seemed to come out of their stricken postures and ran wildly to the dripping, salt-hardened cordage. 
 
The hull pitched and buffeted, and a great backwash from the reef's undertow gripped the rudder like some underwater monster so that Partridge had to put three more men on the wheel. 
 
The sun swept down on them, the sails releasing clouds of steam as the day's warmth began. 
 
"Stand by to come about! Steer nor' west by north!" It was as close as they could come up into the wind. But it was enough. 
 
Adam stared until his mind throbbed at the two vessels that lay quietly to their anchors in water so calm that it was hard to believe what they had just gone through. One was a brig. Adam felt his mouth tighten. The other was a brigantine, her decks already alive with men as the frigate thrust through the falling spray, her masts steeply angled on her new tack. 
 
Even before the sharp-eyed master's mate called down from his precarious perch, from which he had helplessly watched what he had thought was oncoming disaster, Adam knew it was the ship in his uncle's letter, the privateer Tridente. 
 
"We will engage on both sides at once, Mr. Martin. There will be no time and little room for a second chance. Double-shot ted if you please, so load and run out!" 
 
A moment longer and then he called out loudly, "A guinea to the first gun captain to bring down a spar!" 
 
Martin lingered despite the bustle on every hand, the rammers tamping down the balls and the wads, racing one another as the captain had made them do. 
 
"You never doubted it, did you, sir?" 
 
Then he hurried away without hearing a reply, if there had been one. As the gun trucks squealed up to each open port Martin drew his hanger and glanced aft to the quarterdeck rail. He saw two things. He saw the captain fling the new cutlass over the side; and then he slapped the man Richie on the shoulder. 
 
"As you bear!" 
 
The gun captains were bent double behind the black breeches, each with his trigger-line pulled taut. 
 
Like an avenger Anemone swept between the two vessels, neither of which had found time to up-anchor. They passed the brig at half a cable, and the brigantine Tridente was barely fifty yards abeam when Adam sliced down with his sword. 
 
Trapped by the lagoon, the roar of the controlled broadside seemed to engulf them. Here and there a man fell, probably to musket fire, but the marines' response was swift and savage. 
 
Tridente lost her foretopmast and her deck was littered with wreckage and fallen rigging. 
 
"Stand by to come about!" 
 
Martin forgot himself enough to grip his captain's arm as he yelled, "Look! They've struck! The bastards have surrendered!" 
 
But Adam did not hear him. All he could hear was cheering. His own men were cheering him for the first time. 
 
He was suddenly drained. "Anchor when you are ready and send away the boats." Rear-Admiral Herrick might still be aboard the brigantine, but in his heart Adam knew he was not. 
 
As the anchor splashed down he left the quarterdeck and walked amongst his men. Startled at what they had done, surprised that they were still alive, they nodded and grinned at him as he passed. 
 
He found Lieutenant Dacre having his head bound with a bandage, where a splinter had narrowly missed his eye. 
 
Adam touched his shoulder. "You did well, Robert." He looked around at the peering faces. "You all did, and I'm proud of you, as England will be!" 
 
Dacre winced as a surgeon's mate tightened the bandage. 
 
He said, There was a moment..." 
 
Adam grinned, feeling the elation sweeping through him like a different madness. 
 
"There are always those, Robert, as you will one day discover!" 
 
Rum was being brought on deck. A seaman hesitated and then handed a full mug to the man Richie. 
 
As he watched him drinking it he asked simply, "How was it done, mate?" 
 
Richie smiled for the first time that he could remember. 
 
"It's called trust," he said. 
 
THIRTEEN 
 
Just Like Us 
 
By late January 1810 Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Bolitho's little squadron was complete, and as far as the Admiralty was concerned no further reinforcements could be expected. 
 
Bolitho was disappointed but hardly surprised. He had been heartened by the arrival at Cape Town of the last army transports, which had been escorted all the way from Portsmouth and the Downs by Commodore Keen's own ships. Fate had decreed that the two seventy-fours that had been the convoy's main protection had both served under Bolitho's flag in the Caribbean campaign, which had culminated in the capture of Martinique. One, the elderly Matchless, was commanded by the testy Irish earl, Lord Rathcullen, a difficult man at the best of times; but it had been he who had disobeyed orders and sailed in support of Bolitho's small force, which had been under attack and hopelessly out-numbered. By hoisting a rear-admiral's flag, Rathcullen had forced the enemy to believe that Herrick was also at sea with a much stronger squadron, when he had in fact remained ashore. Rathcullen's voice often twisted in Bolitho's mind, repeating what Herrick had said. I'll not be blamed twice. Only at Freetown, when he had dined with Herrick for the last time, had Bolitho truly known the strength of his bitterness. 
 
The other two-decker was the Glorious. Keen had been wise to choose her for his flagship, Bolitho thought. Her captain, John Crowfoot, who had the appearance of a stooping village clergyman, would be easier to deal with on day-to-day matters than Rathcullen. 
 
Keen's other escorts had returned with obvious haste to England. Perhaps their lordships had been afraid that Bolitho might overstep his authority and gather them under his flag. 
 
Aboard the Valkyrie, his relations with Trevenen had not improved. When Adam arrived triumphantly with his captures, the American privateer Tridente as well as a useful French merchant brig which he had cut out at Lorraine Island, Trevenen had scarcely been able to contain his anger and envy. 
 
Bolitho had sent the two prizes, along with the U.S. brig Eaglet to Freetown where a court would decide their eventual fate. The brig H.M.S. Thruster, which arrived eventually at the Cape in company with Jenour's Orcadia, had been sent with them. She would not be much use as a fighting escort but would serve as a daily reminder to the vessel's crews of the King's authority. 
 
Bolitho had moved aboard Valkyrie, even though most flag officers would have preferred more comfortable quarters ashore with the garrison. He felt that his place was at sea, or to at least be able to up-anchor if any further news was received concerning Baratte's whereabouts. Of Herrick there had been no word at all. Did Baratte think that an attack would be launched to release him? Or was he being held as hostage for some other reason? 
 
He looked at Yovell who was hunched over the small desk, his pen busily scraping out a fresh set of orders for the various captains. The ship was as quiet as usual, and yet he imagined he could feel a difference. A ship was said to be as good as her captain and no better. Trevenen had gone over to Keen's Glorious, where he would soon be joined by all the other captains. 
 
He picked up his hat and said, "I shall go on deck. Come across with me when they call away my boat." 
 
He found Avery on the quarterdeck talking quietly with Allday. The barrier was down, it seemed, and Bolitho was thankful for both their sakes. 
 
He shaded his eyes to stare at his little array of ships, dominated by the two seventy-fours. Valkyrie would seem as big as themselves to their lookouts and idlers, he thought. It was strange how old ships parted and eventually joined up together again. The family. In his last squadron, when he had flown his flag in Black Prince, there had been a seventy-four named Valkyrie. What had happened to her, he wondered? Wrecked, blown up in some unknown fight, or paid off into rotting old age like the ship at Freetown... ? He glanced along the frigate's wide deck and at the men who were working at the hundred and one tasks which daily needed doing. 
 
Some of them looked up, and he thought one was the young sailor who had smiled at him. 
 
Loyalty went from the top downwards. It was not merely Trevenen's fault that this was an unhappy ship. It begins with me. 
 
He looked towards the shore and the white-painted buildings and imagined the soldiers drilling in their constant cloud of dust. 
 
They could not wait much longer. A regiment would eventually sail from India, while this force would approach the French islands from the south-west. 
 
He began to pace slowly up and down, barely conscious of the heat across his shoulders. 
 
The enemy must know of their preparations. With so many merchantmen and coastal traders coming and going it would be impossible to keep anything a secret for long. And what of the big U.S. frigate, Unity! Was she snug in harbour at Bourbon or Mauritius? She would certainly raise the enemy's hopes if she were. 
 
He knew Allday had stopped talking to watch him. His concern both warmed and troubled Bolitho, and he wondered how soon it would be before Avery found out about his eye. Then what would he do? Write to Sillitoe perhaps to reveal a weakness in Bolitho he had known nothing about? 
 
He thought of the letters he had received from Catherine. Vivid descriptions of the countryside, the preparations for Christmas, and her unexpected and personal venture into commerce with the purchase of the collier brig, Maria Jose. Poor Roxby must have been horrified at the idea, a woman's place being, in his view, very much in the home. 
 
When he had first boarded Keen's flagship upon her arrival here, Bolitho had been astonished by the change in him. Still outwardly youthful, Keen had shown a new maturity, a pride in his promotion and all that it represented. When Bolitho had told him of Adam's successes and the taking of three prizes, he had felt his genuine pleasure. 
 
"I told Lady Catherine before I left that he would do well. The scope of a whole ocean rather than clawing around Brest or Biscay is exactly what he needs!" 
 
So far, so good, Bolitho thought. Adam would be over there right now with the others. Their first meeting since... since what? 
 
Allday moved from the shadow of the hammock nettings. The gig's coming alongside, Sir Richard." He still sounded disgusted that Bolitho should have to make do with the captain's gig rather than a proper barge like the one in Black Prince. 
 
Avery joined him by the quarterdeck and watched Urquhart, the first lieutenant, speaking with the captain of marines while the side-party mustered by the entry port. 
 
"I was wondering, sir. Will the prizes that were sent to Freetown cause any friction with the Americans?" 
 
Bolitho watched him. Avery was managing to drop the use of his title on these informal occasions, and Bolitho himself felt less distanced because of it, more approachable. Allday, of course, still refused to call him anything but Sir Richard. 
 
He considered the question. Avery had been giving it some serious thought. Few others had, apparently. Theirs had been an "It's a knock at the Frenchies and to hell with all those who help them' attitude. Avery had weighed the possible consequences, and Bolitho was glad of his involvement. 
 
"Tridents fired on and boarded a British vessel before removing Rear-Admiral Herrick as a prisoner. That is an act of war, with or without the presence of the French lieutenant who led the boarders. Eaglet was, or was not, about her lawful occasions, but she fired on Anemone and she was carrying English deserters or the like." He smiled at the lieutenant's intent expression. "Doubtful? It will be up to the courts to decide the rights and wrongs of it. My nephew did well, and 
 
I will stand by his actions before the very highest authority. As for the French brig, she will raise a few guineas in prize money or she may become an addition to the fleet." He clapped his arm. "I do not think our countries will go to war over it." He paused. "Not yet, in any case." 
 
They walked down to the entry port and Bolitho saw Yovell, complete with his weighty satchel of papers, already in the swaying boat. 
 
He glanced at Urquhart. He was a good lieutenant, or could be. Bolitho hesitated and made certain that the captain of marines was out of earshot. 
 
"A word, Mr. Urquhart." He saw him stiffen and stare at a point above his admiral's shoulder. "I understand that you have made it known that you would be prepared to act as prize-master in any future successes?" 
 
Urquhart swallowed hard. "I - I did not speak with the captain, Sir Richard, I..." 
 
Bolitho studied him. Young, experienced; it would be a waste as well as a loss to the fleet. 
 
"I hear far more than people give me credit for." He eyed him impassively. "It would mean the end of your hopes. To throw away a position on this proud new vessel would be seen as something more, I think." He recalled Avery's bitterness at their first meeting. "You are a lieutenant, Mr. Urquhart, and a lieutenant you would remain. You could be inviting oblivion." 
 
"It is only that..." 
 
"I do not wish to hear, Mr. Urquhart. You are committed: I am not. Whatever you may disagree with or find disagreeable, you must consider your part in it, in this ship. D'you understand what I am saying, man?" 
 
"I think so, Sir Richard." His eyes moved to meet Bolitho's. "I will take the matter no further." 
 
Bolitho nodded. "There is the brig Orcadia out yonder. She is commanded by a man who was once a lieutenant, and then a prize-master, but there was a difference. I ordered it, and now he holds a command. As a matter of fact, I got my first command after being given a prize to navigate. But remember: it is so ordered. You do not choose as you please." He watched his uncertainty and wondered how Allday had discovered the lieutenant's secret. 
 
Bolitho stepped away, and immediately the Royal Marines and side-party sprang into action. 
 
Allday knew what had just happened. Equally, he knew that the flag lieutenant did not. He followed Avery down into the gig and squeezed against the plump secretary. He did not even glance at the stiff-backed, wooden-faced crew. Allday was thankful he did not have to serve under someone like Trevenen. The first lieutenant had looked stunned by Bolitho's words: not advice this time, but a warning. He was a fool if he ignored it, Allday thought. But then, most lieutenants were. 
 
He watched like a hawk as Bolitho descended into the gig, and almost raised one hand to his aid. 
 
Avery saw it. He had noticed it before. He saw Yovell watching him, his eyes glinting behind his spectacles. He shared this unknown secret too, as did the uncommunicative servant, Ozzard. 
 
"Bear off forrard! Out oars, give way all!" 
 
Allday watched the lieutenant in charge of the boat, here out of necessity because there was a senior officer aboard, and as nervous as a cat because of it. 
 
Bolitho shaded his eyes again to watch the Anemone as the boat pulled swiftly abeam. There were men on cradles over the tumble home busy with paint and brushes where the Tridente's marksmen had fired on Adam's ship until Anemone's measured broadside had completely disabled her. She had left here towed by the captured Eaglet. Nobody could criticise Adam for risking an unsupported attack through a barely-known reef. There had been no other ship available. Bolitho smiled grimly. Had things gone against him, however, Adam more than anyone must have known what it would have cost him. 
 
He studied the other vessels of his small command, the scarlet coats already assembled on Glorious'?" deck to receive him. 
 
Not a fleet, but properly and aggressively used it might be enough. When Thruster returned and Tyacke arrived from his patrol, if he was free from other orders, they would be ready. 
 
Allday murmured, "Fine-looking ship, Sir Richard." He sounded wistful. Remembering how they had first met, Bolitho guessed, aboard the Phalarope. At first commanded by a tyrant like Trevenen, she had become a legend. Herrick had played a large part in it. The thought saddened him. 
 
"Stand by, bowman!" 
 
Bolitho was grateful for the ship's shadow as it towered above him. It was strange how he had never got used to this part of it. As a junior captain and now as a vice-admiral, he was always troubled by what those who now stood motionless in the sunlight might see in him, might find wanting. As ever, he had to insist to himself that they would be far more uncertain than he was. 
 
Avery watched Bolitho clamber lightly up the seventy-four's weathered side. He asked quietly so that only Yovell should hear, "In all the years, has Sir Richard changed much?" 
 
Yovell picked up his satchel. "In a few ways, sir." He looked at him curiously. "But mostly, he changed all of us!" 
 
Allday grinned. "I think you are wanted on deck, sir!" 
 
He watched the lieutenant almost fall as he hurried to catch up with his superior. 
 
Yovell said, "I'm not too sure about him, John." 
 
"An' I'm not too certain about you, matey!" 
 
They chuckled like conspirators and the lieutenant in charge of the gig stared after them without understanding what he saw. 
 
His Britannic Majesty's brig Lame of fourteen guns pitched and swayed in a steep swell, her slack sails and clattering rigging clear evidence of her becalmed state. 
 
A few figures moved about her deck, some staggering like drunks as the sturdy hull dipped and slithered into yet another trough. Somewhere to larboard but visible only occasionally to the masthead lookout was the African mainland, Molembo, where many a slaver had been run to ground by vessels like Lame. 
 
Most countries had outlawed slavery and the traffic that had cost so many lives, but it still went on where the price was right. 
 
In the brig's cabin Commander James Tyacke tried to concentrate on his chart, and was cursing the perverse wind that had failed him after such a speedy departure from Freetown after the receipt of Sir Richard Bolitho's orders. It would be good to see him again. Tyacke was still surprised that he could think so when he had always had very little respect for senior officers. Bolitho had changed all that when the Good Hope campaign had been mounting. He had even endured the crowded discomfort of the little schooner Miranda, which Tyacke had then commanded, and when she had been destroyed by an enemy frigate Bolitho had given him the Lame. 
 
The seclusion and the independence of the anti-slavery patrols had suited Tyacke very well. Most of his company were prime seamen who shared his need to get away from the greater authority of the fleet. Few sailors cared much about the slave-trade; it was something that happened, or had done until the new laws were approved. But to be free from a flag officer's demands, with the prospect of prize money, was to every man's taste. 
 
Tyacke leaned back and frowned as he listened to his little ship rolling and groaning in the arms of the South Atlantic. He often thought of how he had searched for Bolitho and his lady after Golden Plover's loss on the hundred-mile reef. His disbelief had changed to prayer, which was rare for him, when he had confirmed who had survived in that sun-blistered longboat. 
 
He thought of the gown he had kept in a chest in this cabin, the one he had bought in Lisbon for the girl who had promised to be his wife. He had given it to Lady Somervell to cover herself from the sailors' stares. Later, after Keen's marriage, which Tyacke had sat in deep shadow to watch, she had returned it to him, beautifully cleaned and packed in a lined box. 
 
She had written in a little note, "For you, James Tyacke, and for a girl who shall deserve it." 
 
Tyacke stood up and steadied himself against the motion by gripping a deck head beam. The cabin was very small, like that of a miniature frigate, but after a schooner it had seemed like a palace. 
 
He made himself look at his reflection in the hanging mirror. A face which could have been handsome, caring and strong until that day at the Battle of the Nile, as it was now called. The left side of his face was unmarked; the other side was not human. How the eye had survived was a miracle: it seemed to glare out above the melted flesh like an angry, defiant light. Everyone around that gun had died, and Tyacke could remember nothing about it. 
 
For a girl who shall deserve it. 
 
Tyacke turned away, the old bitterness returning. What woman could be expected to live with that? To wake up and see that terrible, mutilated face beside her? 
 
He listened to the sea. Here was the only escape. Where he had won the respect of his men and of the man he was sailing to meet. 
 
He shook himself and decided to go on deck. Most of his men could look at him now without showing pity or horror. He was lucky in that, he thought. He had three lieutenants and more experienced hands than most frigates. Larne even carried a dedicated surgeon, one who used his interest in tropical medicine and the various fevers that plagued these coasts to compile a mass of notes that might one day take him to the College of Surgeons in London. 
 
The sea air was abrasive, like hot sand off a desert. He squinted in the hard glare and glanced at the watch around him: men he had come to know better and more intimately than he would have believed possible. Ozanne, the first lieutenant, a Channel Islander who had once been a merchant sailor. He had come up the hard way and was five years older than his commander. Pitcairn, the sailing master, was another veteran who shunned the ways and the manners of a big man-of-war although his skills would have taken him anywhere. Livett, the surgeon, was sketching by one of the swivel guns. He had a youthful appearance until he removed his hat, when his head was like a brown egg. 
 
Tyacke walked to the taffrail and peered astern. The vessel was lifting and dropping into every trough, inert, making no way at all. 
 
Tyacke knew he should accept it, but he had an impatient nature and hated to feel his command failing to respond to sail or rudder. 
 
The sailing master judged his mood before saying, "Can't hold, sir. Visibility's so bad to the east'rd I think there may be a storm blowing up." 
 
Tyacke took a telescope and wedged his buttocks against the compass box. Pitcairn was not very often wrong. The glass swept over the writhing sea-mist to where the land should lie. 
 
Ozanne said, "Rain too, I shouldn't wonder, sir." 
 
Tyacke grunted. "We could do with it. The timbers are like kindling." 
 
The glass moved on, over the swells and troughs and across a group of drifting gulls. They seemed held together, like a pale wreath cast down by someone as a memorial. 
 
Ozanne watched him and his emotions. A handsome man who would turn any lass's head, he thought. Once. There had been times when it had been hard for Ozanne to accept the horrible disfigurement and find the man beneath. The one the Arab slavers feared most of all. The devil with half a face. A fine seaman, and a just one to his small company. The two did not always make good bedfellows in the King's navy. 
 
Tyacke felt the sweat running down his face and wiped the skin with his fingers, hating what he felt. Who was it who had told him that it could have been worse? 
 
"I don't see that at all." With a start he realised he had spoken aloud, but managed to grin as Ozanne asked, "Sir?" 
 
Tyacke was about to return the glass to its rack when something made him stiffen. As if he had heard something, or some awful memory had sent a shiver up his spine. 
 
The deck quivered slightly, and when he looked up he saw the trailing masthead pendant flick out like a whip. Loose gear rattled and groaned, and the watch on deck seemed to come alive again from their sun-dulled torpor. 
 
"Stand to, hands to the braces!" 
 
The brig swung slightly and the two helmsmen who had been standing motionless, their arms resting on the wheel, gripped the spokes as the rudder gave in to a sudden pressure. 
 
Tyacke looked at the sailing master. "You were right about a storm, Mr. Pitcairn! Well, we're ready for any help we can get!" 
 
He realised that none of them had moved, and cursed suddenly as he heard again the sound he had taken for thunder. His hearing had never been the same since the explosion. 
 
Ozanne said, "Gunfire!" 
 
The deck tilted more steeply and the big fore course filled iron-hard with a mind of its own. 
 
Turn up the watch below! I want all the sail she can carry! Bring her back on course, Mr. Manley!" 
 
Tyacke watched the sudden rush of men as the call shrilled between decks. The top men were already clambering out along the upper yards, and others were loosening halliards and braces ready for the next order. A few found time to stare aft at their formidable captain, questioning, uncertain, but trusting him completely. 
 
Ozanne said, "A fair size by the sound of it, sir." He did not even flinch as Lame was sheeted home on the starboard tack. 
 
The helmsman yelled, "South by east, sir! Steady she goes!" 
 
Tyacke rubbed his chin but did not see the others exchange glances. He did not even realise that it was something he always did in the face of danger. 
 
Too heavy for another anti-slavery vessel: Ozanne was right about that. He saw the spray burst over the beak head and soak the seamen there. In the angry glare it looked almost gold. 
 
Two frigates then? He glanced at each sail in turn. Lame was beginning to lean forward into every line of troughs, the sea pattering inboard and swilling into the scuppers. One of their own then, perhaps outgunned or outnumbered? 
 
He snapped, "Clear for action as the mood takes you, Mr. Ozanne." He looked around and beckoned to a seaman. "Cabin, Thomas fetch my sword and lively so!" 
 
As suddenly as the returning wind it began to rain, a downpour which advanced across the water so heavily and thickly that it was like being hemmed in by a giant fence. As it reached the ship the men were held breathless and gasping where they stood, some using it to wash themselves, others just standing amidst the onslaught and spluttering with pleasure. There were more heavy crashes through the rain. The same sound, as if only the one vessel was firing. 
 
Then there was one great explosion which seemed to go on for minutes. Tyacke could even feel it against the Lame's hull like something out of the deep. 
 
Then the distant gunfire ceased and only the sound of the deluge continued. The rain was moving away, and the sun came through as if it had been in hiding. Sails, decks and taut rigging were steaming, and seamen looked for one another as if after a battle. 
 
But the wind was holding, laying bare the distant coastline and the movement of the current. 
 
The lookout yelled, "Deck there! Sail to the south-east! Hull down!" 
 
As the wind continued to drive away the mist Tyacke realised that much of it was smoke. The other ship or ships were already far away if only the lookout could see them. The assassins. 
 
Some of his men were standing away from their guns or caught in their various attitudes of working ship and trimming the sails. They were staring at something. 
 
It could have been a reef, except that out here there were none. It might have been some old and forgotten hulk left to the mercy of the ocean. But it was not. It was the capsized hull of a vessel about the size of this one, his Lame. There were huge obscene bubbles exploding from the opposite side, probably from that one great explosion. In a moment she would be gone. 
 
Tyacke said harshly, "Heave-to, Mr. Ozanne! Bosun, clear away the boats!" 
 
Men ran to the tackles and braces as Lame wallowed heavily into the wind, her sails all in confusion. 
 
Tyacke had never seen the boats get away so quickly. The experience gained at boarding suspected slavers was proving itself. Not that these men, his men, would need any incentive. 
 
Tyacke levelled his telescope and stared at the pathetic little figures struggling to pull themselves to safety, others limp and trapped in the trailing weed of rigging alongside. 
 
Not strangers this time. It was like looking at themselves. 
 
An officer dressed in the same uniform as Ozanne and the others, seamen in checkered shirts like some of those beside him. There was blood in the water too, clinging to the upended bilge as if the vessel herself were being bled to death. 
 
The boats were hurling themselves across the water, and Tyacke saw the third lieutenant, Robyns, pointing to something for his coxswain to identify. 
 
Without looking Tyacke knew the surgeon and his mate were already down on deck to help the first survivors. There could not be many of them. 
 
More big bubbles were bursting and Tyacke had to look away as a figure obviously blinded by the explosion appeared, arms outstretched, his mouth opened in unheard cries. 
 
Tyacke clenched his fists. It could be me. 
 
He looked away and saw a young seaman crossing himself, another sobbing quietly, heedless of his companions. 
 
Ozanne lowered his telescope. "She's going, sir. I just saw her name. She's the Thruster." He seemed to stare around with disbelief. "Just like us!" 
 
Tyacke turned again to watch the boats standing as near as they dared, oars and lines flung out for anyone who could swim. 
 
The brig began to dip under the sea, a few figures still trying to get away even as she took her last dive. 
 
For a long time, or so it seemed, the boats pitched and rolled in the whirlpool that remained until corpses, rigging, and burned sailcloth were sucked down. 
 
Tyacke said, "One of Sir Richard's ships, Paul." He thought of the lieutenant's outrage. Just like us. And the blinded man who cried for help when there was none. 
 
Pitcairn the master asked huskily, "What does it mean?" 
 
Tyacke walked away to greet the few who had been plucked from death. But he paused with one foot on the ladder, his terrible scars laid bare in the sunshine. 
 
"It means war, my friends. Without mercy and without quarter until it is finally settled." 
 
Someone cried out in agony and Tyacke turned away. 
 
Nobody spoke. Perhaps they had all watched themselves die. 
 
FOURTEEN 
 
Catherine 
 
Sir Paul Sillitoe sat at a small table by one of his bedroom windows, and frowned as another gust of wind made the rain dash against the glass like hail. Breakfast, a frugal but leisurely affair, was mainly a time for him to prepare himself for the day. Newsheets and papers were arranged in their special order by his valet Guthrie, who then left his master to prop them one by one on a little wooden stand which had once been used for music. 
 
He glanced at the river Thames that curved directly past the house, which was built on this elegant part of Chiswick Reach. It was higher, and might well flood before the day was out. 
 
He returned his attention to a page on foreign affairs, the small paragraph about the proposed military campaigns in the Indian Ocean. They could not wait another year to begin. Napoleon might still hold his de fences so that Wellington would have to withstand another year of conflict. It would not do at all. He reached for a biscuit which Guthrie had already spread with treacle, a childish fancy of his. 
 
Then there was the Prince of Wales. Eager to rule in his father's place, but still in need of assurances from those in power who might see the King's insanity more as a protection than a threat to themselves. 
 
Sillitoe wiped his fingers and poured some fresh coffee. This was the best part of the day. Alone, able to think and plan. 
 
He looked up from the paper with irritation as he heard carriage wheels in his drive. Nobody who knew him well would dare to interrupt this sacred hour. He rang a small bell and instantly one of his burly footmen appeared in the doorway. 
 
"Send him away, whoever it is!" 
 
The man nodded and strode from the room. 
 
Sillitoe resumed reading, and wondered briefly how Richard Bolitho was dealing with the military. How could any man give his very life to the sea? Like poor Collingwood, who had been employed on the demanding Mediterranean station without a break since 1803. Why did the King dislike him enough to deny him the chance to come home? He had even prevented Collingwood's promotion to full admiral, although he was ten years older than his friend and commander, Horatio Nelson. It was said that he was dying. No reward for all those years. 
 
The footman reappeared. 
 
Sillitoe said abruptly, "I did not hear the carriage leave!" It sounded like an accusation. 
 
The man watched him impassively, used to his master's tongue, which could be merciless if the occasion suited. 
 
The footman cleared his throat. "It is a lady, Sir Paul. She insists that you will see her." 
 
Sillitoe pushed the papers away. The morning was spoiled. "Does she indeed? We shall see about that!" 
 
"It is Lady Somervell, Sir Paul." It was the first time he had seen his master completely taken aback. 
 
Sillitoe held out his arms as his valet hurried forward with his coat, his mind still grappling with the news. "Show her to a room with a good fire. My respects to her ladyship, and tell her I shall be down without delay." 
 
It made no sense. She had never given him the slightest encouragement, something which had aroused him more than ever. It must be trouble of some kind. It was nothing to do with Bolitho, he was sure of that: someone would have suffered for it if he had not been informed first. 
 
He glanced at himself in a mirror and tried to be calm. She was here. She wanted to see him. Needed to see him. He watched himself smile. A delusion. 
 
She was sitting near a newly-lighted fire in one of the rooms that adjoined Sillitoe's considerable library. 
 
In seconds Sillitoe took it all in. She wore a long green cloak, a fur-lined hood thrown back on her shoulders, her piled hair shining in the firelight as she held out one hand to the flames. 
 
"My dear Lady Catherine!" He took her hand and held it to his lips. It was like ice. "I thought you to be in Cornwall, but you honour me greatly by calling." 
 
She faced him, her dark eyes seeking something. "I came to London. For some things from my Chelsea house." 
 
Sillitoe waited. He had often thought of her in that house. It was just around the next great bend in the river towards Westminster and Southwark. 
 
It might have been ten thousand miles. Until now. 
 
"Is something wrong?" He turned to hide a frown as a maidservant pattered into the room with fresh coffee, which she placed beside the woman in green. 
 
"You once said I could come to you if I needed help." 
 
He waited, almost holding his breath. "My lady, I would be honoured." 
 
"You see, there was a letter for me in Chelsea. Nobody had thought to send it on. It was a week old, probably too late." She looked at him very directly. "I have to go to Whitechapel... I had no one else to ask." 
 
He nodded gravely. A secret then. "That is hardly the place for a lady to wander unescorted, not in these hard times. Must you go?" All the time his mind was reaching out in every direction. Parts of Whitechapel were very respectable. The rest did not bear thinking about. 
 
"When do you wish to go?" He expected a protest as he added, "I shall come with you, of course..." 
 
He glared at the door as a small, round-faced man in spectacles, his arms loaded with papers in long canvas envelopes, peered in at them. 
 
"Not now, Marlow. I am going out!" 
 
His secretary began to protest and remind Sillitoe about his appointments. He might as well have said nothing. 
 
He said, Tell Guthrie to get two good men." He looked at the secretary calmly. "He will know what I mean." 
 
When they were alone again, he said, "We may leave at any time you wish." His eyes moved over her, missing nothing. 
 
Guthrie was well-trained, and had summoned two of Silli-toe's men who wore the same gilt-buttoned livery. They looked more like prize-fighters than footmen. They both stared at the tall woman with the dark hair and high cheekbones. They might even have guessed who she was. 
 
A plain carriage came around from the mews and Sillitoe said, "Less noticeable than yours, I think." 
 
Young Matthew, who was standing by the Bolitho carriage, looked apprehensive. "Will you be all right, m'lady?" His strong Cornish accent sounded so alien here. 
 
"I will." She walked to the horses and patted them. "This will be between us, Matthew. Yes?" 
 
He removed his hat and fumbled with it. "To th' grave if so ordered, m'lady!" 
 
He was so serious that she almost smiled. What had she begun? Where might it end? 
 
She heard a savage panting and saw one of the men pushing a broad-shouldered mastiff up onto the box with the coachman. 
 
He said, "Don't you jump too much, Ben, 'e'll 'ave your leg off else!" 
 
She handed the address on a card to the coachman and saw his eyebrows rise slightly. 
 
Sillitoe said, "Come, my dear, before the rain gets heavier." He glanced over his shoulder to the other carriage with the crest on its door. "Wait at Chelsea, ah, Matthew. I shall ensure her ladyship's safety until then." 
 
She leaned back against the damp leather cushions and pretended to watch the scenery as the carriage moved briskly along the river road. She was very conscious of his nearness and of his obvious determination not to provoke her. 
 
Sillitoe spoke only occasionally, usually questions about her life at Falmouth. He mentioned the collier brig Maria Jose which was now being refitted, but he never disclosed his sources of information. 
 
Only once did he touch on Bolitho, when he had mentioned his nephew George Avery. 
 
"I think he must be doing well as Sir Richard's flag lieutenant. He has a way with people, lame ducks most of all." 
 
She turned and looked at him, her eyes in shadow as the carriage rolled past a line of bedraggled trees. "How long will it be before... ?" 
 
"Before Sir Richard comes home?" He seemed to consider it. "You must know the ways and the prevarications of Admiralty, my dear. It will be a difficult campaign, and now of course the Americans seem intent on interfering. It is very hard to say at this stage." 
 
"I need him so..." She did not go on. 
 
As the carriage swayed through rain-filled ruts and over fallen branches, Sillitoe could feel the pressure of her body against his own. What would she do, right at this moment when for some reason she needed his aid, if he took her in his arms and forced her into submission? Who would she turn to? Who would believe her? Perhaps only Bolitho, and he might not come home for years. And when he did, would she tell him? He wiped his forehead with his hand. He felt as if he had a fever. 
 
The coachman called down, "Not far now, Sir Paul." 
 
He glanced at her, one hand clinging to the strap as the wheel grated onto cobbles and small houses appeared on either side. A few shapeless figures huddled over against the rain, a carrier's cart or two, and to his surprise a smart carriage with grooms who looked very much like his own. 
 
She said almost to herself, "I can scarcely remember it. It was so long ago." 
 
Sillitoe dragged his mind from the carriage. A brothel perhaps, where respectable but none-too-rich clients could lose themselves. He thought of his own, safe house. Money could buy you anything and anyone. 
 
He tried to keep his mind clear. Why was she here in this awful place? 
 
She dragged at the window. "There it is!" She was agitated, distressed. 
 
The carriage rolled to a halt and the driver called, "Can't get through there, Sir Paul! Too narrer!" 
 
She climbed down and heard the savage-looking mastiff give a warning snarl. Sillitoe followed her, and read a decaying sign which said Quaker's Passage. Despite her own uncertainty she seemed to sense his confusion and turned towards him, heedless of the rain that ran from her hair and on to her cloak. 
 
"It was not always like this!" It was as if she were speaking to the whole street. "There were children here." She gripped an iron railing. "We played here!" 
 
Sillitoe licked his lips. "What number do we seek?" 
 
Three." Only a word, but it was torn from her. 
 
Sillitoe said, "Jakes, stay with the coach and driver." Then to the one with the dog, "You keep with us." He put one hand into his coat and felt the pistol. I must be mad to be here. 
 
The door of the house was ajar and there was rubbish strewn about the path. Even before they reached it someone screamed, "It's them bailiffs again! The bloody bastards!" 
 
Sillitoe stood with one hand on the door. "Hold your noise, woman!" 
 
The man with the dog showed himself, his face eager and intent, ready to set his charge on to anyone who challenged him. 
 
When Catherine spoke her voice was quite calm and steady. 
 
"I've come to see Mr. Edmund Brooke." She hesitated as the woman peered at her more closely. She gestured with one hand like a claw. "Upstairs." 
 
Catherine held a rickety rail and climbed slowly to the next floor. The place stank of decay and dirt, and a despair which was like something physical. 
 
She rapped on a door but it swung open, the lock apparently missing. A woman who had been sitting on a chair, her face in her hands, looked up sharply with hostile eyes as she exclaimed, "What the hell d'you want?" 
 
Catherine looked at her for several seconds. "It's me, Chrissie Kate. Remember me?" 
 
Sillitoe was shocked as the other woman threw her arms around Catherine and embraced her. Once she must have been pretty, he thought, even beautiful. But the beauty had all gone, and she could have been almost any age. He wanted to pull out his handkerchief, then plunged his hand into his coat as he saw a man watching him from the bed. 
 
Catherine moved to the bed and stared at the face, but the eyes did not move. 
 
The other woman said thickly, "He died two days ago. I did what I could." 
 
Sillitoe said in a fierce whisper, "Who was he? Was he trying to get money from you?" The stench was vile and he wanted to run from this place. But her complete composure defeated even that. 
 
She looked at the dead, stub bled face, the eyes which were still fired with anger as she had seen them so often. 
 
She seemed to hear Sillitoe's question and answered, "He was my father." 
 
"I'll have things done." He did not know what to say. "My men will take care of the arrangements." 
 
"I am sure of that." She was still looking at the bed when her foot scraped against some empty bottles beneath it. 
 
She wanted to scream at him, curse him. It was too late now even for that. Then she turned and said quietly to Sillitoe, "Do you have any money?" 
 
"Of course." He pulled out a purse and gave it to her, glad to be doing something. 
 
She did not hesitate but took a handful of gold coins from the purse and pressed them into the other woman's hands. 
 
The woman stared at her and then screamed, "One whore to another, eh?" Then she flung the gold at the wall. 
 
Sillitoe guided her to the door and heard the woman's voice break into sobs behind them, and the sound of her scrabbling about the floor to recover the money. Outside he spoke rapidly to one of his men, who was nodding abruptly in agreement with his instructions. 
 
Catherine stared up at the house, the rain running down her throat and soaking through her clothing. 
 
Sillitoe took her elbow and guided her away along the narrow passage. It had been terrible. It must be far worse for her. But how could it be true? He looked at her piercingly in the grey light and saw her still staring back at the little houses. 
 
In turn she was asking herself why she had come. Duty, curiosity? It was certainly not pity. 
 
She paused with one foot on the carriage step and said, "Thank you for coming with me, Sir Paul." 
 
He slumped down beside her. "I - I don't understand." 
 
She watched the street moving away, as it had always done for so many years. 
 
"He killed my child," she said. 
 
The carriage wheels scraped over the cobbles, and through the rain-soaked windows everything was blurred and unreal. 
 
Sillitoe could feel her tension, but knew if he even laid a hand on her arm she would turn against him. To break the silence he murmured, "My men will deal with everything. You must not be involved." 
 
It was as if he had not spoken. She said, "It was all so long ago. There are times when I can hardly believe it, and others when I see it like yesterday." She was holding the strap against the uneven motion, her eyes on the street but seeing nothing. 
 
They passed a rough piece of open ground and as though in a dream she saw some children gathering up broken branches for kindling. It had often been like that for her. But there had been laughter too until her mother had fallen sick and died, in that same sordid room. 
 
She heard Sillitoe ask, "What was his work, his profession?" Why should I talk about it? But she answered him. "He was an actor, a performer. He could do most things." 
 
Sillitoe thought she sounded as if she were speaking of somebody else. It was hard to imagine that angry, lifeless face as anything but snarling in death. 
 
"I met a young man." She did not see Sillitoe either. She was thinking of Zenoria and Adam. "I was fifteen." She gave what might have been a shrug, the most despairing thing he had seen her do. "It happened. I was with child." 
 
"And you told your father, were compelled to, with your mother gone?" 
 
She said, "Yes. I told him." 
 
"Perhaps he was too upset to know what he was doing." 
 
She leaned her head against the cushion and said, "He was drunk, and he knew exactly what he was doing." You do not owe this man explanation. Only one, and he is on the other side of the world. "He hit me and knocked me down those stairs you saw today. I lost my baby..." 
 
Then he did grip her wrist. "Perhaps it was..." 
 
"All for the best? Yes, there were several who said as much, including my young man." She touched her eyes with her fingers. "It is not that. I nearly died. I think I wanted to... then." She looked at him, and even in the carriage's gloomy interior he could feel the intensity of her stare. "I cannot ever bear a child, not even for the man I love above everything." 
 
Disconcerted, he said, "When we reach Chiswick I shall have a meal prepared for you." 
 
She laughed without making a sound. "You will please leave me at Chelsea. I would not wish to compromise you, nor do I desire to create more scandal. You do not ask me why I was so certain about my father's anger and his true motives." She could feel the strong grip on her wrist, but the contact did not seem to matter. She continued, "That man, my own father, wanted to take me to his bed. He tried several times. Perhaps I was too distressed to deal with it properly. Today, I would kill any such man." 
 
She watched the passing houses, more expensive properties now, with the glint of water beyond. Ships, unloading or waiting to make sail to every quarter of the globe. Richard's world, which they shared even when they were parted. 
 
Sillitoe asked quietly, "That woman we found there?" 
 
"Chrissie? She was a friend. We used to mime to my father's reading in the market when things were bad, before he finally gave in to drink. She was faithful to him when I left home." She turned away, her eyes filled with angry tears. "Home. Was it ever really that?" She contained her emotion and said, "You saw her reward. He put her on the streets." 
 
They did not converse again for some while, and then she said, "You always speak so highly of Richard, and yet in my heart I know you would use him to make me surrender to your desires, which are unworthy of you. Do you really believe I would betray the man I love, and risk losing him for that same reason?" 
 
Sillitoe exclaimed, "You do me an injustice, Lady Catherine!" 
 
"Do I? I would not answer for your safety if you wronged me." 
 
Some of his confidence seemed to return as he retorted, "I am well enough protected!" 
 
She released her wrist very carefully. "From yourself? I think not." 
 
Sillitoe felt entirely confused by her calm frankness. It was as if he had been disarmed in a duel, and was having to fall upon his opponent's mercy. 
 
She was speaking again, her eyes on the streaming window as if she were trying to recognise something. 
 
"I have done things in my life which I would tell nobody. I have known warmth and friendship too, and I have learned many things since I danced and mimed on the streets of this great city. But love? I have shared it with only one man. You know him well enough." She shook her head as if she were refuting something. "We lost one another once. We will not do so again." She laid her hand on his sleeve. "Strangely enough, I feel better for telling you these things. You could leave me in Chelsea and share your discoveries with your friends, if you have any. But nobody can hurt me any more. I am beyond it, even though they call me a whore." 
 
She gripped his arm and spoke very slowly. "But do not harm Richard. I beg only that from you." 
 
She saw the river again, the bare trees like scarecrows in the fading light. 
 
"Chelsea, Sir Paul!" The coachman sounded untroubled, perhaps because the mastiff had stayed with Sillitoe's two prize-fighters. 
 
Then she saw Young Matthew peering out at the coach from the doorway of the basement kitchen, his coat black with rain. How long he had been waiting for her safe return she could only guess. She found that she was crying, something she rarely did. Perhaps because his simple loyalty was the cleanest thing she had seen since their return to London. 
 
"You all right, me lady?" That was Sophie, holding the door wide to reveal the bright lights within. 
 
As if from faraway she heard Sillitoe speak her name as he lowered the carriage step for her. She had not even seen him leave her side. 
 
He gazed at her for what seemed a long time. Then he shrugged elegantly, and, stooping, kissed her hand. 
 
He said suddenly, "I shall never feel differently about you. Do not humiliate me by denying me that at least." He did not release her hand. "I will always be at your service if you need me." He turned to climb into the carriage and hesitated. "I will do what I can. You have my word on it." He was looking at her as if he was seeing her for the last time. "I will get your man back for you." Then he was gone, the carriage turning the corner, the horses already aware perhaps of the nearness of home. 
 
She felt Sophie's arm about her waist, hugging her. They stood together in the rain, which had not stopped since she had left here for Chiswick. 
 
She was still holding on to Sillitoe's last words, almost afraid to believe what she had heard. 
 
Then she said, "Let us go inside." She wiped her eyes, and Sophie did not know if it was because of rain or tears. 
 
Catherine said, "Tomorrow we will leave for Falmouth." Together they climbed the steps, then she turned and looked back into the deepening shadows. "There is no place here for me any more." 
 
But stark and clear in her mind she could see the little street and the two young girls at play there. 
 
FIFTEENA Feeling 
 
Lieutenant George Avery walked away past the sentry and into the cabin, grateful for the cooler air between decks although he knew that it was little more than an illusion. 
 
"You wanted me, sir?" He glanced round and tried to adjust his eyes to the searing brightness of the sea astern, and another bright shaft of sun that shone down from a skylight. Yovell was sitting on the bench below the stern windows, using some of his papers to fan his streaming face. Bolitho stood by the table, as if he had not moved since their last meeting. 
 
When he looked up, Avery could see the dark shadows around his eyes, the lines of strain by his mouth. It troubled Avery to see him like this. And there had been weeks of it, the endless search of an apparently empty ocean. He could still feel it throughout the ship as it had been felt in the rest of the little squadron when Tyacke's brig Lame had arrived in Cape Town with the handful of dazed and wounded survivors whom his boats had managed to snatch from death. None of the Thruster's officers had lived, and of the rest only a surgeon's mate had been articulate enough to offer some description of the disaster. Two frigates, one obviously the big American Unity, had fallen on the brig and her convoy of prizes. The surgeon's mate had been below in his sickbay and had been spared the first horrific broadside. Fired at extreme range, the weight of iron had smashed the brig almost onto her beam-ends. Masts, spars, rigging and canvas had thundered on to the crouching gun crews, trapping them amidst the wreckage before they could return a shot. 
 
As the surgeon's mate had said, his voice broken with emotion, "We could do nothing. The people were dying. What could we have done?" He had rallied for only a moment. "But our captain refused to surrender. I never saw him after the next broadside. There was an explosion, a magazine I think, and then I was in the water. After that, the boats came. I never really believed in God... until then." 
 
Bolitho said, "No more ships reported attacked or seized. They know every move we make. I've spoken with the man Richie but he had nothing to offer. Where is Baratte? How much does he know of our plans to invade?" He imagined their extended forces as though on a chart, as he had been doing for weeks. "Major-General Abercromby and his army will be sailing from India. Our Major-General Drummond will complete the pincers and sail from Good Hope to Rodriguez, where we will re-form if necessary, and then on to He de France." He stared at the chart until his eye stung like fire. "Then Mauritius. The end of French power across our trade routes." 
 
Avery said, "We know Baratte's one weakness, sir." 
 
Bolitho looked at him, remembering. On the day that Thruster had been totally destroyed, the enemy had also fired on the privateer Tridente until she had shared Thruster's fate. It could only mean that Baratte did not yet have full facilities for docking or careening any of his vessels. To do so in Mauritius would be inviting an attack, even a cutting-out expedition. He would not risk that. Secrecy and timing were everything. For both sides. They were grasping at straws, and all the while with each turn of the glass the two armies would be completing their preparations for attack. 
 
Avery asked warily, "How much are the Americans involved, sir?" 
 
"I believe, very much." He glanced round as Allday, carrying his usual cloth, moved silently across the cabin to begin his daily ritual of polishing the old sword. 
 
As he reached up for it Bolitho saw him stiffen, his arms in mid-air while the old pain lanced through him. It was never far away. He stooped slightly now, which he had never done before that terrible day when he had received a Spanish sword blade in his chest. It would have killed anyone but Allday. Bolitho saw him move his arms more slowly until the sword was safely in his grasp; he would know that he had seen it, just as he always knew when Bolitho was half-blinded by some harsh light. They both knew, and each pretended not to show it. 
 
How long was it now? It had happened during the false Peace of Amiens: difficult to believe it had been all of eight years ago. The two deadly enemies resting briefly to lick their wounds and prepare for their next conflict. It was a wonder they had both survived. Too many familiar faces had not. How much would Unity be prepared to interfere to 'defend' American shipping and the rights of her sailors on the high seas? As Adam had commented, she would make a formidable adversary if used against his small mixed squadron. 
 
Bolitho snatched a magnifying glass, and in his mind saw Tyacke's strong profile as he had described these waters he had come to know so well. "My compliments to the captain. Ask him to step aft." His voice was quite even, casual. Only the fact that Allday's polishing cloth had suddenly stilled showed that he recognised what was happening. 
 
On the tilting quarterdeck, Captain Trevenen paused in his heavy pacing and regarded the flag lieutenant suspiciously. 
 
Avery was careful not to rouse his temper. "Sir Richard wishes to discuss a matter with you, sir." 
 
"Another whim to act upon, is it? My ship is getting short of water, of everything. All we do is waste time!" 
 
Avery knew that the men on watch could hear every word, just as he understood what would happen if he drew Trevenen's attention to the fact. 
 
Trevenen strode past the first lieutenant and barked, "Keep an eye on these idlers, Mr. Urquhart! There'll be extra work for every laggard if I catch them!" 
 
As they passed Avery saw the other lieutenant's mouth form a silent curse. Their eyes met and Avery smiled. Urquhart was human after all. 
 
In the cabin again Trevenen's head seemed to brush the deck head as he strode to the table. 
 
He sounded incredulous, as if it had been an insult even to ask him. "What? This place?" 
 
Bolitho watched him, his face like a mask. What was the matter with Trevenen, the real reason for his foul temper? 
 
"This place, Captain. It is called San Antonio." 
 
Trevenen seemed vaguely relieved. "It's nothing, sir. A wretched pile of rock in the middle of the ocean!" He sounded contemptuous, or as close to it as he dared. 
 
"You met Commander James Tyacke, I believe?" 
 
"I've seen him." 
 
Bolitho nodded slowly. "You are quite correct. One does not necessarily mean the other. And to know that fine officer is something even rarer and more valued because of it." 
 
Bolitho looked at the chart again if only to hide his anger. 
 
"James Tyacke is a very experienced navigator and knows these waters well. He once mentioned San Antonio to me. A bleak place, uninhabited except for a small monastery and occasionally a fishing community, when the season is right. A rare order of monks, I understand, with a code of poverty and devotion. What better place to observe our shipping movements? Hardly nothing, I'd have thought!" 
 
He looked at Allday's homely face, the sudden pain in his eyes as he remembered that day at San Felipe. Another island, another ocean; and they had been ordered to hand back the place to the French because of the Peace of Amiens. 
 
He saw ASlday nod very slowly. There had been a mission there too, and Allday had all but paid with his life. 
 
He swung aft towards Yovell and said, "Prepare to copy out some orders." He put his hand to his eye as the endless panorama of glittering mirrors mocked him. 
 
"I want you to signal Lame to close on us. Light a flare if need be, but I think James Tyacke will understand." 
 
"That is more than I do, sir." Trevenen stared at him. "If you value my word, I must tell you I am against wasting more time." 
 
"It is my responsibility, Captain. I should not need to remind you." 
 
He heard Trevenen's heavy feet crossing the quarterdeck, and the sudden activity as Larne's number was bent on to the halliards. 
 
In his mind's eye Bolitho saw his little command: Larne leading the invisible line with Jenour's Orcadia well up to windward, her topsails visible to the masthead lookout. 
 
Far, far astern was the other frigate Laertes, the prize that had once been Baratte's own flagship. 
 
He thought of Adam when they had last met at Cape Town, the rebellion in his eyes when he had been ordered to remain with Keen's convoy and escort. He was the vital link between them and their flag officer in Valkyrie. 
 
Adam had argued that his place was in the van, not with the slow-moving transports. Not with Valentine Keen, he had really meant. 
 
Bolitho had been as honest as was possible. 
 
He had said, "You are arguably one of the best young frigate captains in the fleet. You have more than proved it on this station. The recapture of your prizes and Thruster's loss must not deflect your aim. Your true worth will be at my right hand when I call for it." He had watched Adam's resistance soften as he had added, "If I keep you with me all the while, which I am sorely tempted to do, it will reek of favouritism to the others, will it not?" 
 
But it had proved that Catherine's worst fear about Adam and Zenoria must be justified. 
 
He looked at Yovell's fat hand holding his pen, Avery making a few notes from the chart. 
 
Whatever it was, it would have to wait. He saw Allday give his lazy grin as he said, "Thought I'd forgotten, did you, Sir Richard? When we was together in Old Katie?" Even the affectionate nickname for Bolitho's little two-decker Achates brought it all back. "Strange to see how things slide along. Commodore was the captain, an' young Cap'n Adam was your flag lieutenant." He smiled almost shyly. "An' then there was me." 
 
Bolitho touched his thick arm as he walked back to the table. "I thought I'd lost you that day, old friend." He spoke with such emotion that Avery and Yovell stopped to listen. Bolitho did not notice. 
 
A midshipman tapped at the door and he saw the marine sentry's scarlet arm out-thrust, as if the boy was not important enough to be admitted. 
 
"Beg pardon, Sir Richard. The captain's respects, and Lame has acknowledged." 
 
Bolitho smiled at him. "Quite a mouthful, Mr. Rees. Thank you." 
 
Allday murmured, That'll go through the young gentlemen's berth, an' that's no error." 
 
Yovell said, "I'm ready, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho touched Avery's shoulder. "I am going to put a landing party ashore. I want you to go with it." 
 
Avery replied calmly, "For the experience, sir?" 
 
Bolitho smiled. "Don't take offence at everything I say!" He shook his head. "Mr. Urquhart is a good officer." He almost added, if he is allowed to be. "But beneath his lieutenant's coat there is still only a boy." He glanced at Allday, but not before he had seen the surprise on Avery's face. "I would take it a favour if you would accompany my flag lieutenant, Allday." 
 
He turned, but Bolitho was already standing behind Yovell's round shoulder, his face unusually stern with concentration. 
 
To all captains and officers-in-charge of such vessels under my command... 
 
He thought suddenly of the last courier schooner that had run down on them. He could not recall when it had been. One day was much like all the rest. 
 
There had been no more letters from Catherine. He felt another touch of anxiety and concern. He could still hear her voice nonetheless. Don't leave me... 
 
But all Avery saw was the vice-admiral. 
 
It took another full day, even under all the sail Valkyrie could carry, before the small island of San Antonio was sighted by the masthead. Without the other ships in company it had been strangely lonely, and many times Bolitho had seen seamen pause in their work to stare at the sea as if they expected to sight another friendly vessel. 
 
The island seemed to rise from the ocean itself as the Valkyrie tilted to the unwavering south-westerly. It was, as Tyacke had described, a bleak place. It could have been the remaining half of an extinct volcano, on the side of which Bolitho saw the crude monastery like an extension of the terrain it was built on. 
 
With the coming of dawn every available glass was trained on it while the sailing master and his mates studied the chart, which they had mounted near the wheel itself. 
 
Avery joined Bolitho by the quarterdeck rail, his jaw still moving discreetly on a piece of salt pork which was too tough to swallow. 
 
"How long, sir?" 
 
Bolitho rested his hands on the rail, feeling the rising heat that would soon engulf the whole ship. 
 
Two hours. More or less." He rubbed his eye and trained the telescope once again. There was some smoke rising from a saddle in the land which he had taken earlier for haze. There was life here. He had heard that the monastery had had many changes of occupant during the course of its long life. Disease had taken a toll, and once, Tyacke had told him, all the monks had died of starvation simply because the sea had been too rough to launch any of their boats. What sort of men would give up the real world for such a demanding life, and, some would say, pointless sacrifice? 
 
He heard Trevenen snapping out orders to his lieutenants. He was very much on edge, for the safety of his command, perhaps? 
 
The sailing master called, "Steady on nor' nor' east, sir!" 
 
Trevenen folded his hands behind his back. "Leadsman in the chains, Mr. Urquhart, lively now!" 
 
The first lieutenant was with the master. "But there's no bottom hereabouts, sir." 
 
"Damn it, do I have to repeat everything I say? Do as I tell you!" 
 
Bolitho could understand any captain's anxiety for his ship. But this place was known for its isolation, and for the impossibility of landing here without the use of boats. 
 
Avery thought the same but said nothing. He watched 
 
Urquhart hurry past, his face flushed with humiliation at being upbraided in front of the hands. 
 
The leadsman's cry echoed aft. "No bottom, sir!" 
 
Bolitho raised the telescope and studied the hard landscape as it continued to grow and reach out on either bow. There was a patch of green below the monastery, a possible kitchen garden. 
 
The sea was deep, and he watched a big swell at the foot of some fallen rocks. According to Tyacke and the chart there was a tiny cluster of huts used by visiting fishermen when their favourite catch was in season. 
 
Bolitho saw Allday lounging against an eighteen-pounder, his new cutlass already in his belt. Urquhart might resent having Avery and Allday with him, especially as he was in charge. Trevenen would see to that. 
 
Ozzard appeared at his side. "Shall I bring your coat, Sir Richard?" 
 
Bolitho shook his head. "No. Someone may be watching us. It is better this way." He saw Ozzard's expression as he stared at the island. As if he loathed what he saw. What had done this to him? 
 
"No bottom, sir!" 
 
Trevenen said, "Shorten sail, Mr. Urquhart! Take in the t'gallants and stays' is We are moving too fast over the water!" 
 
Men swarmed to the ratlines. With their captain on deck they needed no urging. 
 
Bolitho stiffened. There was the landing place, and he could see one of the wooden huts beyond it. Even a castaway would feel wretched here. 
 
He said "You may assemble the landing party, Captain." 
 
Trevenen touched his hat but did not look at him. 
 
Bolitho watched one of the cutters being swayed up from the boat tier. The chosen party of men looked capable enough. They were all armed, and he saw the gunner getting ready to supervise the mounting of a swivel in the boat's bows once it was in the water. 
 
Urquhart had donned his sword, and looked vaguely ill at ease as he handed over his duties to the second lieutenant. 
 
Bolitho watched the courses being brailed up to the yards and felt the way go off the ship as she rolled heavily in the offshore swell. 
 
He said, "Just make certain that all is well, Mr. Urquhart. These are men of peace, and any unnecessary show of force would be resented. Discover what you can." He glanced at Allday. "And be careful." 
 
Urquhart nodded stiffly, very aware of his captain standing nearby with a sardonic smile on his lips. 
 
Trevenen said, "Stand by to wear ship. We shall heave-to!" 
 
It would be a hard pull for the oarsmen, Bolitho thought. Nevertheless, he sensed that the sailors who were remaining on board envied the landing party. 
 
"Sway out the boat!" As Valkyrie came up into the wind with all remaining sails flapping in confusion, the selected men clambered down into the cutter alongside. The last to board were the two lieutenants. Bolitho noticed that Urquhart was careful to climb down last, as if he needed to prove that, on this occasion at least, he was the senior officer. 
 
"Bear off! Out oars!" 
 
The cutter looked deceptively small in the great glassy swell, but was soon under command and cleaving through the steep water like a dolphin. 
 
Bolitho said, "You may get under way again, Captain. But stand no further offshore." 
 
Valkyrie steadied again as the courses and topsails were reset, and with neither Allday nor Avery to talk to be felt strangely depressed. Instinctively he reached up to his damp shirt and touched the locket inside. I am here. You are never alone. 
 
He rubbed his left eye and winced. It must be getting worse. They must never know. 
 
He took up the telescope again and looked for the boat but it was merging with the shore, moving briskly towards the landing-place, possibly aided by an undertow. 
 
He went down into the cabin and dabbed his eye with water. 
 
Yovell said gently, "Is there anything I can do, Sir Richard?" 
 
He dropped the cloth, angry with himself. He had told others to delegate and to trust those they commanded, so what was the matter with him? 
 
He answered, "I think everyone believes I am wasting time." 
 
Yovell smiled inwardly. Bolitho meant the captain. "Never mind, Sir Richard. Mr. Avery and Allday will get a warm welcome. Fresh faces must be more precious than Christianity in this place!" He was surprised as Bolitho turned to stare at him, his eyes wild in the reflected light. Then without a word he snatched the old hanger from the bulkhead, and was still buckling it around himself as he ran to the companionway. 
 
"Captain Trevenen!" He swung round blindly, unable to see him, caught off-guard by the sun's power. "Heave-to immediately!" He saw the others looking at him as if they thought him mad. Dyer, the second lieutenant, was turning to the captain, not knowing what to do. 
 
Trevenen sounded very calm, almost defiant. "You ask me to perform some strange things, Sir Richard!" 
 
"I am not asking you. Just do it!" He could not resist adding, "Do I have to repeat everything I say?" It was petty, and later he might regret it. But there was no time. Above the squeal of blocks and the boom of canvas he shouted, "I want two boats, a squad of marines in each one!" Men seemed to be scampering in all directions, dodging the hands at the braces and halliards as they brought the ship into the wind again. 
 
Bolitho saw Plummer, the sergeant of marines, near the nettings and called, "Your best marksman and lively with it!" There was no time to seek out the debonair Captain Loftus. It might already be too late. 
 
Why did I not think? 
 
"I demand to know what is happening, Sir Richard! As officer appointed to command..." Trevenen got no further. 
 
"Damn your eyes, sir! Stand closer inshore and watch for signals!" Then he was over the side and scrambling over the tumble home into the nearest boat. 
 
"Let me, Sir Richard!" It was Captain Loftus of the marines. He was actually grinning. "I guessed something was up!" 
 
Bolitho stared round, barely aware that the boats were away from the frigate's side, the oars thrashing at the water until they found the stroke. 
 
It seemed so wrong without Allday at his side. I should never have sent him. 
 
"Can you tell me, Sir Richard? I appear to be the only officer present." 
 
Boitho gripped his arm. They will think me insane. 
 
But thank goodness Loftus was keeping his head. He peeked over the oarsmen as they dipped then rose above him, their eyes grim and intent. The shore seemed no nearer. 
 
He said, "My secretary saw it. I did not. It was a feeling and nothing more. Because I had nothing left." 
 
"Sir?" He was trying to understand. 
 
Bolitho asked sharply, "Is the marksman with us?" 
 
Loftus nodded. "Behenna, Sir Richard. From your part of the world, I understand." He smiled. "A poacher, in fact. It was a choice between the Corps or the rope. I am not sure if he believes he made the right decision!" 
 
The casual humour did more than anything to steady Bolitho's racing thoughts. 
 
Tell your poacher to load his piece now. If ordered to shoot I fear there may be blood on my hands." 
 
The word ran through the boat and then the other one, so that men tightened their grip on the looms while others reached down in the bottom boards for their weapons. 
 
The marksman in the bows turned and stared along the length of the boat at the vice-admiral in his flapping shirt, with the old blade between his knees. 
 
Bolitho lifted one hand towards him. The poacher was trying to tell him something with a glance. Like the young seaman that day with the bruise of a starter on his bare shoulder. 
 
Suppose things went badly wrong? He touched the locket again and knew Loftus was watching him. Don't leave me... It seemed so wrong that Yovell, the most peaceful and un warlike person he knew, should have seen it, and pondered on the island's total lack of welcome. 
 
In his heart he answered her. Never. What he had said when they had abandoned the Golden Plover. And had lived to tell of it. 
 
He heard the boom of water in some cave below the cliff and knew they were closer. He gripped his sword with all his strength and whispered, I'm coming, but he spoke only to himself. 
 
"It all seems quiet enough." Lieutenant Urquhart looked at the others, his frown deepening. "Well, we're here, so I suppose we shall have to search the place, though it is God's truth I know not for what!" He glanced around for a boatswain's mate and snapped, "Protheroe, take your party to the huts yonder. Find out what you can!" He pointed at a young midshipman. "You go with them, Mr. Powys, and take chargeV 
 
Avery murmured to Allday, "What were you saying to Sir Richard?" 
 
Allday grinned, but his eyes were on the rocks. "I says a lot o' things to Sir Richard." 
 
"About the place where you were so badly wounded." 
 
"Oh, when we were in Old Katie together?" He watched the little midshipman strutting away with the party of seamen. He was the one who had caused the man Jacobs to be flogged until he had eventually died under the lash. Little toad, he thought. 
 
Then he said, "At San Felipe, it was. Just after you were released from a French prison, I reckon." He saw the shot strike home. Always the pain. 
 
Surprisingly Avery gave a rueful smile. "Even prison was better than this god-forsaken place!" 
 
Urquhart seemed rather desperate. "I shall go up to the monastery, if that's what they call it!" 
 
Avery watched him. The first lieutenant was seeing all the pitfalls, and the end of it when Trevenen would vent his temper on him. 
 
"No need, sir." Allday eased his cutlass very slightly in his belt. "The old fellow himself is coming down to us." 
 
Avery wondered if he would ever get used to Allday's humour. But there was awareness too, like a fox on the prowl when a hunter is near. They all looked up the path that led from the monastery's crumbling outer wall. It was so steep in places that here and there crude stairs had been hacked out to give access. 
 
Avery watched the slow-moving figure in the brown robe, the hood pulled up over his head to keep out the wet, salty breeze. Each stair, like the stones of the building itself, had doubtless been cut by hand. He turned to seek out the frigate, 
 
but she had moved or drifted around the out-thrust spur of land. To see the water so empty sent an unexpected chill up his spine. 
 
He shook himself angrily and looked at Urquhart. It was obvious he did not know what to do. 
 
The figure was nearer now, still moving at the same steady pace. In one hand he carried a long, polished staff on which he leaned occasionally as if to get his breath. When he drew nearer Avery could see the fine carved crucifix on the top of the staff, below which was a plain gold band. It was probably the most valuable object in this dismal hole, he thought. 
 
Urquhart said urgently, "He must be the abbot! You see, I was right. There's nothing to worry about!" When Avery said nothing he insisted, "He will demand to know what we're doing on this this sacred land!" 
 
Allday spat in the sand but Urquhart was too agitated to notice it. 
 
Avery said, Tell him, then. If he becomes unreasonable, we can give him some ship's stores. Can we not?" 
 
Urquhart nodded, relieved. "Yes, I shall." 
 
Allday grunted. In ten minutes Urquhart would imagine it was all his idea. He knew that Bolitho thought the first lieutenant would be a good officer. He chuckled. But not this week. 
 
The abbot stopped on one of the last stairs and held up the staff so that the crucifix faced Urquhart and his companions. Then he shook his head firmly while he held the staff. It all took place in complete silence, but he might have been denying them entry into the monastery with a voice like thunder. 
 
Urquhart had removed his hat and now gave a brief bow. 
 
He said, "I come in the name of King George of England..." 
 
The abbot stared down at him, his eyes expressionless. Then he shook his head several times. 
 
Urquhart tried again. "We mean no harm. We will leave you in peace." He turned helplessly and exclaimed, "He speaks no English!" 
 
Avery felt the wildness surging through him. Something he thought he had lost or learned to contain. 
 
The others stared at him as he said quietly, "Duncere Classem Regem Sequi." 
 
The abbot could only gape at him, and he added in a harsher tone, "Nor Latin either, it would seem!" He knew Urquhart was unable to understand, and he shouted, "Take this man!" 
 
A seaman seized the man's robe but he was too strong for him. 
 
Allday pushed past them. "Sorry, Father!" Then he smashed his fist into the man's face and sent him reeling down the steps. 
 
Someone yelled, There be boats comin', sir!" 
 
Allday straightened up and allowed the imposter's hand to fall on the stones. "See the tar, sir! If he's a cleric, I'd be the Queen of England!" Then he seemed to realise what had been shouted and said with relief, "Sir Richard, then. I knew it somehow!" 
 
They all stared around as two shots cracked out, their sharp echoes repeating and ringing around the narrow landing-place as if twenty marksmen were firing. 
 
Someone gave a shrill scream, and even as their ears cringed to that a corpse fell from the rocks overhead, still clinging to a smoking musket until he hit the ground and rolled off into the water below. 
 
"Who was hit?" Urquhart stared round, his eyes wild. 
 
A seaman called, "Mr. Powys, sir! He's dead!" 
 
Somebody else said, "He's no bloody loss." 
 
"Silence!" Urquhart was trying to assert himself. 
 
Bolitho and the captain of marines appeared at the landing place, and a squad of scarlet coats fanned out amongst the rocks, their bayonets very bright in the sunshine. 
 
Bolitho climbed up beside them and nodded to Allday. "Well, old friend?" 
 
Allday grinned, but the pain in his chest had been awakened and he had to speak carefully. 
 
This fellow must be one of them, Sir Richard." He held up a pistol. "Not quite right an' proper for a man of the cloth, eh?" 
 
Bolitho looked at the abbot who was trying to recover his senses. Then he said, "We've much to do here." 
 
Protheroe, who had been with the unpopular midshipman, 
 
appeared on the slope, his eyes dull with shock. As a boatswain's mate he was one of those required to carry out a flogging, and yet by the navy's own code he was not blamed for what he must do. Especially under Trevenen's command. 
 
"What is it, man?" 
 
Protheroe wiped his mouth. "Two women we found, sir. Raped several times is my guess, then cut about something' terrible!" He was shaking despite everything he had seen in his service. 
 
Bolitho glanced at the figure in the brown robe and saw his eyes move. He said calmly, "There appear to be no trees here. Take this man to the water's edge. Captain Loftus, you will detail a firing party. At once!" 
 
Captain Loftus looked so grim that it was likely he would shoot the man himself. As he stepped forward the imposter flung himself forward, and would have gripped Bolitho's shoes but for Allday's heavy foot across his neck. 
 
"Down, you scum! Butchering women is that all you're good for?" 
 
"Please! Please!" The man's earlier composure, which had so convinced Urquhart, had vanished like smoke. "It wasn't me! It was some of the others!" 
 
"Strange how often it's the others!" 
 
Avery felt his hand trembling on his sword hilt but managed to say, "Speaks English now well enough!" 
 
"How many of you are there here?" Bolitho turned away. He was beyond pity. The women were probably fishermen's wives, daughters even. What a terrible way to end. Later he would see the corpses for himself, and tend to them. But now... his voice hardened. "Speak out, man!" 
 
The man did not struggle as a marine dragged off the robe and took the fine staff from him as if it might break. 
 
The cowering figure sobbed, "We was ordered to stay here, sir! I speak the truth! The monks are safe enough, sir! I'm a religious man I was against what happened. Have mercy, sir!" 
 
Bolitho snapped, "Get a flag of truce for this creature, Mr. Urquhart, and go with him to the door. His friends will know they cannot be rescued while we are here. If they resist I will have the door broken down, and there will be no quarter." 
 
Urquhart was staring at him as if he had never seen him before. 
 
Bolitho watched as the man was dragged to his feet and a white rag produced from somewhere. He did not notice at the time, but it had blood on it. It was probably the hated midshipman's shirt. 
 
"How many men? I did not hear a reply!" 
 
But the prisoner was gaping at something beyond him, and without turning Bolitho knew it was the Valkyrie moving past the entrance. She more than anything would convince the pirates, or whatever they were. 
 
Avery whispered, "I'll go, Sir Richard. If they recognise you..." 
 
Bolitho tried to smile. "Like this?" He plucked at his grubby shirt. Had that hidden marksman seen him in uniform, he and not Midshipman Powys would be lying dead. He noticed that Avery had used his title despite what he had told him. It revealed that he was not as calm as he appeared. 
 
He walked up the steps and asked, "What of the Abbot? Did you murder him too?" 
 
The man tried to turn but two marines gripped him fast. He whined, "No, sir! A man of God?" He sounded almost shocked at the suggestion. "He's locked in a room with the other prisoner!" 
 
It was as if someone had spoken in his ear. "You had better not be lying." 
 
The door was already opening when they reached it. There were ten of them. Had they wanted to they could have held the place against an army. But they were throwing down their weapons and getting a few blows from the marines as they drove them into a corner. 
 
Bolitho saw the marksman swoop up an expensive-looking pistol from the floor, his eyes gleaming. Despite his smart uniform he still looked like a poacher in the guise of a ferret. 
 
Their voices rang and echoed around the walls, which were dripping with moisture. The sound of chanting in this place must be like the cries of the damned. 
 
His heart was beating so painfully that he had to pause on the stairs to recover his breath. 
 
"Captain Loftus, search the building, though I doubt if you'll find anything. Have the prisoners taken to the beach. Tie them up if need be." He was speaking in a harsh, clipped tone he barely recognised as his own, and his mouth was as dry as dust. 
 
Allday said, This is the place, I think, Sir Richard." He sounded very wary. 
 
Avery lifted a large key from a hook beside the door and after a slight hesitation he opened it. 
 
There was bright sunshine streaming in through a window, alien in this place, which was without furniture. The floor was strewn with loose straw. A man with a white beard was leaning against the wall, his leg chained to a ringbolt, his breathing laboured and shallow. 
 
Bolitho said softly, "Send word to the ship and have the surgeon attend here." 
 
He bent and then knelt beside the other man who was propped against the wall, one hand in filthy bandages. For a moment longer Bolitho thought he was dead. 
 
He said, "Thomas. Can you hear me?" 
 
Herrick lifted his chin, then very slowly opened his eyes. Blue in the sunlight, they seemed the only living thing about him. 
 
A marine handed Bolitho his water flask, and Herrick stared at the man's bright uniform as if he could not believe it was real. 
 
Bolitho held the flask to his lips and saw Herrick's pathetic attempt to swallow some water. 
 
Herrick said suddenly, "Allday! It's you, you rascal!" Then he coughed and water ran down his chin. 
 
Allday watched, his face like stone. "Aye, sir. You can't get rid o' me that easy!" 
 
Bolitho looked round and noticed Herrick's best uniform coat hanging on a wall, carefully protected from dust and damp by a piece of linen. 

 
Herrick must have seen his eyes move toward it, and said, "They wanted to parade us together, so they had to keep my clothing nice and clean." He almost laughed, but he groaned with the pain. 
 
Bolitho took the bandaged hand very carefully and prayed that the surgeon would soon come. 
 
"Who did this to you, Thomas? Was it Baratte?" 
 
"He was here, but I did not see him. It was another man." 
 
"American or French?" 
 
Herrick stared at the crude bandage. "Neither. A bloody Englishman!" 
 
"Save your strength, Thomas. I think I know the man now." 
 
But Herrick was staring past him again, at the prisoner who had taken the abbot's place. "Whoever he was, he knew he was wasting his time when he questioned me about the squadron." His body shook with silent laughter. "Not that I had anything to tell. Remember, I was on my way to the great country." Then he became very calm. "So this renegade, or whoever he is, made me a promise before he left. That I would never hold a sword for the King again." He gestured with his head to a stone block in the corner. "They held my arm and smashed my hand with that!" He held up the bandage and Bolitho could imagine the damage and the agony. "But they even made a mistake there, eh, Richard?" 
 
Bolitho looked down, his eyes blurring. "Yes, Thomas, you are left-handed." 
 
Herrick was fighting to stay conscious. "That prisoner by the door. He did it." 
 
Then he fainted. Bolitho held him in his arms and waited while a marine prized open the leg-iron with his bayonet. 
 
He looked round, thinking that Herrick had called him by name; and that while he had been struggling to speak, something had stopped, like a clock. 
 
Sergeant Plummer said quietly, "The old gentleman has died, sir." 
 
It was rare for a man to look dignified in death, Bolitho thought. He said, "Remove his leg-iron, Sergeant, then take him to where the others lie dead." He walked to the door as more men with Lieutenant Urquhart hurried in. 
 
Avery asked, "And what about this man, sir?" 
 
The prisoner's eyes watched him like bright stones. 
 
"We'll leave him with the others. Dead." 
 
The man's protests filled the barred room so that Herrick seemed to stir as if in a bad dream. 
 
"I will not take him to the ship. The people have had enough examples of authority to witness." He watched the horror and disbelief on the man's face. "The only witnesses will be the women you destroyed!" 
 
Outside the door Bolitho leaned against the wall, the stones surprisingly cold through his shirt. He listened to the man's screams and pleading cries as he was dragged down the steep stairs. 
 
Avery waited with Allday as some sailors carried Herrick's limp body carefully through the door. 
 
Avery asked bluntly, "What does it mean? You can tell me, man!" 
 
Allday looked at him sadly. "It means he's found his friend again." 
 
They fell in step to follow the others, then Allday asked, "What did you say to that rat, sir?" 
 
"Well, I was not certain, you see. But all priests speak Latin. I was answering the question he should have asked. I said, To Lead the Fleet, to Follow the King." 
 
A single shot echoed over the monastery and Allday spat on the ground. 
 
"Hope he said his prayers!" 
 
SIXTEEN 
 
Captains All 
 
Yovell leaned slightly to one side as Bolitho ran his eyes over the orders he had just completed. Around them the big frigate groaned uneasily as she lay hove-to while Laertes's captain came over in his gig. 
 
Two days had passed since the landing party had entered the monastery and had rescued Herrick. 
 
There had been others found there in the same spartan captivity. Apart from the remainder of the monks they had discovered some twenty masters and other officers from the many prizes taken by Baratte and his ships. 
 
Bolitho had listened with great care to each of the prisoners and had built up a much clearer picture in his mind of the enemy's strength. Baratte had employed many small vessels for his attacks, and had fitted out some of his captures as privateers and for spying on ships sailing alone. 
 
Baratte was both well-informed and prepared for any attempt by the military to deploy their transports, without which they would be beaten before they had even started. 
 
Major-General Drummond's force was the obvious target. Baratte would know the strength of the Cape Town squadron, which even with Keen's support would be at great risk. 
 
Bolitho had already dispatched the brig Orcadia with all the information he could muster, and had told Jenour to tell Keen to press the army to hold fast until Baratte's ships could be dealt with. 
 
Jenour had seemed listless and tired, and Bolitho had wished that he had had more time to speak with him. But time was slipping away, and with Thruster gone and Jenour sent to find Keen's ships he was well aware of the need for action. James Tyacke had come aboard only briefly at Bolitho's request, and had confirmed that the unknown English captain had to be a former sea-officer, who had commanded a small frigate in the King's navy until he had been court-martialled for cruelty to enemy prisoners-of-war. He was exactly the kind of unscrupulous character who would fit Baratte's requirements. A man who had recruited a company of scum, most of whom would hang if brought to justice. His name was Simon Hannay: privateer, pirate and murderer, who had for too long struck fear into the hearts of ship masters who sailed alone on the great ocean. 
 
Tyacke had come up against him when he had been controlling a large flotilla of vessels which had preyed regularly along the African coastline. When slavery had been outlawed and the patrols had been strengthened Hannay had discovered that the Arab slave-traders were more frightened of the Devil with half a face than they were of him. Not for the first time he had offered his services to the French, and according to one of the freed prisoners he had been given a thirty-two gun frigate appropriately named Le Corsaire. Baratte flew his flag in another frigate, Chacal. She was new, but little was known about her. Baratte had many other small vessels, brigs, brigantines and former coastal schooners. 
 
Bolitho walked away from the table and stared thoughtfully at the shimmering ocean. It was noon, and by now Tyacke would have clawed his way up to windward, ready to dash down on the two frigates if any strange sail was sighted. 
 
He heard the stamp of feet and the shrill twitter of calls as Captain Dawes of the Laertes was piped aboard. Avery was up there to welcome him with Captain Trevenen. 
 
Bolitho thought of the powerful emotions he had seen on Avery's introspective face when they had buried the two women and the elderly abbot among the wild flowers on the hillside. He himself had been shocked when he had seen the murdered women. Both were young, the wives of fishermen. They had been spared nothing, even the mercy of a quick death. One of the released sailors had told him about the night when the guards had been mad with drink, and their wild cries had mingled with the screams of the women. Simon Hannay had not been there, but he might as well have been. And he would pay for it. 
 
The monks had been almost harder to understand, Bolitho thought. They had displayed neither gratitude nor anger, and had shown little grief at the death of their abbot. Perhaps life on that pitiless islet had destroyed their capacity to feel the normal, worldly emotions of ordinary men. 
 
He thought of Herrick down below in the sickbay, watched over by George Minchin the surgeon. Herrick had suffered greatly, and Minchin had insisted that he be left alone until some progress had been made. 
 
Bolitho could still hear him calling him by name in that filthy cell. 
 
There was a tap at the door and Trevenen, followed by Avery and Captain Dawes, came into the cabin. Dawes was young, about Adam's age, but had the severe deportment of a much older man. Perhaps he already saw himself as an admiral like his father. 
 
Yovell moved to a corner where he could make notes if required, and Ozzard stood with a napkin over his arm while he waited to serve refreshments. 
 
Trevenen sat down heavily. He had almost shown surprise when he had seen the man who had posed as the abbot and who had broken Herrick's hand with a rock shot to death by the captain of marines. 
 
He had said in his harsh voice, "It was quite unexpected, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho had faced him calmly, the dead women's contorted features still clear in his mind. 
 
"I do not enjoy seeing a man die, even scum like that one. I simply could not think of a reason for allowing him to live." 
 
While Avery held the chart, Bolitho discussed the despatch he had sent with Jenour. 
 
"Although it depletes our strength still further, it may prevent a greater loss of life." 
 
Dawes peered at the chart. Two frigates, Sir Richard?" His eyes sharpened. He was already seeing fame and prize money. "We can manage to dish them up!" 
 
Trevenen said doubtfully, "The renegade, Simon Hannay -what do we know of him?" 
 
"Commander Tyacke knows him as well as anyone, but stories of his bloody career are legion." 
 
Why was Trevenen so unwilling to take Tyacke's word? He seemed to sift every event as if looking for flaws. Or what he considered to be a waste. Like the rescued mariners and the prisoners, for instance. Bolitho had seen him complaining to the purser about the extra mouths he would have to feed. It was as if it would all come out of his own pocket. 
 
He said quietly, "The real puzzle remains the role of the American, Unity. Without her interference we can tackle Baratte, and win." 
 
Trevenen interrupted, "He'd not risk war, Sir Richard!" He sounded outraged. 
 
"He might have a plan." Bolitho studied them, and wished Adam were present. "His government did not send their most experienced captain in their greatest frigate merely to show the flag. In his place I know what I would do. I would provoke an argument. It is nothing new in war, or in peace either, for that matter." 
 
Trevenen was unconvinced. "Suppose Baratte has more men-of-war than we know of?" 
 
"I'm sure he has. But the main force sailing from India will be heavily escorted. There will even be some of John Company's ships taking part. My guess is that Baratte will deploy his strength in their direction." He looked at Dawes. "Remember, your ship was once his, and I am his most hated enemy. Both good reasons for engaging us, eh?" 
 
He heard the sentry murmuring outside the screen door and saw Ozzard scurry over to open it. 
 
Bolitho's heart sank. It was Minchin, the surgeon. He said, "If you will excuse me, gentlemen. Take some wine before we eat." He spoke so easily that neither of the captains would have recognised his anxiety. 
 
Minchin waited for the door to close. "I'd not disturb you, Sir Richard, but..." 
 
"Is it Rear-Admiral Herrick?" 
 
The surgeon ran his fingers through his untidy grey hair. 
 
"I'm troubled about him. He's in great pain. I'm only a ship's surgeon butchers they call the likes of us..." 
 
Bolitho touched his arm. "Have you forgotten Hyperion so soon? But for you, many more would have died that day," 
 
Minchin shook his head. "Some would have been better off if they had." 
 
They walked to the lower companionway and Bolitho saw Allday sitting on an upturned water cask working on one of his carvings. He glanced across, his eyes full of understanding, as if he had spoken aloud. 
 
Deeper into Valkyrie's great hull to the orlop deck below the waterline. Here all sounds of sea and wind were muted, with only the timbers murmuring like voices in the depths of the ocean itself. Here were stores, cordage, tar and paint, the canvas lockers and the hanging magazine. The very stuff of the ship herself. 
 
They entered the sickbay, spacious and well-lit in contrast to most of those Bolitho had seen. The surgeon's mate closed a book he had been reading and glided past. 
 
Herrick was staring at the door as they entered, as if he had known they were coming. 
 
Bolitho leaned over the cot. "How are you, Thomas?" 
 
He was afraid that Herrick might forget what they had shared, that he might turn against him again. 
 
Herrick studied him, his eyes very blue in the fixed lanterns. "It plagues me, Richard, but I have had a lot of time to think. About you, about us." He tried to smile but his face was stiff with agony. He said, "You look tired, Richard..." He made as if to reach out, then suddenly screwed his eyes tightly shut and said quietly, "I'll lose my hand, won't I?" 
 
Bolitho saw the surgeon nod. It was almost curt, as if he had already decided. He looked at Minchin. "Well?" 
 
The surgeon sat down on a chest. "It has to be done, sir." He faltered. To the elbow." 
 
Herrick gasped. "Oh, my God!" 
 
"Are you certain?" Bolitho glanced at the surgeon's reddened features. 
 
Minchin nodded. "As soon as possible, sir. Otherwise..." He did not need to continue. 
 
Bolitho put his hand gently on Herrick's shoulder. "Is there anything I can do?" 
 
Herrick opened his eyes and said, "I have failed you." 
 
Bolitho tried to smile. "No, Thomas. Think of yourself. Try to hold on." 
 
Herrick stared up at him. He had been washed and shaved and to a stranger would appear quite normal. He peered at the blood-stained bandages on his broken hand. 
 
"Send the telescope to my sister... if I can't fight it, Richard." 
 
Bolitho looked back from the door. "You will fight it. And win, too." 
 
The walk to the cabin seemed endless. To Allday he said, "I have a favour to ask, old friend." 
 
Allday nodded his shaggy head, and rolled up the leather cloth in which he carried his knives and the sail maker twine he used for rigging his ship models. 
 
"Never fear, Sir Richard, I'll stay with him." He watched the pain in Bolitho's eyes. "I'll tell you if anything happens." 
 
"Thank you." He touched his powerful arm but was unable to say more. 
 
Allday watched him approach the door, where the sentry was already as stiff as a rammer in spite of the heavy motion. 
 
Once through the door, face to face with his assembled captains, he would show nothing of his private despair. Allday was certain of it. What did they know? All they wanted was glory and someone to lead and protect them. 
 
Ozzard came through the door and Allday said roughly, "You got some brandy, Tom? The best stuff?" 
 
Ozzard studied him. Not for himself then. This was different. 
 
"I'll fetch it for you, John." 
 
"I'll have a wet me self afterwards." 
 
Afterwards. The finality of the word seemed to linger long after Allday had gone below. 
 
Captain Adam Bolitho glanced at his reflection in the cabin mirror and frowned as he tugged his waistcoat into place and adjusted the sword at his hip. Anemone was plunging badly in the quarter-sea, and the cabin's heavy humidity warned of rain quite soon. Not rain as over the fields and villages of Cornwall, but heavy, mind-dulling deluges which could often pass away from a ship before any worthwhile drinking water had been saved. But he could leave that to his first lieutenant. 
 
Adam Bolitho hated the ritual of a flogging, although to most sailors it was something that could never be permanently avoided. Perhaps this one had been the result of the endless patrols, sighting nothing unless it was a courier-brig or some trader trying to stay friendly. with both sides in a war he did not understand. Boredom, disappointment after losing their prizes to the enemy when before they had cheered, a close company at least until the news had been passed to them by a naval cutter on the anti-slavery patrol: Anemone's people were restless and surly. Sail and gun drills could no longer contain their frustration, and their eager expectation of close combat with the real enemy had given way to a sullen resentment. 
 
The man in question had struck a petty officer after an argument about a change of duties. At other times Adam would have demanded an enquiry into the incident, but in this case the petty officer was an experienced and unusually patient seaman. Adam had known the reverse many times, when authority was abused even by officers, and the resulting discipline was unjust although administered in the name of duty. 
 
The sailor was a land man one of those pressed off Portsmouth Point who, despite several threats, had remained a rebel, a lower-deck lawyer as Adam had heard his uncle describe such men. 
 
There was a tap at the door and the first lieutenant looked into the cabin, his expression vaguely surprised, as if he had almost forgotten what his captain looked like in full uniform. 
 
"Yes, Aubrey, what is it?" He regretted his curtness immediately. "Are you ready?" 
 
Martin said uncertainly, "I believe this was my fault, sir. As the senior aboard I should have foreseen it. Nipped it in the bud." 
 
As if to mock his words they heard the trill of calls, the sudden scamper of bare feet. 
 
"All hands! All hands lay aft to witness punishment!" 
 
Adam answered, "In a way I can understand how they feel, but empathy is a luxury in which no captain should indulge for long. We are always at risk, Aubrey, even with those we think we know. I have heard of it many times. When the ship is a tinderbox for whatever reason, even understanding can be mistaken for weakness." 
 
Martin nodded, and guessed the captain had learned much of what he said from Richard Bolitho. 
 
He asked, "Any further orders, sir?" 
 
Adam looked away. He was showing that same weakness even by discussing it. He said, "Both watches at six bells this afternoon. We will alter course again, the next leg of our patrol." He tried to smile but the effort was too much. "In two days, maybe three, we should sight the commodore's convoy. There will be plenty to do for all of us then!" He was conscious that he had not mentioned Keen by name. Was that all part of his guilt? 
 
They went on deck together, the sun high overhead making each set sail appear transparent against the taut black rigging. 
 
The Royal Marines were lined up across the quarterdeck with their lieutenant, Montague Baldwin. The curved sabre he favoured was already drawn and resting across his shoulder. Lieutenant Dacre was the officer-of-the-watch and stood beside Partridge the sailing master, youth and old age together. The midshipmen and other warrant ranks stood by the quarterdeck rail, while on the gun deck, the gangways, and clinging to the shrouds the bulk of Anemone's company watched in silence. 
 
Martin saw the captain nod and give his own signal for the ritual to begin. The prisoner was brought up, a tall erect figure, head upheld like some well-known felon going to the gallows, flanked by Gwynne the boatswain and one of his mates, and followed by McKillop the surgeon and by the master-at-arms. Then there was complete silence, and even the bellying canvas seemed still. 
 
"Uncover!" The few present wearing hats removed them. 
 
Some men watched the prisoner, who had been generally disliked until now; the rest kept their eyes on the slim, dark-haired figure with the gleaming epaulettes, surrounded by his officers, protected by the double rank of marines, and yet completely alone. 
 
Adam removed his hat and tugged the Articles of War from his coat. As he did so he looked at the prisoner. Of one company, he thought, yet a thousand miles apart. 
 
His voice was steady and without emotion, so that many of the assembled seamen and marines barely heard him. Not that it mattered: the old Jacks at least knew the relevant articles by heart. Adam even imagined that he saw the carpenter nudge one of his mates when he reached the last line. ... Or shall suffer death as is hereinafter mentioned." He shut the folder and added, "Given under my hand in His Britannic Majesty's Ship Anemone." He replaced his cocked hat. "Carry out the sentence." 
 
The grating had already been rigged against the gangway, and before he could resist the prisoner was stripped to the waist and seized up, arms apart, with further lashings to hold his legs so that he was spreadeagled. 
 
Adam saw the youngest midshipman closing and opening his fists, but not out of pity. His eyes were fixed on the man's muscular back with the expression of a stag-hound approaching a kill. 
 
Adam snapped, "Carry on, Mr. Gwynne." 
 
Somebody shouted, "You show 'em, Toby!" 
 
Lieutenant Baldwin said calmly, "Steady, marines." 
 
It reminded Adam of Keen when he had served under him. He had used the same tone in moments of great tension, like a groom calming a nervous mount. 
 
"Take that man's name!" 
 
Gwynne the boatswain, who was completely deaf in one ear after close action with a French man-of-war, called, "How many, sir?" 
 
Adam moved up to the rail and looked at the prisoner, who had twisted his head around so that he could see him. 
 
"Three dozen!" 
 
The prisoner yelled, "You bloody bastard, you said two dozen!" 
 
Adam said, "I changed my mind." 
 
The drums rolled, and down came the lash across his shoulders. The master-at-arms called, "One!" 
 
The first half dozen lashes made a crisscross of bloody stripes like the claw marks of a savage beast. 
 
The prisoner began to gasp as the punishment continued, his face almost purple when the boatswain handed the cat-of-nine-tails to his mate. 
 
The master-at-arms counted hoarsely, "Twenty-six!" 
 
The surgeon held up his hand. "He has fainted, sir!" 
 
"Cut him down!" Adam watched as the man fell to the deck into his own blood. He was picked up and carried below to the sickbay. A man of his obvious strength would soon recover after he had had his back cleansed with salt water and his stomach lined with as much rum as he could swallow. But the marks of the cat he would carry to his grave. 
 
The first lieutenant watched him warily. This was a mood he did not recognise. 
 
Adam said, There will be no martyrs in my ship, Mr. Martin." He gave a tired smile as the men dispersed to their duties or their messes. "There is more to command than prize money, believe me!" 
 
He had scarcely gone below to change out of his uniform when the rain tore into the ship like a waterfall. 
 
Adam glanced at himself in that same mirror. What would she think of me now, if she saw me? 
 
He walked to the stern windows and thrust one open to stare at the horizon. The rain was already passing over: it would leave the decks cool, the sails hardened to receive the next wind. He looked at his coat, lying on a chair with its epaulettes glinting dully. He had been so proud when he had been posted. Now he held out his hands and felt something like sickness in his throat. 
 
Three dozen lashes. Was that all? As captain I could have run him up to the main yard for striking a petty officer. The realisation of his power over these men had never failed to shock and awe him. But not now. It was his right. 
 
He must have come a long, long way... 
 
In the afternoon while he sat at his table with a plate of tasteless salt-beef barely touched nearby, he thought again about the letter, and wondered if she had received it, or even read it if she had. 
 
If only they might meet as if by accident, on some winding track like the place where he had given her the wild roses. And she had kissed him... 
 
He sat bolt upright as the lookout's voice pealed down from the masthead. 
 
"Deck there! Sail on th' lee bow!" 
 
Adam jumped to his feet. That was more like it. There was nothing between Anemone and his uncle's ships. The prospect of action would make all the difference and bring them together again. Cleansing, like the rain that had washed the blood from the grating. 
 
The quarterdeck was crowded when he reached it. 
 
Lieutenant Dacre touched his forehead, then pushed the wet hair from his eyes. 
 
"I'm not yet certain, sir. The lookout says there's some mist to lee'rd might be more rain." 
 
"We'd not find him if that happened." He hurried to the chart as the master's mates uncovered it. 
 
Partridge said, "Might be a slaver, sir. Can't think o' nothing else this far out." 
 
"My thoughts, Mr. Partridge! Call both watches and get the t'gallants on her. She'll likely show her heels when she sights us!" 
 
Men poured on deck to the shrill of calls. Adam assessed their mood as they hurried past and below him. Some would still be thinking of the flogging, but by now others would be accepting it. He had brought it on himself. Or, what can you expect from a bloody officer? They could hate him when they felt like it; or perhaps when he deserved it. But fear him? That must never happen. 
 
He saw Midshipman Dunwoody staring at him. "Aloft with a glass. I can use your eyes today!" He watched him swarming up the ratlines, a long telescope bouncing across his buttocks with every step. 
 
Martin had joined him now, his face eager and excited. As I once was, Adam thought. 
 
"Set the main course, Aubrey. I want her to fly before they can lose us!" 
 
They grinned at one another, all else forgotten. 
 
Anemone was riding it well. With the wind across the quarter she was taking each long trough and roller like a thoroughbred horse jumping hedges. Spray was bursting over the figurehead in solid sheets, and as each sail was set and sheeted home it hardened as if being squeezed by giants, with the rain that had soaked the canvas flying over the struggling seamen to rush into the scuppers like small brooks. 
 
Dunwoody's voice was practically muffled by the din of canvas and clattering rigging. 
 
"Deck, there! Two masts, sir! I think she's seen us!" 
 
Adam wiped his face with his shirt sleeve and realised he was soaked to the skin. 
 
"If the rain holds off it will do them no good!" 
 
He walked across the deck, at times barely able to prevent himself from being flung against the guns as his ship pointed her jib-boom at the sky, catching the returning sunlight like a golden lance. Then down again, the hull crashing into another trough, the timbers jolting as if they had hit a sandbar. 
 
It was the lookout again. Perhaps Dunwoody was too choked by spray to call out. 
 
"Deck there! She's a brig, sir! Can't make it out!" 
 
Adam said, "Use your speaking trumpet, Aubrey. Bring Dunwoody down. None of this is making any sense!" 
 
Dunwoody arrived on deck, shivering badly in spite of the steam that was rising from his dripping shirt. 
 
Adam asked, "What ails you, Mr. Dunwoody?" He was surprised that he could sound so calm, yet feel only apprehension. 
 
Dunwoody stared down at the deck and would have fallen in the next wild plunge but for Bond, a master's mate, catching his arm. The boy turned his head to gaze across the water as if he could still see it. 
 
"She's no slaver, sir. She is one of ours, the brig Orcadia," 
 
Adam turned to Martin. 
 
"Is she mauled?" He squeezed the boy's arm very gently. "Tell me. I need to know!" 
 
Dunwoody shook his head, unable to accept it. "She is out of command, sir, but she has not a mark on her!" 
 
Martin persisted, "Adrift? Abandoned? Speak out, man!" 
 
Adam swung into the lee shrouds and began to climb, each ratline scraping at his fingers while the ship rolled from side to side. 
 
He had to wait a long time for the ship to steady herself enough on one crested roller, and for the glass to clear while he rested against the shrouds. 
 
Orcadia was pitching and rolling very badly, the sunlight sweeping across her stern windows and gilded gingerbread so that the cabin looked as if it were on fire. The quarter boat was still in place, but another was dangling from some loose tackles alongside, upended and smashing against the brig's side. 
 
Not abandoned then. He waited for the next up-thrust beneath the keel and tried again. Orcadians ensign was tangled in the rigging. Adam could feel the upturned faces below him willing him to tell them, just as he could sense the apprehension which had banished their sudden excitement. Another look through the dripping telescope, although he knew what he had seen. He lowered himself more quickly. Very soon everybody else would see it. 
 
He found his lieutenant and Partridge waiting together. There was no sense in delaying it. 
 
He faced them and said simply, "Muster the after guard and then arm yourselves, gentlemen." He held up his hand as Lieutenant Lewis began to hurry away. "She is Orcadia." He wanted to lick his dry lips but dared not. "She flies the Yellow Jack." 
 
Lewis croaked, "Fever!" 
 
"As you say, Mr. Lewis." His voice hardened. "Feared and hated by sailors even more than fire." 
 
Lieutenant Baldwin came on deck, his eyes everywhere as he buttoned his scarlet coat. 
 
Adam said, "We will bear up to wind'rd of her and lower a boat." He saw the quick exchange of glances. "I shall call for volunteers and go across myself." 
 
"You'll not put aboard her, sir?" Dacre was staring around as if he could see the horror of it already in this crowded frigate. 
 
"I will decide later." 
 
Marines were emerging from below deck, all armed, ready to fight and kill if necessary to retain order. 
 
Martin watched the realisation running through the ship as the fear became a certainty. 
 
He said, "Her commander is a friend of Sir Richard's, I believe?" 
 
"Mine too." He was thinking of the Jenour he had known, trusting, loyal and likeable. Adam had thought him dead with all the others when he had gone to the memorial service at Falmouth. When his first lieutenant, Sargeant, and this same Aubrey Martin had galloped all the way from Plymouth to tell him the people most dear to him had survived. When he had lost Zenoria for all time. 
 
"Will you take her in tow, sir?" 
 
When Adam faced him again Martin was shocked to see tears in his eyes, running uncontrollably down his face to mingle with the spray. 
 
"In God's name, Aubrey, you know I dare not!" It was another captain whom Martin had never seen. 
 
Adam turned to Dunwoody, oblivious to those nearby. "But Jenour comes from my uncle. It must be important." He stared hard at the distant brig until his eyes were too blurred to see. 
 
He heard Martin call, "Hands aloft! Shorten sail, Mr. Lewis!" 
 
But only Dunwoody heard his captain's voice as he whispered, "Dear God, forgive me for what I must do." 
 
Closer, and closer still to the stricken Orcadia until every telescope on the Anemone's quarterdeck would recognise the vessel's absolute desolation: the double wheel untended and jerking this way and that while the brig drifted and rolled to the pressure of sea and wind. Near the compass box Adam saw two men lying as if asleep, their bodies moving only to the brig's violent motion. There was another corpse trapped by a line against the splintered boat alongside, and as Anemone worked nearer, her yards braced almost fore-and-aft as close-hauled as she could respond, he saw the other spray-soaked bundles who had once been Orcadia's company. 
 
He heard the surgeon say, "It must have been of the worst kind, sir. In a small vessel like her it would spread like wildfire." 
 
Adam did not reply. He had heard of such virulent plagues in these waters, but had never seen them. Men falling at their stations, some dying before they had realised what was happening. The infection could have begun anywhere, in a vessel suspected of slavery perhaps. It had not been unknown for such ships, crammed to the deck beams with human cargo by captains who had put numbers before all else, to arrive at their destinations with most of the slaves dead and many of the crew soon to follow. 
 
He said, "Near enough, Mr. Martin." He sounded clipped and, to those who did not know him, without emotion. 
 
Both watches were standing-to, some staring at the deserted brig as if it had harboured some kind of destructive force. A ghost-ship returned to avenge some past horror. 
 
Several faces turned aft as Adam called, "I want volunteers to crew the gig." 
 
He watched the mixed expressions: fearful, hostile, some filled with an overriding dread. 
 
Nobody moved as he continued, "She is one of us, as was the Thruster. Orcadia is a victim of war as much as any who fall to the enemy's iron. I have to know if anybody is left alive." He saw McKillop the surgeon give a brief shake of his head. It only added to his sense of hopelessness, and his own profound foreboding. 
 
"Orcadia was sailing with despatches for the squadron. They must be vital or my unc... or Sir Richard would not have spared her. Her captain was a friend to all of us. Must this suffering be for nothing?" 
 
His coxswain George Starr said bluntly, "I won't leave you, sir." 
 
Another shouted, "Put me down!" It was Tom Richie, 
 
Eaglet's boatswain, who had changed sides despite the risk to himself. 
 
Adam said coolly, "Still with us, Richie?" 
 
A seaman whose name he could not remember banged his big hands together and even managed to grin. "Never volunteer, they said! Look where it got me!" 
 
Nervously, defiantly, one by one they came aft until Starr whispered, "Full crew, sir." 
 
Adam turned as Dunwoody said, "I'll come, sir." He lifted his chin but it made him appear even younger. 
 
Adam said gently, "No. Stay with the first lieutenant. He'll need your loyalty." 
 
He looked over to Martin. "Still want a command, Aubrey?" He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. 
 
My ship. My lovely Anemone... and I am leaving you. 
 
He watched the gig being lowered and brought alongside under the frigate's lee. 
 
Several men gasped at the sound of a single shot. Others flung their heads up as if expecting to see a hold punched in the reefed topsails. 
 
Adam remarked to no one in particular, "Yes, I think I would end it like that." He touched the pistol in his belt, wondering how it would be. 
 
Starr called, "Ready, sir!" 
 
Adam left the quarterdeck and walked to the port. He stopped as some sailors reached out to touch him. As if they were seeing him for the last time. 
 
"Good luck, sir!" 
 
"Watch out if they tries to board you, sir!" That from an older seaman, who could judge the real danger of close contact. He had made Orcadia seem like one of the enemy in just a few simple words. 
 
"Out oars, shove off forrard! Give way all!" 
 
Adam thought of Allday as the boat turned away and came under command. There was another shot, and the stroke was momentarily lost as one of the oarsmen peered nervously over his shoulder. 
 
But the man Richie called between pulls, "They tells me you're a pretty good shot with a pistol, Cap'n?" 
 
Adam looked at him. Glad he had thrown the cutlass, the evidence, into the sea. It felt like a thousand years ago. 
 
He said, "When provoked!" 
 
Then he gripped Starr's sleeve. "Under her stern, but don't stand in too close. We could be dragged against her rudder by the undertow." All the while he had the feeling that Anemone was close by, watching their progress, and when he turned in the stern sheets he was shocked to see that when she dipped into a deep trough she appeared to be a great distance away, the sea rising to her gun ports as if to swallow her. 
 
He took a speaking trumpet. "Orcadia, ahoy! This is Captain Bolitho of the Anemone. He felt sick as he cried out, as if he were betraying them by offering hope when there was none. 
 
Starr muttered, "No use, sir. You done your best." 
 
"Round again." He did not even try to conceal his distress. Then we'll go back." 
 
He saw two of the oarsmen glance uneasily at one another. The fire of volunteering was sifting away. His words had given them the relief they needed. 
 
Starr thrust over the tiller bar, then exclaimed, "Look, sir! In the cabin!" 
 
The gig rose and fell in deep, nauseating swoops, the oars barely able to keep steerage way. 
 
But Adam forgot the danger as he stared at the open stern window. The cabin was probably a twin of the one in his first command, the fourteen-gun Firefly. 
 
There was someone there, a shadow more than any human form, and Adam felt something like fear as it moved very slowly towards the salt-caked glass. Whoever it was, he must have heard his voice through the speaking trumpet, and the sound had penetrated the mists of agony and disgust enough to rouse him to consciousness. 
 
Adam knew it was Jenour without understanding why he did. Dying even as he sheltered there, dying as his little brig had battled on while men dropped until the last helmsman abandoned the wheel. Some must have tried to get away in the capsized boat: there may even have been a last attempt to restore order when it was already too late. 
 
A seaman gasped, "A bag, sir!" His eyes were almost starting from his head as he stared at the small leather satchel suddenly dangling from the cabin. 
 
It must have taken all his strength: maybe his last, and if it fell now it would be lost forever. 
 
"Hold on, Starr!" 
 
Adam clambered forward over the looms, gripping a shoulder here and there to prevent himself from being hurled outboard. He could feel their fear at even so brief a contact. 
 
As he reached the bows he seized the bag and tugged it over the gunwale. 
 
"Back water! Together!" Starr was watching the bag, the brig's counter rising over the boat ready to smash it to fragments in the next trough. He thought afterwards that it was fortunate the boat's crew had their backs to the stricken vessel. Whoever it was must have tied the bag to his wrist, and the force of Adam's grip on the line had dragged him almost over the sill. 
 
Like Adam, he could only stare at it. A commander's single epaulette, but surely nothing human and still alive? 
 
Like something rotten. A face from the grave. 
 
Adam cut the line and saw the figure vanish into the cabin. 
 
He called out, "God be with you, Stephen!" But only the scream of gulls came back to mock him. 
 
Starr swung over the tiller bar once more and breathed out very slowly as Anemone'?" topsails rose to greet him. 
 
But Adam was staring at the Orcadia, and said brokenly, "God? What does he care for the likes of us?" 
 
He barely remembered their return to Anemone's lee. Many hands reached out to help him, and someone raised a cheer for him, or for the volunteers, he did not know. 
 
And then it was dark, and the deck was steady again under the pressure of more canvas. 
 
Lieutenant Martin sat with him in the cabin, watching his captain drink glass after glass of brandy without any apparent effect. The leather satchel still lay on the table unopened, like something evil. 
 
The second lieutenant entered the cabin and after a questioning glance at Martin said, "We've lost her, sir. In these waters she could be adrift for months, years even." 
 
Adam said, "Open the despatches." He stared at his empty glass but could barely remember drinking from it. Like that time when she had come to him in the night at Falmouth. And had stayed with him. 
 
Martin unfolded the crisp despatch, and Adam recognised Yovell's familiar round handwriting. 
 
This was for Commodore Keen, sir. He was to find you and to tell the squadron to delay sailing. Sir Richard believes that Baratte is on the move." 
 
"Jenour found us after all." He tried to thrust the memory from his mind. "And there is no time to make contact with the commodore." He stared at the stern windows, at the swirling phosphorescence from the rudder and the beginning of a moon on the water. 
 
Perhaps there never had been enough time. 
 
He said, "We will rejoin Sir Richard. Instruct Mr. Partridge to lay off a new course and have the hands change tack." He said nothing more, and eventually his head lolled, and he did not feel the others lift his legs on to the bench seat. Nor did he hear Martin murmur, "I will deal with that, my captain. Just this once, you come first." 
 
SEVENTEEN All Is Not Lost 
 
Bolitho took a mug of coffee from Ozzard and returned once again to his chart. Avery and Yovell watched him in silence, each knowing that he was thinking of Herrick below in the sickbay. 
 
Bolitho sipped the hot coffee. Catherine had sent it to the ship for him. There could not be much more of it left. 
 
He tapped the chart with his dividers and said, "At least we have more time now that Commodore Keen knows what we are about. Major-General Drummond will have enough to trouble him with seasick soldiers and horses that can barely stand, without the threat of a sea-attack." 
 
As the others suspected his thoughts were of Herrick. He had visited him several times in spite of the need to remain in close contact with his little group of ships, and he had been shocked by what he had found. As Minchin the surgeon had said from the start, "Rear-Admiral Herrick is too strong in character to submit. Most men either faint from the pain or drink themselves into a stupor. Not him, Sir Richard. Even under the knife he was fighting me." 
 
Herrick had seemed somehow defenceless and vulnerable on the last visit, his normally weathered features already like death. In between periods of insensibility he had been elsewhere, in other ships, shouting orders and demanding answers to questions nobody had been able to understand. Once he had called out the name of their first ship together, Phalarope, 
 
and several times he had spoken in an almost matter-of-fact tone of his beloved Dulcie. 
 
Bolitho's mind came back with a jolt as Avery said, "Baratte will not know about your despatches, sir. But he will not wish to wait too long before he moves." 
 
Bolitho agreed. "To the north of Mauritius there is an area littered with smaller islands, Gunners Quoin, for instance. It would take a whole squadron to search amongst them." He rapped the chart again. "It is my belief that Baratte and his murderous friend will bide their time there until he can gain intelligence of the first convoy." 
 
Avery held out his mug to Ozzard. "It is our only advantage." 
 
"You sound troubled." 
 
Avery shrugged. "It is beyond my experience, sir." 
 
Bolitho would have questioned him further but at that moment there were voices at the door. He turned, his spine like ice as Ozzard opened the screen and he saw Minchin's grey head in the entrance. 
 
"What... ?" 
 
Minchin came in rubbing his hands on his apron. He almost grinned as he said, "Into safe waters, Sir Richard. A very close-run thing." 
 
"You mean he is all right?" He had been prepared, but not for this. 
 
Minchin nodded. "It'll take a while, but the fever is falling away. I'm quite surprised." 
 
"May I see him?" 
 
Minchin stood aside. "He was asking for you in actual fact, Sir Richard." He beamed, and there was a strong odour of rum. "My surgeon's mate must take all the credit. He reads medicine and surgery, morning, noon an' night. He'll make as good a surgeon as many an' better than most, in my opinion!" 
 
Bolitho hurried down the two ladders to the sickbay. After all that had happened it was the best news he could have hoped for. 
 
Herrick looked up at him from his cot and tried to smile. 
 
"You told me we would win," he said faintly, and closed his eyes. 
 
Allday was grinning, a glass of brandy in his fist; and the surgeon's mate, Lovelace, a pale, rather effeminate young man who had an almost prison pallor as if he rarely left the sickbay, said, "The ship held steady, Sir Richard, so I used the double skin-flap method. It is more severe, but lessens the chances of gangrene." 
 
Bolitho eyed him gravely. "I an indebted to you, and I shall see that you receive mention in my next despatches." 
 
They waited for Lovelace to leave, then Herrick said, "Enjoys his trade, that one." He winced as he moved, but he seemed lucid and composed, as if he had accepted it. As an afterthought he asked, "What of the enemy and that bloody renegade Englishman? I heard that Commodore Keen's convoy has been ordered to stand fast is that true?" 
 
Bolitho said lightly, "Are there no secrets in a ship, Thomas? But you are correct. I thought it best." 
 
He turned as shoes clattered on the companion ladder, and a midshipman's pale breeches seemed to glow in the orlop deck's poor light. 
 
The captain's respects, Sir Richard..." His eyes moved unwillingly to the cot and the bandages where Herrick's forearm had once been. 
 
"We are all agog, Mr. Harris," 
 
The youth flushed under his admiral's gaze and blurted out, "The masthead has reported gunfire, he thinks to the south'rd." 
 
Bolitho controlled his instinct to hurry to the quarterdeck. It was common enough for masthead lookouts to hear far-off sounds, just as they would see another sail before anybody else. But this was from the wrong direction. Otherwise Tyacke's Lame would have reported it. 
 
"I shall come up." He looked at Herrick. "I cannot say what this means to me." 
 
Herrick watched him thoughtfully, as if he were still grappling with something. But he said, "Is this something unexpected, Richard? Are we a match for them?" 
 
Herrick's we warmed him more than he could have believed possible. He rested one hand on Herrick's uninjured arm. "I have often been a flag officer with only two ships to command. This is the first time I have had one ship with two admirals in charge!" 
 
Allday said anxiously, "I'd best go, sir." 
 
Herrick was becoming drowsy: something Minchin had given him, or perhaps it was due more to Allday's brandy. He said quietly, "I'll not forget, you rogue!" 
 
Allday grinned. "There, sir, your old self already!" 
 
Bolitho found Trevenen and his lieutenants at the quarterdeck rail, each with a telescope as they stared at the eye-watering horizon. 
 
"Deck there! Sail to the south'rd!" 
 
Trevenen looked grim. "We had better clear for action, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho wiped his eye with his fingers. Clear for action so soon? Why was he so on edge? Laertes's pale canvas made the tiniest mark on the horizon, with Lame staying well up to windward. In contact, within sight of each vigilant lookout. 
 
Trevenen continued, "A broadside, I think, Sir Richard." He was puzzled, and he could not hide it. "Only one." 
 
"Well, this stranger must have sighted us, Captain Trevenen. She seems to hold her course." He trained his telescope very carefully by resting it on Midshipman Harris's shoulder. It would make a good story for the dog watches, he thought. 
 
"Deck there! She's a frigate, sir!" 
 
Avery said, "But which one?" 
 
Someone murmured, "By God, her captain knows how to make a ship take wings!" 
 
Trevenen barked, "Mr. Monteith, I'd be more than obliged if you would keep such empty observations to yourself!" 
 
The young lieutenant seemed to cringe, but swung away when he saw Avery watching. 
 
Bolitho had heard the exchange. The frigate could be none other than Anemone. In such a short while he had proved what he could do, and he had the confidence to use his initiative whenever he got a chance. 
 
But why Adam? Perhaps Keen had thought it prudent to send him. They were like extensions of himself, his ears and eyes, and the steel in his grip. 
 
Bolitho said, "We will not clear for action, Captain Trevenen." He took a chance. "Let me know when Anemone is within range of our signals. Mr. Avery, come aft with me." 
 
In the cabin Yovell was already leaving, while Ozzard was mixing something to carry to the sickbay. Like Allday, each knew Bolitho's moods, and recognised in him now the need for private conversation with his flag lieutenant. 
 
Avery said, "I am delighted to hear of Rear-Admiral Her-rick's recovery." 
 
Bolitho strode to the stern windows and shaded his eyes to look for Lame's topsails. 
 
"When you came to me and I accepted you as my flag lieutenant, we had a wary agreement with each other. Would you see it that way?" 
 
He stared out at the sea and waited for his vision to blur. He could feel Avery watching him, could sense his unwillingness to speak of what troubled him. 
 
Avery said, "You have my complete loyalty as a King's officer, sir." 
 
Bolitho turned but could see very little in the shadows of the cabin. 
 
"And friendship too, I would hope?" 
 
"I value it more than I can express, sir. But after my experiences, and carrying the stigma of an unjust court-martial, I have been careful in what I say and do." 
 
"In case you lose your position, that rung on the ladder we all envy at times, and which was denied you by the very navy you so obviously love." 
 
Avery heard more cries from the lookout, some bare feet padding overhead as the sails were re-trimmed yet again. When he answered his voice was faraway. 
 
"To keep silent and to do only my duty... I thought it was enough. I had no way of understanding the greater power of Admiralty." 
 
As if from another world, Bolitho recalled Catherine's warning that Sir Paul Sillitoe might be using Avery for his own ends. It hurt him more than he thought possible. 
 
Avery said flatly, "I wrote to my uncle. From Gibraltar, as a matter of fact. He told me things." 
 
"About me?" 
 
Avery stared at him, shocked. "Never, sir! I was merely curious as to why a ship like Valkyrie should be given to Captain Trevenen." 
 
Then you acted wrongly and improperly." 
 
Bolitho wished he could see his face, but after the ocean's mirrored surface the cabin's darkness was like being in a cave. 
 
"I still require an explanation, Mr. Avery." 
 
Avery replied, "I did it because of you, sir, not in spite of you. I had seen how you hated the floggings and privations set upon the people, and you felt helpless to interfere." 
 
Bolitho waited. You saw a man every day, shared a meal or a memory, and all the while you did not know him. Perhaps until now. 
 
"My uncle was well-informed. I suspect he knew when their lordships insisted upon your appointment to Good Hope." He spoke with such anger he could not conceal it. "This ship was Trevenen's reward for false evidence at a court of enquiry. He once served in the frigate Priam, an unhappy ship according to my uncle, with a captain who twice allowed men to die under punishment. Trevenen gave evidence to refute this, and the court of enquiry was only too eager to dismiss the complaints." 
 
"Can I guess the name of Priam's captain?" 
 
"I think you know, sir. It was Hamett-Parker, now Admiral Sir James Hamett-Parker. The one who instigated your appointment here." He sounded out of breath. 
 
Bolitho gripped the edge of the bench seat. "He once made a point of telling me he had never served in frigates." 
 
Avery said quietly, "The admiral is aware of Trevenen's hatred of your family, sir. A simple but cruelly effective weapon." He was speaking more quickly, as if he might regret the impulse if he hesitated. Trevenen comes of lowly stock, sir." 
 
"All to his good, I'd have thought." Even as he spoke Bolitho recalled Trevenen's endless discussions with the purser and his clerk about ship's stores and the fresh fruit which was so necessary in these demanding climates. 
 
Avery said, This is not how I meant it to end, sir. You have my word on it." He sounded as if he had turned away to look around the cabin. "It has been my great fortune to serve with you, and I know I have dismissed my chances for good." 
 
There is something else?" 
 
Avery said, "I feel in my bones that we are intended to fight. I am not new to it, nor will I fail you when it begins." 
 
Bolitho heard the squeal of halliards from above in that other world, probably an acknowledgement to the other frigate's signal. 
 
He tried to remain calm. "I never doubted your ability." 
 
Avery said, "When you know a secret..." 
 
"Tell me only if you wish. You have said enough to destroy you already." 
 
"Captain Trevenen is a coward, sir. I have watched him. I am a good judge of men, I think." 
 
Heavy feet pounded on the ladder and Trevenen's knuckles rapped impatiently on the door. 
 
For a moment they stood staring at one another. Then Bolitho said, "That took courage too." He paused. "It is still a secret, Mr. Avery." He said sharply, "Enter!" 
 
Trevenen almost burst into the cabin, "She is Anemone, Sir Richard!" It sounded like an accusation. "Her captain is coming aboard!" 
 
"Is that all, Captain?" 
 
Trevenen took a grip on himself, his massive figure swaying about as if he had forgotten where he was. 
 
"Orcadians lost! Yellow Jack!" 
 
Bolitho caught his breath. Without asking he knew what must have happened. In the time available Adam had not been able to report to Keen, which probably meant that Keen's ships had already sailed. 
 
"I shall come up directly." 
 
As the door slammed shut Allday came in by the other entrance. 
 
Bolitho said quietly, "Poor Stephen Jenour. He did not want a command, you know. I forced it on him. I might as well have shot him." 
 
Avery was disconcerted, uncertain what to say. "I'm sure it's what any officer would want, sir." 
 
"I doubt that." He reached out for Avery's arm but missed it in the shadows. 
 
"We have a war to fight, Mr. Avery. Put other thoughts from your mind. You did it for me and you acted rightly. Every commander must know his weakness as well as his strength." 
 
Allday placed a glass by his hand, "Wet, Sir Richard." He could not say more. 
 
"We shall wait on deck, sir." Avery followed the burly coxswain into the filtered sunlight. It seemed incredible that Anemone had already changed tack and run down under their lee. Avery could even make out individual figures, men dashing past the guns to haul on the boat-hoisting tackles. 
 
Then he turned and was astonished to see the intensity of Allday's stare. 
 
"What is it?" 
 
Allday said steadily, "I've not known you that long, sir, but I happen to believe you've come to belong to Sir Richard's little crew as he calls us." He did not smile. "Otherwise I'd not be saying a word, see?" 
 
"I was sorry to hear about Jenour, though I scarcely knew him." 
 
Allday brushed it aside. "He was a good man. We all trusted him, I mean." Then he made up his mind. "I think you should know, sir, because I've seen the way he's taken to you..." He hesitated and then blurted out, "If you speaks of it to anybody but us, I shall know." 
 
Avery waited, knowing that it was not merely important, but vital. 
 
"He's going blind, sir. Left eye. He was badly wounded. We have to watch him, like." 
 
"I thank you for your trust. I mean that most sincerely." 
 
Allday did not seem to hear. "Sir Richard used to have a flag lieutenant, the Honourable Oliver Browne, he was. A real gentleman, an' I means that in the only true way. Always spoke of We Happy Few, he did. Then he got himself killed." His eyes hardened. "Not in any sea-fight, neither." 
 
He moved away as Anemone's sails were backed and the gig dropped smartly alongside. Over his shoulder he said, "Now you're one of the few, sir!" 
 
Valkyrie came up into the wind, her sails like thunder in the fresh breeze. Avery stood by the hammock nettings while the side-party prepared to receive Anemone's captain. 
 
"So there you are!" Bolitho strode from the companion hatch and glanced at the compass before acknowledging the officer-of-the-watch. 
 
Avery watched him, and was moved by the easy way he could bridge the distance from quarterdeck to forecastle, from naval hero to ordinary pressed seaman; and something of his admiration and his sadness must have revealed itself on his face. Bolitho looked first at Anemone and then toward Allday, who was standing by one of the guns. 
 
Then he said quietly, "He told you, didn't he?" 
 
"A little, sir. You can trust me." He hesitated. "Can nothing be done?" 
 
"I believe not." He smiled. "Let us receive my nephew and find out what he knows!" 
 
It was astonishing. I believe not, he had said. But his tone implied the opposite. 
 
Avery looked at Allday and saw him give the briefest of nods. He was accepted. 
 
Bolitho stood just outside the door of the sickbay. Beyond the hull the sea would be in total darkness, with only the occasional glow of phosphorescence or a breaking crest to betray movement. The ship felt even quieter than usual, but for reasons other than fear of punishment. 
 
Just before darkness had closed in to conceal one ship from another, Larne had made one last signal. Tyacke had sighted several sail to the north-east. They could only be the enemy. 
 
Bolitho thought of Adam's brief visit to receive his orders and to describe the horror he had seen in the drifting Orcadia. He had the strongest feeling that, bad though it was, Adam had spared him the worst part. He had described how he felt about leaving his patrol area to join them, and how he had announced his approach by the single broadside the lookout had heard. He had sighted an Arab topsail-schooner, which must have been tracking the Anemone after she had left the Orcadia: one of Baratte's scouts, or a slaver who was still willing to risk capture. Either way there had been too little time to give chase with the added risk of losing her in an approaching rain squall. Adam had fired a broadside at extreme range and had left the vessel dismasted and adrift to fend for herself. 
 
The enemy's strength was unknown, but their own numbers were probably already listed in Baratte's mind like a plan of action. 
 
Whatever they were, they would not proceed further in the darkness. They would hold as close together as possible until first light. 
 
Bolitho could picture the Valkyrie's watch below, brooding over what they would perceive as inevitable, the land men and the youngsters asking the old Jacks what to expect. What is it like? 
 
He heard Avery walking very softly behind him. Leaving him to his thoughts, instantly ready if he was needed. 
 
How did he know Trevenen was a coward? There had certainly been no doubt in his voice. Something Sillitoe had told him, or had it been his father, who had died in battle? 
 
Trevenen's reward for lying under oath to save his captain from disgrace was no small thing. Just to be Valkyrie's captain now was privilege enough to ensure his promotion to flag rank, if he could stand clear of trouble or causing offence to Hamett-Parker. It was not cowardice in that case, but just as dangerous. 
 
Minchin loomed out of the shadows. "Yes, Sir Richard?" 
 
"How is he?" 
 
Minchin scratched his head. "Sleeping now. Been fretting a mite, but that's usual enough." 
 
He grinned as Herrick called, "Who is that?" 
 
Bolitho stepped into the light of a solitary lantern. "I am here, Thomas." 
 
Herrick gasped with pain as he tried to drag himself into a sitting position. Between his clenched teeth he exclaimed, "Hell's teeth! One arm is more trouble than two!" Then he lay still again, his eyes glowing in the flickering light. 
 
"We're to fight then?" 
 
"We have to win, Thomas." 
 
Herrick sipped from a mug which Lovelace held for him. "Always the same. Not enough ships where you need 'em. We've known it a few times, eh? They never learn, because they don't have to see it. To do it!" 
 
"Easy, Thomas." 
 
"I know, I know." He moved his head from side to side. "And I'm no use to you either!" 
 
Herrick saw Avery for the first time. "I abused you at Freetown, Mr. Avery." He looked away. "I heard about Jenour as well. No age to go." 
 
Bolitho paused by the door again. Try to sleep. I shall see that you are looked after if..." 
 
Herrick raised his left arm. "If. That has a chilling ring too." 
 
Outside the sickbay the ship seemed at peace. Some midshipmen were crouched in a tight circle, their expressions revealed only by the light of their glims. Like some strict religious sect; but Bolitho knew they were asking one another questions on seamanship and navigation. Preparing like all 'young gentlemen' throughout the fleet for that magic day when they would be examined for lieutenant. To midshipmen it was the first, impossible rung on the ladder, and few could see any further beyond it. 
 
Lovelace left the sickbay carrying two books, and Bolitho recalled what the surgeon had told him. 
 
He asked, "Have you ever thought of taking the big step, Lovelace? To the College of Surgeons? Mr. Minchin speaks very highly of you." 
 
It was the first time he had seen him smile. 
 
"I too would like to own a carriage and pair, Sir Richard!" The smile vanished. "I beg your pardon, sir. I meant no offence." 
 
Avery watched, leaning against the curved timbers at his back. He saw Bolitho reach out for the young man's arm, heard him say quietly, "If we can break the enemy tomorrow, I will sponsor you." 
 
Avery almost held his breath, unwilling to miss any of it. 
 
Bolitho said, "My late flag lieutenant should have studied medicine, not war, like his father and uncle before him. 
 
Instead..." He turned aside. "But Fate decided otherwise, God bless him!" 
 
Lovelace was still staring after them as they climbed the companion ladder together. 
 
"That was a generous thing to have done, sir." 
 
"You reap only what you sow." He gripped a rope hand rail as the hull dipped heavily in a cross-swell. Then he said, "Sup with me tonight. I wish to discuss the signals for tomorrow. There may be little enough time later on." 
 
The meal was a simple one, washed down with some of Catherine's claret from St. James's Street. In Ozzard's capable hands it made a fitting end to the day. 
 
Even as, encouraged by the flag lieutenant, he reminisced, and spoke of men and campaigns he had known, Avery was aware that Bolitho was speaking of others like Jenour, who would be remembered only by the few who had shared those experiences. 
 
He saw Bolitho touch the locket beneath his shirt, his gaze faraway as he said, "I shall add a little more to my letter to Lady Catherine before I sleep. She was very fond of Stephen. He used to sketch her, like the daily scenes he saw around him." 
 
He would not have to tell her what to do when she received the news. She would go to Southampton herself and see Jenour's parents, to spare them at least the brutal formality of an Admiralty letter. 
 
The Secretary of the Admiralty regrets to inform you... 
 
Nobody should have to suffer that. 
 
He said almost abruptly, "If anything should happen..." He looked at Avery directly. There is a letter in my strongbox which you may deliver to..." 
 
"I would prefer that it never need be read, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho smiled. That was well said." Without realising what he was doing he touched his eye with his fingertips, so he did not see the concern on the lieutenant's face. "Baratte is a devious man, a trickster who will use every ruse to overthrow us. Whoever loses will be a scapegoat, something too well known to you already. His father was denounced as a hated aristo during the Terror and was beheaded before those howling murderers. He was an honourable officer, and France has had cause to regret his death and the blood on their hands of so many others like him. Baratte has done all in his power to prove his skill and his worth to his country, perhaps to protect himself. It is a weakness that may make him reckless enough to play one trick too often." 
 
"And what of the Englishman Hannay, sir?" 
 
"He will fight as never before." 
 
"No weakness then?" Avery was fascinated as he watched the inner power of this man, the grey eyes full of intensity and emotions as he spoke of his enemies so lucidly that Avery could almost see them. It was impossible to know from his appearance that the vice-admiral was almost blind in one eye. Another secret. 
 
"Only that he is unused to taking orders." Bolitho shrugged. "Especially from a Frenchman!" It seemed to amuse him. 
 
He looked at Avery's serious face. "Mr. Yovell thought well of you from the start, that day in Falmouth. He was particularly impressed with your knowledge of Latin, although at the time I had no idea it would prove so useful!" 
 
"A good deal will depend on your nephew tomorrow, sir." 
 
"Yes. I am very proud of him. He is like a son to me." 
 
Avery did not press the point. "Mr. Yovell tells me that he met Nelson, who spoke warmly of him." He hesitated. "Did you never meet him, sir?" 
 
Bolitho shook his head, suddenly depressed. The same people who now sang the little admiral's praises had been the same ones who had tried to destroy him before he had fallen aboard Victory. And what of his dear Emma? What had become of her? How did those who had made promises to Nelson even as he lay dying manage to face themselves, he wondered? 
 
And Catherine. Who would care for her if the worst happened? 
 
He said, "Go and speak with the first lieutenant. He needs to be reassured." 
 
Avery stood up and felt the ship around him, shivering repeatedly as she thrust the ocean contemptuously from her flanks. 
 
Tomorrow then, sir." 
 
Bolitho nodded, then said, "What did you want to know about Nelson?" 
 
Avery rested his hand on the screen door. "Men who never knew or even saw him shed tears like women when they heard of his death." He opened the door. "I never thought to see it myself until I became your flag lieutenant, sir." Then he was gone. 
 
Bolitho smiled. Avery would think very differently if the day went against them. 
 
After Ozzard had tidied the cabin and had departed thoughtfully to his pantry, Bolitho took a small book from his trunk and turned it over in his hands: not one of Catherine's gifts of Shakespearean sonnets in their immaculate green leather binding, but a much older book, stained by salt air and much handling, one of his few possessions which had actually been carried by his father. It was Paradise Lost. Like Captain James Bolitho, he had read it beneath the scorching tropical sun, or riding out a storm on blockade duty off Brest and Lorient, and in the calm of some unspoiled anchorage. 
 
With great care he covered his left eye with his hand and held the page close to a cabin lantern. 
 
What though the field be lost? All is not lost; the unconquerable will, And study of revenge, immortal hate, And courage never to submit or yield. 
 
Bolitho closed the book and walked across the cabin to the table where his chart still lay. 
 
Perhaps it had already been decided, and there was nothing he could do to change what Fate had decreed. 
 
The ship swayed again and the lantern's yellow glare touched momentarily on the sword that hung on the bulkhead. It seemed to bring the steel to life. 
 
Aloud he said, "All is not lost." 
 
He stared at the stern windows, but saw only his reflection against the darkness of the sea. Like a ghost, or the portraits on the walls at Falmouth. 
 
He felt suddenly calm, as if something had been resolved. It had so often been like this in the past when all that had stood between a victory and disaster had been the courage of individuals on either side or beneath different flags. 
 
He sat down again and took the unfinished letter from a drawer. It would be summer in Cornwall, the air full of farm noises, sheep and cattle, the bustle of bees. The scent of roses. Her roses... 
 
He touched the locket as he read the last lines of this lengthy letter. She might never see it. 
 
I have some unhappy news to tell you about Stephen Jenour... 
 
He wrote with great care, as if he were talking with her, or she were watching him at this table. 
 
I feel certain that we shall fight tomorrow. He looked up at the deck head as feet moved purposefully aft. The middle watch was about to begin. He smiled gravely and crossed out the last word and replaced it with today. 
 
He pictured his few captains lost out there in the darkness, each as different as one man could be from the others. Young Adam, who might be thinking of the girl who could never be his. Peter Dawes, the admiral's son, who thought a little too much of taking prizes and making certain that he was never found wanting when it came to a fight: a keen young officer, who was not hampered by either imagination or doubt. James Tyacke, totally alone and yet so much a part of all that had happened. And of course the senior captain, Aaron Trevenen, hostile, resentful and in matters of discipline, completely unbending. 
 
He heard some of the hands being dismissed to their messes. There would be little sleep for many of them. 
 
He thought too of Nelson and Avery's surprising comparison. Nelson had written a letter to his beloved Emma even as the combined enemy fleets had left port. 
 
He had ended it by saying, "I hope that I shall live to finish my letter after the battle." 
 
Bolitho folded the letter but did not seal it. I shall finish it later. 
 
EIGHTEEN 
 
The Most Dangerous Frenchman 
 
Lieutenant George Avery peered around the confines of his small, hutch-like cabin. Soon now, the cabin would be torn down and the various screens that partitioned many parts of the hull to offer a small privacy would follow to be stowed in the frigate's hold. Sea-chests, clothing, souvenirs, portraits of loved ones, all would be gathered into Valkyrie'?" belly. This was a ship of war, and it would be cleared from bow to stern so that every gun could work unhindered until the fight was won. The alternative was rarely considered. 
 
Avery dressed with care, knowing that Bolitho would expect it. His stomach had shied away from the thought of food, and the smell of grease from the galley funnel had been enough to make him retch. He looked at his face in the small mirror propped on his chest. He had shaved and put on a clean shirt and stockings. He watched the face smile back at him. The last rites. He never doubted that there would be a battle: Bolitho had convinced him. 
 
Avery had known other sea officers who had this gift, if it could be called that, but none like him. Avery, still unsure of himself with the vice-admiral, had thought he had gone too far when he had spoken of Nelson. If anything, Bolitho had seemed amused by his sincerity, as if he himself thought it absurd that he should be compared to his hero. 
 
He tugged out his watch, all that had survived from his father's possessions after Copenhagen, and held it beside the lantern. He would call the admiral. How quiet the ship was, 
 
and there was no light when he walked past the companion ladder that led to the quarterdeck. 
 
He heard Trevenen's harsh voice berating somebody up there. A man who had been unable to sleep like most of his crew. Avery smiled wryly. Like me. 
 
The ship's corporal was speaking with the marine sentry; both of them looked grim, Avery thought. The sentry would be receiving his orders. If battle was joined, he would prevent any man from running below to hide, on pain of death. 
 
The screen door opened and Allday came out carrying a jug of used shaving water. 
 
Avery stared at him. "Is Sir Richard about so soon?" 
 
Allday eyed him curiously and replied, "We thought you was goin' to lie abed till after the fight, sir!" 
 
Avery shook his head. The humour was more unnerving than the grim preparations all around him. 
 
It was very bright in the cabin, with several lanterns swinging from their brackets, and shutters across the stern windows to make it unusually private. He glanced at an eighteen-pounder, still tethered by its breeching rope and covered with canvas to make the cabin seem less war-like. Even this place would not be spared. 
 
Bolitho came out of the sleeping compartment, pulling on a clean shirt while Ozzard trotted impatiently behind him to make adjustments to his belt. 
 
"Good morning, Mr. Avery." Bolitho sat down to look at his chart while Ozzard struggled to arrange his stock. "Wind's steady enough, but not much strength in it." He moved away to look in his desk and Avery saw him tuck a letter into his waistcoat. One of hers. To have with him, like the locket which would be resting against his skin. 
 
Bolitho said, "We will clear for action presently. I am told that the people have been fed, watch by watch." He seemed to think that amusing too. Perhaps he had had to overrule Trevenen once again. The captain might have wanted to feed his company after the battle: less food to waste, fewer mouths to fill. 
 
He jabbed at the chart. "We shall continue to steer north'rd. If the wind holds we should be on a converging tack with the enemy. If so, he will have to remain very much close-hauled, while we shall have the wind-gage. For a while." 
 
Yovell yawned hugely and continued to write in his folio. He looked so out of place here, Avery thought. An educated man who apparently preferred the dangers of the sea and the risk of sudden death to the easier life more appropriate to someone of his profession ashore. 
 
Allday came back into the cabin and strode to the bulkhead where Bolitho's swords were usually displayed. Avery noted that the beautiful presentation blade from the people of Falmouth had already gone below. He watched Allday pull out the other blade, the old one he had seen in the portraits at Falmouth. 
 
Bolitho looked fresh and calm, and gave no sign of doubt or anxiety. Avery tried to take comfort from the fact. 
 
Heavy feet sounded across the deck. The captain. 
 
Bolitho merely glanced up and commented, "I have yet to convince that one." 
 
The footsteps faded and then moved on to the ladder. Trevenen looked surprised when he entered the cabin. Perhaps he had expected to find them all in a desperate conference, Avery thought coldly, or finding courage in a bottle of cognac? 
 
"Galley fire is doused, Sir Richard. Both watches standing-to." 
 
His eyes were sunken, and his normally aggressive confidence was lacking. Bolitho looked away. It was a bad sign. 
 
"You may beat to quarters, Captain Trevenen, then clear for action. In ten minutes, do you propose?" 
 
Trevenen retorted angrily, "In eight, Sir Richard!" 
 
Bolitho nodded slowly. "This will be quite a day for many of your people. Do not drive them too far. They are not the enemy." He let his words sink in, then added softly, "Not yet." 
 
Trevenen turned by the door. "May I speak, Sir Richard?" 
 
"Of course." 
 
"I think we are making a mistake. We lack the ships for any running battle..." 
 
Bolitho met his gaze steadily. "We will not run, Captain, while my flag flies from the foremast truck." 
 
After Trevenen left he looked at the closed door, feeling the other man's defiance and anger hanging in the air. 
 
He said to Avery, "If anything happens..." He lifted one hand to silence Avery's protests. "Do what I asked you to do." 
 
Calls shrilled through the ship, and from overhead came the insistent rattle of drums. 
 
"All hands! All hands! Beat to quarters an' clear for action!" 
 
The decks seemed to tremble as the seamen and marines ran to their stations. Screens were already being pulled down. There was not much more time. 
 
Avery watched as Allday fastened the old sword around his admiral's waist, and saw Ozzard carrying the dress uniform coat with the gleaming epaulettes, not the faded sea-going coat Bolitho usually wore. It made a chill fasten to his spine like ice. The same uniform that had drawn the French marksmen's fire to Nelson. To provoke Baratte even at such a terrible risk, or was it to show the people he was amongst them, to give all that he had for them? 
 
Yovell had picked up his satchel, and said, "I shall be giving a hand on the orlop, Sir Richard." He offered a shy smile. "Death to the French!" 
 
Allday muttered, "An' that's no error!" 
 
Ozzard spoke nervously as the crash and scrape of furniture being taken below moved swiftly towards the cabin. 
 
"Shall you need me, Sir Richard?" 
 
"Go below. Keep Rear-Admiral Herrick company if you wish." But Ozzard had already gone. 
 
Bolitho adjusted his coat and said, "Well, old friend, it gets no easier, does it?" 
 
Allday grinned. "I sometimes wonders what it's all for." 
 
Bolitho heard men running above and beneath him. "I expect they do also." He looked at Avery and said firmly, "So they must be told, eh?" 
 
Then the three of them left the cabin, while another party of men hurried past to remove the last obstacles. 
 
Lieutenant Urquhart called, "Cleared for action, sir!" 
 
Trevenen glanced at his watch. "Nine minutes. I expected better, Mr. Urquhart!" 
 
Allday saw Bolitho's face. It was easy to read his thoughts. 
 
Trevenen never praised anyone, even in the face of danger. The only thing he could inspire was fear. 
 
It was dark and remarkably cool on deck after the heat of the day preceding. But dawn came quickly out here, and sunset would arrive with haste to cover the pain and disperse the fury of battle. 
 
Bolitho glanced around. The master and his mates were near the wheel where extra men stood by the spokes. Chain-slings had been rigged to hold the great yards in place if all the rigging was shot away. And nets, although Bolitho could not yet see them, to protect the gun-crews from falling spars and blocks. It was something he knew so well, had known all his life from the age of twelve when he had first gone to sea in the forbidding and unfamiliar world of the old eighty-gun Manxman. 
 
Herrick would be down there in the comparative safety of the orlop deck below the waterline: fretting over his lost arm and his helplessness, but most of all, remembering. 
 
He moved towards the tightly-packed hammock nettings and almost slipped on a stretch of spray-soaked planking. 
 
He said, "This part of the deck is not sanded, Captain." He kept his tone level but was inwardly angry at somebody's carelessness. A man or men could slip and fall in the heat of a sea-fight. Just one gun left unfired could make all the difference. 
 
Trevenen's answer was even more surprising. "None of the deck is sanded, Sir Richard. If the enemy fails to appear, we would have used good sand to no effect." 
 
Then do it now, if you please. I am sure that in an ocean of this vastness we could find some more sand!" 
 
He heard a lieutenant passing the order and the immediate response of the ship's boys, who scuttled amongst the guns like terriers. 
 
Allday had heard the sharp exchange and was glad Trevenen had felt the edge of Bolitho's tongue. He stared up at the rigging and said, "I can see the masthead pendant, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho peered up at the dark sky, and imagined he could see the long red and white pendant curling out from the truck. 
 
"As soon as the sun is up, they will see us." 
 
Avery glanced at the shadows around him. Listening, trying to gauge their own chances of seeing another sunset. 
 
It was uncanny not to see or know the enemy's strength. Bolitho said, Tell your signals party to be ready, Mr. Avery. As soon as it is light enough, make Take stations as ordered and tell Larne to Close on Flag." 
 
Avery could now see the white patches on the collars of his two signals midshipmen, but some of the flags already strewn by the halliards were still colourless in the lingering gloom. 
 
Bolitho spoke as though almost disinterested. "I feel certain that they will already have made it ready, Mr. Avery, but the next signal will be Prepare for battle." 
 
He heard Trevenen ask, "Suppose the enemy is not there, Sir Richard?" And Avery could feel the presence of the man he served like a force. 
 
Bolitho answered coldly, Then I have failed, and by tomorrow Baratte will have found Commodore Keen's convoy. The rest you can imagine for yourself." 
 
Trevenen muttered thickly, "Nobody can blame ValkyrieV 
 
"You and I both know where the blame will lie, Captain! So let us all be patient a moment longer!" 
 
Angry with himself for being so easily drawn, Bolitho said, "I see the masthead." 
 
He strained his eyes upwards through the taut rigging, the web of ratlines glistening in the darkness from moisture and spray alike. Men he had not seen earlier stood out against the pale hammock nettings, or crouching like athletes as they waited to run and seize hold of braces and halliards when the next order came. 
 
Bolitho looked over the weather quarter: there was light, a mere hint of it. It would soon lift above the invisible horizon to lay them bare for all to see. 
 
Trevenen rasped, "What is that masthead lookout about, Mr. Urquhart? Does he stand watch asleep?" 
 
Urquhart was about to raise his speaking trumpet when Bolitho said, "You go aloft, Mr. Avery. You are my eyes this morning." 
 
Avery lingered, his mind hanging on to the remark, and wondering if Bolitho had intended him to draw another meaning from it. 
 
Bolitho smiled. "No head for heights?" 
 
Avery was strangely moved. "Good enough, sir." He took a signals telescope from the rack and swung himself out on the shrouds while two seamen opened the protective net for him. Bolitho could see the sailors' eyes now very white in the gloom as they watched the flag lieutenant swarm up the ratlines, his sword slapping against his thigh. 
 
Avery climbed steadily, feeling the shrouds vibrating beneath his shoes, the very strength of the ship as she opened up beneath him. The black guns, each with its crew, barebacked and waiting to load and run out, were clearly visible. He climbed out and around the mizzen-top where some marines stared at him with surprise and interest as they tended a swivel gun on the thick barricade. 
 
He stopped and looked down again, at the yellow shoulder of the figurehead and the flapping jib and staysails, pure white against the undulating water below. He turned slightly and was in time to see the sun's rim rise slowly from the sea itself, saw it spill over the horizon and reach out in either direction to sharpen its edge with pale gold. He unslung the telescope and entwined his leg around a stay. You are my eyes this morning. The words still lingered like something written. 
 
For an instant he felt stiffness in his shoulder, the wound which had struck him down on that terrible day. He had often probed it with his fingers, but had never actually seen it until he had used a looking-glass. The French surgeon had probably made it worse, but the wound had left a deep gouge in his body, as if someone had done it with a huge spoon. He was ashamed of it. It made him feel unclean. 
 
He peered at the mainmast as the lookout yelled, "Deck there! Ships on the lee bow!" 
 
Below on the quarterdeck Bolitho thrust his hands under his coat to contain and hide his impatience. 
 
Trevenen bawled, "What are they, man?" 
 
There was no hesitation this time. "Ship-of-the-line, sir! And smaller ones!" 
 
Trevenen's nostrils seemed to flare. "Even my ship cannot match guns with a liner, Sir Richard!" 
 
Bolitho watched him and heard the triumph in his voice, as if he were addressing the whole ship. Baratte had saved this unknown card for today. Trevenen was right about one thing: a frigate could not survive close action against a ship used to the line of battle and built to withstand its massive broadsides. 
 
He thought of Adam and the other frigate, Baratte's own flagship when he had been taken prisoner. It was over before it had begun. 
 
He looked around: at the guns, their crews staring aft to discover what was happening, the scarlet-coated marines with their muskets by the protective nettings. Even they could do nothing if the ship's company refused to fight or, as they would see it, to be killed for nothing. 
 
There were footsteps across the deck and Bolitho saw Avery walking unhurriedly towards him. 
 
"I did not order you down, Mr. Avery!" Something on the lieutenant's face steadied him. "What is it?" 
 
Avery glanced briefly at Trevenen, but barely saw him. "She's no ship-of-the-line, sir. She is the U.S.S. Unity, exactly as your nephew described her, spar by spar." 
 
He had heard Trevenen's words as he had climbed to the deck, the relief in his tone as the bright sunlight which was opening up the ocean all around them had shown him a possibility of escape. 
 
All that had changed. Trevenen seemed unable to close his jaws, and was staring at him as if he were an apparition from hell. 
 
"I did not wish to call out from up there, sir." He pointed although the eastern horizon was still curtained by sun-filled haze. "There are several small vessels with her, ahead and astern, merchantmen by the cut of them." 
 
Bolitho said quietly, "A convoy then?" 
 
Avery looked at the captain, but it was as if he had been turned to stone. 
 
"Far up to the nor'east there are other sails they are clearly visible from the mizzen topmast. You were right, sir. They are Baratte's frigates, I feel certain of it." 
 
Bolitho reached out and touched his shoulder. "So now we know how the game is set. The American ships will do nothing but sail between us and our own two frigates. Divide and weaken us while the "convoy" is allowed to proceed in peace." 
 
He turned to Trevenen. "Well, Captain, here is the ship you doubted. The most powerful frigate in the world." 
 
"We must discontinue, Sir Richard. Before it is too late!" 
 
"It was already too late when Baratte was released from prison." He moved to the chart, feeling men step aside to let him pass. "Hoist the signal, Prepare for Battle." 
 
"Already bent on, sir." 
 
Bolitho heard the halliards sing through the blocks as the flags broke out to the breeze. 
 
"Signal Lame to repeat the signal if neither Anemone nor Laertes is yet in sight. They know what to do." 
 
Trevenen stared at him angrily. "They cannot engage without support, Sir Richard!" He looked around as if to convince those nearest to him. 
 
"At last we agree, Captain." Bolitho took a telescope and scanned the brightening horizon. The enemy were only a few pale flaws like tiny leaves drifting on glass. "We shall pass through the convoy. Continue on the same tack. In the meantime, have the boats put overboard." He was going to add, for the victors, but refrained. Most of the officers and all the older hands would know what the order implied. It was to protect the men on deck from flying splinters if shots smashed through a boat tier; but to the land men and other new men it was the last chance to escape or be saved if the worst happened. 
 
Lieutenant Urquhart called, "I can see the Yankee, sir!" 
 
Avery said, "Lame has acknowledged, sir." 
 
Bolitho said, The ships are close-hauled as tight as they'll come. Unity'?" captain will not wish to fall off down wind and seem to be running away." 
 
He considered Captain Nathan Beer. Strong, determined and a veteran of frigate warfare. His ship was so well-armed that she could probably outshoot a seventy-four. No wonder the lookout had been confused. 
 
He would hold to his course, steadily converging with Valkyrie. 
 
Avery asked, "Will they not attempt to prevent us, sir?" There was no anxiety in his voice. It was merely a technical detail, a part of the inevitable. 
 
Bolitho felt his skin becoming damp with sweat under his heavy coat. 
 
"Captain Beer will have little choice but to warn us off. He is no fool Baratte's unwilling and unofficial ally perhaps, but too concerned with his duty to tolerate interference." 
 
Trevenen said, "I must note this in my log, Sir Richard." 
 
"Please do, Captain. But I intend to break through the convoy at its weakest part while we still have the wind on our side." He saw some of the seamen staring astern as the ship's boats drifted away, held together by loose lines so that they would not smash into one another. 
 
Trevenen said, "The weakest part, Sir Richard?" 
 
"Astern of the Unity, directlyV 
 
He saw no understanding on Trevenen's heavy features, and said curtly, "I shall wish to speak with the gunner and your lieutenants." He raised his glass again. Perhaps Baratte had even foreseen this move. Surely he would not expect the English ships to retreat? 
 
The white marks on the horizon seemed as before, but the embrace would begin within two hours. He heard himself say, "Plenty of time before we load and run out." 
 
He studied Trevenen as the captain snapped out his orders. Unwilling to see his ship badly mauled and perhaps his own future in ruins? Or was he as Avery had described, a coward? 
 
"Will you have the people lay aft, Captain? You will wish to speak with them before..." 
 
Trevenen shook his fist violently, "They will have to learn, Sir Richard, learn and obey!" 
 
"I see. Then have them piped aft, Mr. Urquhart. I will demand much of them this day. I owe them an explanation at least." 
 
The calls shrilled and the hands came stampeding aft. Those from forward who had seen and heard nothing of the exchanges on the quarterdeck peered almost fearfully at the larboard gangway as if expecting to see a grating rigged for a flogging, even in the face of an enemy they did not know. 
 
They looked first to Trevenen and then, when it was apparent that he was not to speak to them, they fixed their attention on the vice-admiral who had taken their lives into his hands, and could just as easily dispose of them. 
 
There was silence but for the sea and shipboard noises, and even those seemed muted. 
 
Bolitho rested his palms on the quarterdeck rail and looked over and amongst them. 
 
"Valkyries, I thought I should tell you something of what we are about on this fine morning. My Cox'n remarked just before we cleared for action that he sometimes wonders what it is all for." He saw several heads turn towards Allday's powerful figure. "Many of you were taken from your homes and villages and some from honest merchant ships, against your will, to face a life which has never been an easy one. But we must never give in to tyranny no matter how difficult it is to see any value in our sacrifice, even though it be in the name of King and country." He had all their attention now. Some of the warrant officers and older seamen were probably thinking that had such comments been made on the mess deck or in a barrack room they would be branded as treasonable. 
 
"England must seem far away to many of you." He looked at them steadily, wanting them to understand, needing them to do so. "Because I stand here with my two bright stars and a flag at the masthead it does not mean that I feel this any less. I miss my home and the woman I love. But without us, our dear ones, our homes and our countryside will be as nothing if the enemy is allowed to win!" 
 
Avery saw his hands holding the rail until the tanned skin was pale from the force of his grip. Whatever happened, he knew he would never forget this moment. He thought of Stephen Jenour, and understood now more than ever why he had loved this man. 
 
Bolitho said quietly, so that many men further forward pressed into their companions to hear his words: 
 
This ship that blocks our way is not at war with us, but any flag which is raised to help an enemy is our enemy too! When we fight, do not think of causes and the justice of things, which is the way of my Cox'n." He guessed Allday was grinning behind him, and saw several of the assembled sailors smile at his words. "Think of one another, and the ship around us! Will you do that for me, lads?" 
 
He turned away, his hat in the air as the cheering swept across the ship as loudly as any rainfall. 
 
Allday saw the pain in his eyes, the emotion at what he had just done, but when he reached Trevenen his voice was without mercy. 
 
"Do you see, Captain? Leadership is all they ask, not bloody backs simply to satisfy you!" 
 
He turned again, and looked out at the cheering seamen until in groups they went back to their stations and the guns. 
 
Lieutenant Urquhart, his eyes blazing with excitement, said, "They'll follow you now, Sir Richard!" 
 
Bolitho said nothing. Urquhart did not understand. None of them did. He had betrayed these same men as he had Jenour when he had forced him to take a command. 
 
When he spoke once more he was surprised at the normality of his own voice. 
 
"Very well, Captain, you may load, but do not run out." Trevenen touched his hat, his eyes red-rimmed with strain and despair. "And have other flags bent on, Mr. Avery. The Colours must be kept flying, no matter what!" Then he spoke again, although whether to himself or to Avery the flag lieutenant was never certain. 
 
"To think that Captain Beere once knew my brother. I sometimes think I never knew him at all." 
 
Bolitho stood loosely near the wheel and looked around at the lieutenants and senior warrant officers he had sent for. Young faces, tense expressions, and pathetic determination. The warrant officers, the professionals, had all seen action in one ship or another, but apart from Urquhart and of course Avery, the lieutenants had not. 
 
He recalled all the wild, reckless times he had sailed into battle: sometimes with the drums and fifes playing a lively jig to ease the strain of waiting. But not so on this morning. 
 
The breeze had freshened very slightly, enough to harden each sail, but not so that it could break the great undulating expanse of ocean. A few gulls and other seabirds circled the top-gallant masts, undisturbed by the sullen purpose of the ship below them. 
 
If he turned his gaze very slightly Bolitho could see the other ships, brigs and brigantines for the most part, with the Unity sailing amongst them like a fortress. 
 
He said, "We will remain on this converging tack. Unity's captain will believe we intend to pass through his charges ahead of him. If we can get close enough without taking a few of Unity's broadsides I intend that we should alter course at the last moment and pass astern of her. It will be a hard thing to do. It is the only course of action open to us if we are not to leave our ships unaided. All officers will ensure that top men and all spare hands are ready to make more sail immediately. We have the wind across the quarter when we turn we will have it astern of us." He smiled. "A soldier's wind!" 
 
He glanced along the crowded deck where men crouched by the guns or waited by each mast with their midshipmen and petty officers. 
 
Every gun was loaded, but he had not ordered any of them to be double-shot ted Some of the new hands might lose their nerve, and there was every chance of a gun exploding and killing all the men around it if improperly handled. Worse, it could start a fire right inside the ship. 
 
When he had explained to Trevenen what he intended, to keep all gun ports closed and then engage with the weapons which now faced only an empty sea, he had exclaimed, "They will see we are cleared for action, Sir Richard! They will guess your plan of action!" 
 
"If we run out a single gun, Captain Beer will feel justified in firing into us at extreme range. Valkyrie could be dismasted before a single gun could bear. Beer's neutrality is one-sided. To gather this rabble of American vessels under the pretence of escorting them through the scene of a possible battle tells me everything. It is typical of Baratte. He must win this fight." 
 
Urquhart asked, "Is this in breach of our rights, Sir Richard?" 
 
"That will be for others to decide." 
 
He wanted to rub his eye to clear it but controlled the impulse. "Good luck, gentlemen. Keep the gun crews out of sight until ordered. When you run out it will be an all-time record!" 
 
Surprisingly, some of them grinned. Bolitho turned to Trevenen. "Do you wish to add anything, Captain? They will be looking to you today." 
 
But Trevenen did not answer, or maybe he had not even heard. He was staring at the advancing, uneven line of vessels. To a seabird it might resemble a giant arrowhead. 
 
To Avery Bolitho said, "Two more good lookouts aloft. I must see when, or if, our ships are about to engage." 
 
He turned as Allday commented grimly, "Now there's an ugly sight if ever I saw one!" 
 
Unity's gun ports had opened as one. They had been well-drilled: it looked as if a single hand had done it. 
 
Then the guns, squealing up to show themselves in the frail sunshine like jagged teeth. It would need a lot of men to move them up the deck, which was sloping slightly away from the wind. 
 
In his heart Beer probably wanted to avoid a fight, no matter how one-sided it might now appear. Such an incident as this would have serious repercussions, no matter which flag flew at the end of the day. 
 
It would surprise the American captain to see all of Valkyrie's ports tightly sealed. It would merely appear that they intended to pass through the ships, to defy the accepted rights of neutral vessels but nothing more. 
 
Bolitho heard Urquhart say quietly, "How long, d'you reckon?" And Avery's calm response. 
 
"Half an hour if it works, almost immediately if it doesn't." 
 
It was strange how the wardroom had shunned him because of rumour and the cruel half-truths told about Jolie's surrender and capture. That, too, had all changed. 
 
Bolitho tore his eyes from the ships and the threatening sight and size of the big American frigate, and watched Bob Fasken the gunner as he strolled along the deck, pausing to speak to each crew with no more fuss than a countryman walking with his dog. 
 
Bolitho took a telescope. "Over here, Mr. Harris!" He rested the glass on the midshipman's shoulder and thought he could feel him trembling. A mere boy. As we all were once. 
 
He held his breath as the glass dragged the frigate into full perspective, the huge ensigns curling from gaff and masthead, the red stripes and circle of bright stars very clearly visible. 
 
He saw the towering figure on the quarterdeck near one of the smaller guns there. Probably nine-pounders, he thought. He saw the man take a telescope and train it towards Valkyrie, moving it slowly until he could almost feel the American staring directly at him. 
 
Captain Nathan Beer raised his cocked hat in a mock salute, and held it in the air until Bolitho acknowledged it with his own. 
 
He smiled and looked at Urquhart. "Re-set the courses and t'gallants, Mr. Urquhart!" 
 
It was what they would do if they intended to overreach the Unity before altering course to cross ahead of her. 
 
There was a sharp bang, and a second later a waterspout shot from the sea before the ball richochetted across the surface like a flying fish. 
 
A seaman said derisively, "I could do better'n that!" 
 
Bolitho said, "As before. Steer due north!" 
 
"Due north she be, sir!" 
 
There was a puff of smoke from the most forward gun, followed by the whine of a massive ball tearing overhead. 
 
Urquhart called, "Stand fast, lads! The next one is ours!" 
 
Men crouched at the guns or behind anything they believed might protect them. 
 
Bolitho could see Unity'?" tapering jib-boom reaching out as if to impale Valkyrie's figurehead. It was a delusion: there were still seven or eight cables between them. 
 
The second gun fired and this time it smashed into the lower hull with the force of a rock. Several men cried out; others stared at the masts as if they expected to see them fall. 
 
Trevenen seemed to come out of his trance. "Get all spare men on the pumps! The prisoners too they'll soon see that they are in the most danger!" 
 
Bolitho called sharply, "Alter course, Captain!" 
 
But Trevenen was staring at the other ship, his eyes wild. 
 
Only two things could happen. Unity would have to fall off down wind to avoid collision if she maintained her present course and speed. Beer would not allow that, as it would expose his stern to attack. If he shortened sail, it would still be too late. 
 
It was now or never. 
 
"Alter course, now, three points to starboard!" 
 
The breaking of the suspense seemed to make the waiting seamen fly to their stations even as the big double wheel went over. 
 
"Braces, there! More men on the weather braces, Mr. Jones!" 
 
Above the deck each sail strained and cracked to its yard, and as more were set to build her into a great pyramid of canvas, Bolitho watched as the American appeared to forge across the bows. 
 
"Steady she goes, sir! Nor'east by north!" 
 
"Open the ports! Run out!" 
 
With almost every sail set and hard-filled Valkyrie seemed to be charging towards the other ship. The bowsprit passed like a marker across Unity's mainmast, and still further until Bolitho saw the same quarterdeck as they steered for the American's high poop and glittering scrollwork. 
 
Then the whole of the Unity's side seemed to explode in long angry flames, the gunsmoke fanning through the rigging like fog. 
 
The weight of iron smashed into Valkyrie's bows and forecastle, up-ending some of the guns but causing few casualties, as most of the gun crews had been ordered to the larboard side ready to engage. Had she not altered course so quickly, more of the twenty-four pound balls would have found their mark. 
 
But it was bad enough. Men ran dazed and bleeding, while others lay where they had been smashed down. Blood, corpses, pieces of men were scattered like gruel, while petty officers and lieutenants tried to restore order. Some shots had been aimed high, and already seamen were swarming aloft to repair the dangling tangles of severed rigging. 
 
And there was Unity's high stern, the windows of her cabin shining brightly above Valkyrie's larboard bow like an ornate cliff. 
 
Dyer the second lieutenant yelled, "Ready, lads! Fire as you bear!" Then he clapped his hands to his face and fell, and his place was taken by a terrified midshipman. The Americans were shooting from the taffrail, and great splinters rose like quills on the quarterdeck as the unseen marksmen saw the admiral's epaulettes. 
 
Unity's maindeck guns were already being run out again, but if Beer could come around with the English frigate he would have to use his starboard guns. There would be no mercy from those great guns next time. 
 
The jib-boom was already passing the American's stern. Bolitho could see the gilded lettering of her name on the counter, could almost hear Adam's voice describing it despite Trevenen's contemptuous doubt. 
 
The great carronade, laid and prepared by the gunner himself, lurched back on its slide, and for what must have been only a split second Bolitho thought it had misfired. And then he saw the Unity's stern seem to open like a jagged cave. The carronade's great ball would explode within, releasing a hail of grape-shot to scythe throughout the full length of the ship. 
 
"As you bear! Fire!" 
 
Gun by gun down the Valkyrie's side each eighteen-pounder hurled itself inboard on its tackles. Not even a blind man could miss at this range. Almost every carefully supervised shot would rip through the other vessel's hull, which, like their own, would be cleared and open from stern to bow. 
 
"Stop your vents! Sponge out! Load! Run out!" 
 
Despite the fear and the pitiful screams of badly wounded men, the many hours of gun-drill and discipline held them all together. 
 
A white-faced midshipman came to a halt, his feet slipping in blood as he saw Avery by the rail. 
 
"Pardon, sir!" He winced as a ball slapped into the driver overhead. "The lookouts have sighted our ships! They are engaging the enemy!" 
 
Avery said, "I shall tell the admiral. Thank you, Mr. Warren. Walk, if you please!" 
 
Urquhart yelled, "The Yankee is not under command, sir!" His voice was cracking with disbelief. 
 
"But she's still fighting!" Even as Avery spoke another ball smashed through some hammock nettings and tossed three marines aside like bloody bundles. One of Unity's nine-pounders, probably packed with grape and cannister shot. 
 
The sailing master was down and one of his mates staggered to his place, his white trousers splashed with the master's own blood. 
 
He called shakily, "Steady as she goes, sir!" 
 
But Avery could see nothing but Allday, who was holding Bolitho against his own body as if to protect him. 
 
Avery ran over to them. "What is it?" 
 
He saw Allday's face twisted in anguish. "Splinters, sir! Send for the surgeon!" 
 
They carried Bolitho gently to the foot of the mizzen mast. 
 
He said hoarsely, "Splinters... in my face!" He gripped Avery's arm with terrible force. 7 can't see!" 
 
He lowered his face into his hands. His eyes were tightly closed. Avery touched his cheek and could feel some of them, like tiny fish bones protruding from the skin. 
 
The hull shook again to the roar of a full broadside, although few of Valkyrie's guns would still bear on their opponent. Avery barely noticed it. He looked up and saw Trevenen peering at them through the smoke. 
 
"Is it bad?" 
 
"He can't see, sir!" 
 
Bolitho tried to get up but Allday held him firmly. "Get closer, Captain! Don't give him time..." He broke off, gasping with pain as he tried to open his eyes. 
 
Trevenen snapped, "Sir Richard is wounded! Mr. Urquhart, stand by to disengage. That's an order!" 
 
Avery stared at him. "You'd ran?" 
 
Trevenen's confidence was flooding back. 
 
"I command here! I said it would fail! Now Sir Richard has only himself to blame!" 
 
A figure in a bloodied apron hurried across the deck. It was not Minchin but his assistant, Lovelace. 
 
Trevenen shouted, "Take Sir Richard below. He has no place here!" 
 
"Who says so, damn you!" 
 
Avery stared as another figure came through the companion hatch, teeth bared against the pain of his severed arm. From a distance it might appear that Herrick was grinning. He stared slowly around at the litter of battle, the dead and dying, and lastly at the corpses of the marines, lying in disorder like the ones who had fought to the end aboard his old flagship. 
 
His eyes took in the American frigate, which was drifting further and further downwind, while some of the small vessels she had been escorting headed away as if Unity contained something evil. 
 
Then he said, The Yankee will not trouble us again, not this time in any case. We will rejoin our ships without further delay." He closed his eyes tightly as if to control the pain. 
 
Trevenen was staring at him, wild with disbelief. 
 
"What are you saying? I am in command..." He got no further. 
 
Herrick took a pace towards him. "You command nothing. You are relieved, and I'll send you to hell for your bloody treachery! Now get off this deck!" 
 
Trevenen hesitated as if to protest, then, almost blindly, he turned and walked to the companion hatch. He had to push and thrust his way through his men, the same men who had once been afraid even to meet his eyes. Now they watched him in silence, without fear, only contempt. 
 
Herrick ignored him. "You, Urquhart or whatever your bloody name is can you sail this ship?" 
 
The first lieutenant nodded like a puppet, his face blanched but determined after what he had witnessed. 
 
"I can, sir." 
 
Then do it. We shall rejoin our ships. They will be hard put just now!" 
 
One of the surgeon's loblolly boys came to support Herrick but he shook him away angrily and tugged his dress coat more firmly around his shoulders. "See to the others, damn you!" 
 
Bolitho lay stiffly across Allday's knees, and almost cried out as Lovelace's strong fingers prised open his eye and applied a soft dressing and some stinging ointment, while the other battle raged on in the distance as if it were not real. 
 
What he had always dreaded had happened. With neither warning nor mercy, as it had happened to the men who were even now being dragged below to the hell of Minchin's surgery. How could he go to Catherine now? How could he even consider it? 
 
Lovelace said, "Hold him firmly, Allday." Then he carefully turned Bolitho's face towards the strengthening sunlight and stared into his eye with fierce concentration. He said, "Look up, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho opened his eye and felt Allday tense as he stared past him. For an instant there was only mist and drifting flecks of blood. Then things stood out in separate, unmatched images. Herrick in his shining rear-admiral's epaulettes, gripping the rail with his hand while he peered at something beyond the torn and bloodied hammock nettings. The boy-midshipman on whose shoulder he had steadied the telescope, staring down at him, sobbing noiselessly as the guns fell silent. Further still, to the severed rigging and punctured sails, a marine in the maintop waving his hat in the air. To whom, he wondered vaguely. 
 
He hardly dared to say it. "I can see again." He did not resist as Lovelace lifted the lid of his left eye. For an instant Bolitho saw surprise, even shock on his face, but he said calmly, "I do not think this one will change, Sir Richard." 
 
"Help me up." 
 
Bolitho stood between them while Lovelace removed tiny splinters from around his eyes. Each one was so small that it could barely be seen in the smoky sunshine. But just one would have been enough. 
 
Lovelace smiled gravely. "There were paint-flecks as well, Sir Richard." He looked away as somebody screamed out in agony. "I must go, sir. I am needed." He looked at Bolitho, and Avery thought that it was as if he were searching for something. "And yes, I will be glad to accept your offer!" 
 
Urquhart yelled, "Baratte's Chacal has struck to Anemone, sir!" He was wild with excitement. 
 
Bolitho strode to the quarterdeck rail with Allday's shadow covering him like a cloak. 
 
"What of LaertesT He took a telescope and winced as the sunlight lanced into his eyes. 
 
Before they blurred again he saw Anemone almost alongside the French frigate, her foremast shot away and lying across Baratte's deck like a crude bridge. Two cables away, Laertes had grappled with the renegade's ship Le Corsair. It would be a double blow to Baratte that his ship should be taken by Adam. He saw it all until the brightness forced him to lower the glass. Anemone'?" sails were in tatters, her rigging like tangled creeper, but he thought he heard cheering. Adam was safe. No other captain could have fought his ship like that. 
 
He felt Herrick beside him and knew Allday was grinning despite the death and destruction which lay around them. 
 
Herrick said quietly, They didn't need us after all. But if the Yankee had really had his say there's no telling what might have happened." 
 
Urquhart called, "No signals yet, sir." 
 
Bolitho nodded. "The most dangerous Frenchman afloat, and they did it. And I saw none of it." 
 
Herrick swayed and looked at the spots of blood which were falling from his bandaged stump. 
 
"And he wanted to parade us together as his prisoners, eh? God rot him!" 
 
Avery asked, "What orders, Sir Richard?" 
 
"We must assist the others with their prizes. After that..." He swung round and asked, "No signals, Mr. Urquhart? No wonder Captain Hannay gave up the fight. Baratte was playing another old trick!" They stared at him as if the fear for his sight had deranged him. Bolitho shouted, "Where is that brig?" 
 
"Standing well away to lee'rd, sir!" 
 
Herrick stood steadily as a warrant officer tried to retie the reddening bandage, but suddenly the pain was too much. He gasped, "We did it, Richard, like those other times..." 
 
Then he fainted. 
 
"Take good care of him." Bolitho laid Herrick's coat over him as some seamen carried him on to a grating. "But for him 
 
Then he said, "Baratte was directing the fight from the brig but flew his flag from Chacal. Just in case Unity could not frighten us off." 
 
Avery said quietly, "If Captain Trevenen had had his way..." He shrugged. It already seemed like history. Only the grim reminders were real. 
 
Bolitho said, "Make all sail, Mr. Urquhart." He glanced down at the sailing master's corpse as if he might still respond. But his face was stiff, `?,:/' frozen at the moment of impact. "Baratte shall not get away this time." 
 
Allday watched him grimly as he touched his eyelid. "You had me fair troubled, Sir Richard." 
 
Bolitho turned to look at him, his eyes very clear. "I know, old friend." He fingered the locket through his smoke-stained shirt. "Now Commodore Keen's convoy will be safe. It is up to the military from this point." He seemed to see it in his mind. Too many men, too many ships. The price was always unbearable. 
 
The depression lifted slightly. "I expect I shall be unemployed for a while." 
 
A voice called, "The brig has set more sail, sir!" 
 
Bolitho clenched his hands. "Too late. Tell the master gunner to lay aft." 
 
Bob Fasken appeared below the rail and knuckled his forehead. "I'm ready, Sir Richard." His eyes seemed to ask, how did you know? 
 
Bolitho stared past him as the brig seemed to drift into Valkyrie's mesh of rigging. 
 
Tire when you are ready, Mr. Fasken." He smiled briefly. "Your crews did well this day." 
 
It seemed to take an eternity to overhaul the enemy brig. Corpses were dropped overboard, and the protesting wounded vanished from the darkly stained decks. 
 
Trucks squealed as one of the big eighteen-pounder bow-chasers was manhandled into position. The gunner watching with his arms folded. Handspikes were used to train the gun round, and some of the unemployed men stood on the gangway to watch, a few still searching for friends, a familiar face, which would never be seen again. 
 
The bow-chaser banged out and the smoke was cleared away even as the crew were sponging out and reloading. 
 
Bolitho saw the shot fall short of the brig's counter, and heard some of the seamen laying bets with one another, when only moments earlier they had been staring death in the face. 
 
"Ready, sir!" 
 
"Fire!" 
 
This time Bolitho thought he saw the actual fall of shot. A dark blur, then wood splinters and rigging flying from the brig's hull to drift along her side. 
 
Urquhart said in a whisper, "He must strike, damn him!" 
 
Avery pointed. "Look, sir! He's running up his flag!" 
 
Bolitho lowered the telescope. Like an answer to Urquhart's remark. He would never surrender. 
 
"Fire!" 
 
It was another hit, and men could be seen running like mad creatures as spars and rigging smashed down amongst them. 
 
Fasken shaded his eyes to peer aft. When no order was given he took the trigger-line from the gun-captain and balanced himself in a crouching position inboard of the black breech, something which he had probably not done since he had been part of a gun crew. 
 
Bolitho felt the deck rise and then settle, saw the trigger line go taut and then jerk to Fasken's strong pull. 
 
For a moment longer it seemed that the gunner had missed. Then there was a mingled gasp of surprise and horror as the forepart of the brig exploded into a great tower of fire. Driven gleefully by the wind, the sails and tarred rigging were consumed in minutes, the fires reaching out along the hull and spitting through the open ports like tongues of bright sparks. 
 
The explosion, when it came, was like a single clap of thunder. Perhaps a magazine had been ignited, or maybe the brig was carrying extra powder for Baratte's privateers. 
 
As the sound rolled away the vessel's death pall was smeared across the sky like a black stain. 
 
Bolitho watched the sea's face easing away the violent disturbances. For what, he wondered? So that Baratte could further prove he was a better man than his father and loyal to his country's cause? A vanity, then? 
 
He heard himself say, "Rejoin the others, Mr. Urquhart. Then tell the purser to break out the rum." He looked at the men who had once been too cowed even to speak. "They are all heroes today." 
 
Avery ventured, "After this, Sir Richard?" 
 
"Home, if there is still justice in the world." He let his mind linger on it. 
 
The mood changed just as swiftly. "Besides, we have a wedding to attend!" He slapped Allday's shoulder. "Keep this one up to his word!" 
 
Surprisingly, Allday did not respond as he had expected. 
 
He said quietly, "Would you really do that, Sir Richard?" 
 
The men in the other ships were all cheering now, the fear and pain held at bay. Until the next time. 
 
But Bolitho heard only the words of his old friend. His oak. 
 
Somewhere in the past he could recall a signal he had once made. It seemed very apt for this moment, for this special man. 
 
"I will be honoured," he said. 
 
Epilogue 
 
Richard Bolitho gripped the tasselled strap as the carriage swayed and shuddered into some deep ruts like a small boat in a choppy sea. He felt drained, and every bone in his body was aching from this endless journey. In his tired mind it all seemed to overlay in vague, blurred pictures, from the moment he had stepped ashore at Portsmouth to be whisked immediately to London to make his report. 
 
All the while he had been yearning to get away, to begin the long, long drive from that world to his own West Country. Surrey, Hampshire, Dorset, Devon. He could not remember how many times they had stopped to change horses, how many inns they had visited. Even when he had broken the journey to spend a night in one of the coaching inns the images seemed confused. People who had stared at him, wondering what business was taking him westward but too nervous or polite to ask. The smells of meat puddings and mulled ale, saucy-eyed servant girls, jovial landlords who lived off the coaching trade with far more success than the highwaymen. 
 
Opposite him Allday sprawled across his seat, his bronzed face rested and untroubled in sleep. Like most sailors he could sleep anywhere, if an opportunity offered itself. 
 
It was hard to accept that he was in England after all that happened. Baratte was dead, and even Tyacke, who had searched the whole area in his Lame, had found no living soul to survive the terrible explosion. 
 
Under jury-rig and nursing their injuries and damage, the ships, including the two French prizes, had crawled back to Cape Town. There, to his astonishment, Bolitho had found fresh orders requiring him to hand over his command to Commodore Keen and return home. They had passed Keen's convoy on passage but not close enough to communicate. Bolitho's flag at the fore would tell Keen all he needed to know. The way ahead was clear, and the first military landings on the islands adjoining the main objective, Mauritius, could go ahead. 
 
Bolitho wiped the window with his sleeve. They had made an early start, as they had on most mornings when the road had been a good one. Bare, black trees, wet from overnight mist or rain, the rolling fields and hills beyond. He shivered, and not only with excitement. It was November and the air was bitter. 
 
He thought of the good-byes and the unexpected partings. Lieutenant Urquhart had been left in charge of Valkyrie, supervising the repairs until a new captain was appointed. That was the strangest thing of all, Bolitho thought. Trevenen had vanished on the final night before making their landfall at Good Hope. A twist of fate? Or had he been unable to face the consequences of what he had done when Bolitho had been wounded? He had left no letter, no declaration. The ship had been searched from cable tier to orlop: it had been just as if he had been spirited away. 
 
Or it might have been murder. Either way, the part played by Hamett-Parker in getting Trevenen such an important command might be reopened because of it. 
 
Farewells. Tyacke, grave and strangely sad, able to forget his disfigurement while they had shaken hands: friends or brothers, they were both. 
 
And Adam, whose Anemone had seen the worst of the fighting and had suffered the most casualties. Adam had spoken of them with pride and with a deep sense of loss. Two of his lieutenants had been killed. His voice had been full of unashamed emotion when he had described how they had grappled with the Chacal, which had been flying Baratte's own flag, and one of his midshipmen, called Dunwoody, had fallen. 
 
"I had recommended him for early promotion. He will be greatly missed." 
 
Bolitho had felt his pain. It was often like that when a battle was permitted to have personality, faces and names: when the cost was so high, and so personal. 
 
Bolitho had been glad to leave. He had been offered passage in a rakish little sixth-rate of twenty-six guns named Argyll. Her young captain was very aware of the importance of his passenger and the despatches he carried, and doubtless wondered why an officer of such seniority did not wait for a more comfortable vessel. 
 
There had also been a letter at Cape Town from Catherine. On the speedy journey from the Cape he had re-read it many times. He had experienced a powerful jealousy and apprehension when she had written of her visit to Sillitoe; even fear for her personal safety and reputation. 
 
I had to do it, for our sakes, yours and mine. I could never allow what has happened in my past to hurt you more than many have done already. You can always trust me, dearest of men, and there was nobody else I myself could trust, for whatever reason, to keep my secrets. There were times when I questioned my actions, but I need not have doubted. In some ways I believe that Sir Paul Sillitoe was surprised at his own sense of decency. 
 
At London Herrick left him to have further treatment for his amputation. So different from that other Herrick. Still gruff and afraid of showing his innermost feelings, he had said, "They might offer me something else, Richard." His bright blue eyes had dropped to his empty sleeve. "I'd have given a lot more that day if need be, just to regain your respect." 
 
"And friendship, Thomas." 
 
"Aye. I'll never forget that. Not again." He had given a slow grin. "I'll put things right. Somehow." 
 
Bolitho eased his position on the seat and pulled his boat-cloak closer around his body. The change from the Indian Ocean to an English winter had been harsher than he had expected. Getting older? He thought of his face in the looking glass when Allday had shaved him only this morning at an inn in St. Austell. His hair was still black except for the hated lock over the scar above his right eye where the cutlass had hacked him down all those years ago. 
 
How would she see him? Might she have regretted her decision to stay with him? 
 
He thought of Yovell and Ozzard, who were travelling at a more leisurely pace in a second carriage with all their belongings. He glanced at the slumbering figure opposite. The 'little crew' had diminished still further when the carriage had stopped overnight in Dorset. Avery, his companion through so much, would be staying in Dorchester with his married sister. It had been a strangely awkward parting, and Bolitho guessed that his flag lieutenant was considering the promotion which he had offered him. It was not certain if he could be tempted to remain with a vice-admiral who might be unemployed for some time. 
 
Bolitho felt the carriage pause on the crest of a hill, the horses panting and stamping their feet. 
 
All those weeks at sea, re-living past ships and lost faces, then days on the road. He dropped the window and looked at the nearest field, the slate wall heavy with moss and damp. There was a hint of ice at the side of the road but there was hard sunshine too, and no sign of snow. 
 
He knew that Allday had awakened and was on the edge of his seat, watching him. Big and powerful he might be, but when required he could move like a cat. 
 
He faced him, remembering the despair in his voice when he had prevented him from pushing the surgeon's mate Lovelace aside. 
 
"Hear that, old friend?" 
 
A slow understanding crossed Allday's weathered features and he nodded. 
 
Bolitho said quietly, "Church bells. Falmouth!" 
 
Everything else seemed so distant here. Mauritius would be in English hands by now, with relief and gratitude on the part of the Honourable East India Company. Baratte's privateers and pirates like Simon Hannay would have nowhere now to hide and seek shelter from the English frigates. 
 
He himself was so eager to get home, and yet his doubts rendered him uncertain. He touched his eye, unaware of Allday's sudden apprehension, recalling Portsmouth Point where he had been pulled ashore from the little Argyll. In the stern sheets he had turned and looked back at the frigate as she rode at anchor, her passengers and responsibilities gone. 
 
It had been a clear morning like this one, with the frigate bright and sharp against the Isle of Wight and the cruising ranks of cats' paws. 
 
Then he had covered his uninjured eye with his hand, the eye he had feared had been blinded by splinters, and had looked again. 
 
The ship had appeared to be covered with mist and the sea much darker. 
 
Allday leaned towards him. "Beggin' your pardon, Sir Richard, I think I'll not be wed after all!" 
 
Bolitho stared at him. "How so?" 
 
Allday gave his lazy grin. "Because I think mebbe you've too many worries to be left alone!" 
 
Bolitho looked at his hands. "I don't know what I shall do, old friend." He felt a new elation running through him. "But wed you shall be!" He thrust his head out of the window and called, "Guard! Sound your horn when you see Carrick Roads!" 
 
The horses roused themselves and the brake went down as the carriage rolled on to the sloping road. 
 
At the echoing blast of the horn, clouds of rooks rose squawking from the fields and a few gulls flapped angrily overhead. 
 
Some farm workers repairing one of the low walls turned to stare at the unfamiliar carriage with its coach work caked in dried mud, until one of them pointed and called out something to his companions. 
 
A Bolitho is back. A Bolitho is back. As men of Falmouth had been saying for generations. 
 
Bolitho leaned out of the window, heedless of the sting in his injured eye, all else forgotten while the cold air drove away his fatigue. 
 
Then he saw her: the fine mare Tamara which he had given her coming along the last mile of the coach-road at a gallop. Bolitho called, "Stop the carriage!" 
 
Catherine wheeled the horse around until her face was almost touching his as he leaned from the window. 
 
She was breathless, her hair broken free and whipping in the breeze as the fur-lined hood of her cloak fell away. 
 
He was on the road, and felt her waist in his grasp as she dropped easily from the stirrup. 
 
"I knew, Richard! I knew you were coming to me!" 
 
He tasted the tears on her cold skin, felt the welcome and the longing in her arms while they clung to one another, oblivious to the coachman and guard. To everything but this moment. 
 
A Bolitho is back. 
 
John Allday and Unis Polin were married in the tiny parish church at Fallowfield just a week before Christmas 1810. 
 
Ozzard had proclaimed many times that it was a good thing, if only to stop Allday from getting on everybody's nerves with his anxiety and constant worrying. 
 
The day was fine, clear and bright, and many who came to wish the couple well were able to walk in the pale sunshine to the church, well wrapped up against the sharp south-westerly from Falmouth Bay. 
 
The little church had never known such a gathering, and the young preacher was obviously more nervous than the couple he was about to marry. It was not merely the number of people, for Allday was a popular man and always welcomed whenever he returned from sea, but their variety, from England's naval hero and Falmouth's favourite son and his lovely lady, to the people who lived and worked in the port and on the farms. There were few sailors present, but most of the estate workers, local coast guards and excise men farmers, coachmen and probably a poacher or two filled the place to overflowing. 
 
Fallowfield lay on Lewis Roxby's estate, and although he did not attend the wedding he arranged to have a huge barn decorated with garlands and flags so Allday and his bride could entertain all and sundry with room to spare. 
 
Roxby also provided enough geese and beef out of his own pocket to, as Allday described it, "Feed the whole of the Iron Duke's army!" 
 
Bolitho had felt the eyes upon himself and Catherine as the packed pews had roared out another hymn. Unis Polin had been given away by her brother, proud and straight-backed, striding along the aisle with hardly a limp despite his wooden leg. Allday, supported by Bryan Ferguson, was outwardly composed, and very smart in a new jacket which Bolitho had made certain he had had fitted in good time. He wore gilt buttons, with a white silk neckerchief to mark this very special occasion. 
 
There would be a few women in Falmouth who might still have hoped Allday would choose differently. 
 
There had been one other sea-officer present. Lieutenant George Avery had come from Dorset as promised to witness the marriage, and to remember how Allday's courage and strength, and his total independence had helped to change his own life. Like James Tyacke when Val Keen had married his Zenoria, Avery had slipped into the church even as the small organ had creaked into life. Withdrawn, even remote as he struggled with his own doubts and loyalties, Avery was still very much aware that he was one of them. The Few. 
 
Once during a lull in the service Bolitho had seen Catherine brush her fingers against her eyes. She had been looking at Avery, his features hidden in the shadow of a pillar. 
 
"What is it?" 
 
She had shaken her head. "For a second only, I thought of Stephen Jenour." 
 
There had been humour too, when the preacher had asked the all-important question, "Do you, John Allday, take this woman..." His words had almost been drowned by Allday's loud, "Aye, Reverend, an' that's..." 
 
There had been a ripple of laughter and a frown of disapproval from the preacher. Bolitho had guessed that but for his bronzed face Allday would have been seen to blush. 
 
And then it was done, and Allday with his smiling bride were towed in style in a carriage, not by seamen and marines, but by the men employed on the Bolitho estate. Many of them had been thrown on the beach after being disabled or crippled in one of Bolitho's own ships. There could have been no escort more fitting, and Allday's face was a pleasure to see. 
 
Bolitho had used Ferguson's little trap for the journey to the church. He had wanted it to be a day for Allday, one he would always remember. Their day. Young Matthew and the Bolitho carriage had been put at the disposal of the bride and groom. 
 
Catherine had said quietly, "It is so typical, Richard, and you do not even notice. To step down, to avoid the bows and the curtsies... nobody else would do it." 
 
They went to the barn to share in a toast to the bride and her man of the sea. 
 
Bolitho thought now of the cheerful simplicity of the wedding, and wondered if Catherine resented that they could never be married. 
 
As was so often the case she seemed to read his thoughts, just as she had known he was coming into Falmouth in that unfamiliar carriage. 
 
She pulled off her glove and laid her hand on his cuff so that the rubies and diamonds he had given her in the church after Keen's marriage flashed in the filtered sunlight. "This is my wedding ring, Richard. I am your woman, no matter who or what may try to come between us. And you are mine. It will always be so." 
 
Bolitho saw the men preparing to serve the food and drink, a group of fiddlers waiting to strike up for the dancing. It was time to leave. His presence here was like that of a senior officer visiting a wardroom: they were polite, friendly, curious, but unable to be themselves until after the great man had gone. 
 
It was a moment he knew he would remember, and he could feel Catherine watching as he said his farewell to Allday and his wife. But Catherine knew that he was speaking only to his coxswain, the man she had grown to know and respect, even to love for his care and his qualities of courage and loyalty, which he had given her man for over twenty years. 
 
"Good-bye, old friend. Don't be a stranger from now on." 
 
Allday gripped his hand, his eyes suddenly troubled. "But you'll be needing me soon, Sir Richard?" 
 
Bolitho nodded slowly. All those lost faces. Battles and ships he would never be allowed to forget. He had tried not to become too closely involved, to guard against the pain of loss when in his heart he knew there was no such defence. Like the midshipman Dunwoody, whom Adam had wanted to help, and who had died with all the others. 
 
"I shall always do that, old friend. Be certain of it." The handclasp broke. It was done. 
 
Outside in the keen air Catherine said, "Now we are alone." She allowed him to help her into the little trap. Then she shook the reins and waved to some people who were still walking down from the church. 
 
She said, "I am so happy, Richard. When you left, the parting almost broke my heart. An eternity, and yet I had expected far worse. Now you are with me. I am yours, and soon it will be Christmas. I remember you once told me when you shared Christmas with me that it was the first you had had ashore since you were a midshipman. And the New Year -we can face that together too. The country still at war, the King insane... nothing makes any reason or sense but ourselves." 
 
He put his arm around her and felt his longing for her, as in the dreams he had shared with her even though they had been apart. 
 
She threw back her head and allowed her long dark hair to be free. When she looked towards the sea beyond Rosemullion Point she said softly, "All our friends are out there somewhere. Val, poor Adam, James Tyacke and the rest, and others who will never come back." She looked at him, her eyes flashing, "But we can remember them!" 
 
The mood changed, and she pulled at the reins to turn the pony on to a narrow side-track. 
 
She said, "I have visited Unis Polin several times. She is a good woman, right for him. He needs love as much as we do." 
 
Bolitho held her arm. "You are all mystery, Kate!" 
 
She tossed her head but did not look at him. "But for this icy wind I would take you to our private cove. And I would give you mystery which would shock you!" 
 
They turned a corner where the small inn stood, strangely deserted, and Bolitho guessed that most of the local folk were celebrating in Roxby's barn. 
 
The Stag's Head would be waiting for Allday from now on. 
 
He stared at the inn sign moving very gently in the breeze. Except that it was no longer called the Stag's Head. It was a perfect painting of a ship-of-the-line in half a gale, her gun ports almost awash, and he knew Catherine must have arranged it. The inn's name had become The Old Hyperion. 
 
She said, "I heard John Allday speak of your old ship so often. She was, after all, a very special one for some of us. She brought you to me at Antigua when I thought I had lost you." All the time she was watching his face. Through her, Unis met her previous husband, and because of her Allday discovered the love of his life." 
 
Bolitho watched the swaying sign, as if the old ship were really alive. 
 
He said, "The ship that refused to die, they used to say." 
 
She nodded, satisfied. "Now she never will." She handed him the reins and nestled against him. "Now take us home, please. Where we belong." 
 
Alexander Kent writes: 
 
I suppose that the days of fighting sail and the independent seamen of the eighteenth/nineteenth-century Navy have always fascinated me, perhaps even from childhood, when I walked around Nelson's Victory and tried to picture the fury of a sea-battle. 
 
During the last war, in spite of my belonging to an Army family, I joined the Navy without hesitation. It seemed the right thing to do, as if it was expected of me. I served in the battle of the Atlantic and in the campaigns in the Mediterranean and Normandy, but through it all I never lost my affection for those far-off days when only the 'wooden walls' stood between England and her enemies. 
 
Ten years after becoming a professional author and novelist, I fell in with Richard Bolitho and his own life and times. Now, as I research the material of his exploits with my Canadian wife Kim, who is also a writer, I feel we can really share the memories of those fine, brutal ships, and the men who by choice or enforcement served and died with them. 
 
cover.jpeg





~cov0001.htm
About this Title


This eBook was created using ReaderWorks® Publisher 2.0, produced by OverDrive, Inc.


For more information about ReaderWorks, please visit us on the Web at www.overdrive.com/readerworks



