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  Historical Note


The beginning of the 18 th Century was a turbulent time. The death of King Charles of Spain created a potential imbalance of power in Europe. Charles was a Hapsburg and as he had no heirs, he had nominated Phillipe of Anjou, the grandson of Louis XVI of France, to succeed him. This potentially increased the Bourbon empire and was not acceptable to the Austrian Hapsburgs.
William III of England tried, along with Louis, to broker an agreement, but this eventually failed, and war broke out among the European powers, with France, Spain and Bavaria lining up against England, The Netherlands and the Holy Roman Empire. The War of the Spanish succession dragged on for fourteen years and ended with a brokered agreement resulting in the treaty of Utrecht that allowed Phillipe to take the Spanish crown but on the condition that he forfeited any claim to the French one.
What interested me was that women fought in this war. As I carried out my research, I discovered that Mary Read, who subsequently became a notorious pirate, fought in the war having spent much of her life disguised as a man. However, as seems to happen every time I attempt historical fiction, reality turns out to be better than anything that I might imagine. Kit Beauregard is inspired by the lives of both Mary Read and Anne Bonney. My research, however, led me to the exploits of Christian (Kit) Davies, a woman who also fought in the war. I did wonder if I should rename my character but decided against it as she had already taken on a life in my head. Once again, however, I am reminded that truth is often stranger than fiction.
The early part of the century was also the golden age of piracy and has become popularised in both literature and film. The Caribbean during the first couple of decades of the 18th Century was a dangerous place for merchant shipping, which was aided and abetted by the British crown, giving many of these rogues privateer status, providing they preyed on the old enemies such as France and Spain. Eventually, this backfired as any suitable ship could find itself being raided. The outcome was that the government of the day sought to chase them down and hang them. Initially, they were shipped back to England to face trial, but as time went on, this activity was effectively devolved to local governors and administrations.
The pirates themselves were progressive by modern standards in that they operated a code of conduct and a form of democracy, which worked. The captain was nominally in charge of the ship, but the power rested with the quartermaster, who ran the ship on a day-to-day basis, with the captain taking control when engaging with another ship.
While I have made every attempt to ensure that historical events and details are accurate, I have strayed a little. Kit’s ship, the Señorita, is a Spanish sixteen-gun corvette. The vessel that I based her on was built much later in the century. However, given that pirate fiction, both in novels and film, tends to be wildly inaccurate with the types of ships pirates used in the 18th Century, I felt that I could allow myself a little artistic licence. Also, in the text, there is a tip of the hat to the greatest pirate story of them all.
I thoroughly enjoyed my journey through the golden age of piracy and hope you will too.
Mark Ellott, December, 2021






  
  Prologue

Ireland, 1690


Sergeant Major Teddy Lynch ran. By now, his breath was coming in strained gasps, and sweat streaked down his forehead, and he blinked it out of the way. He felt more sweat making its way down between his shoulder blades. His heavy red coat seemed to grow in weight as he moved, and the stench of stale sweat and black powder filled his nostrils, but he was so used to the smell, having lived with it for as long as he could recall, it no longer bothered him. His uniform had not been laundered for months now and bathing was an impossible luxury for the soldier in the field. No one noticed the foul odour because they all smelled that way. 
His legs felt as if they had a mind of their own; the lactic acid building up in his joints made running ever clumsier, and he staggered as much as he ran. Everything in his body was screaming for him to stop and rest, but he could not, dare not.
He looked back from time to time but could see no pursuers. Eventually, he had no choice as his body finally forced him to pause. He stopped for a moment, resting against the stone gatepost outside a churchyard, leaning forward to catch his breath and allow the nausea to subside. He retched, but his stomach was empty, so apart from a little stomach bile, it was nothing more than empty spasms. Eventually, they settled down, and he could think about moving on.
He lifted his head and small, dark eyes like jet pebbles scanned the countryside. He ran a hand over his shaven scalp, feeling the stubble beneath his fingers, idly thinking that it needed another dose of the razor. He had ditched the wig some while back as it itched his scalp, and the sweat underneath was uncomfortable. Eventually, he got his breath back, and his legs seemed a little less wobbly.
He turned into the churchyard. If his thinking was right, he could make a cut across country from here and get to the docks and a ship back to Liverpool before they caught up with him. He would need to discard his uniform and find civilian clothes, but that could wait. There were bound to be opportunities for him to steal a suit of clothes in Derry. All he knew was that his red coat would be a problem with both his pursuers and the locals. He was as likely to be murdered by the Jacobites as he was to be executed by his own side should he be caught.
First, he needed somewhere to hole up. Forcing his reluctant legs into a trot, he started to run again, sucking air into his lungs in gulps as he moved, ignoring the pain in his knees, ankles and calves.
He was looking back when he tripped, stumbled and fell heavily against one of the graves. The wind was expelled from his lungs in a grunt as he landed. He sprawled across the grave and lay there gasping for breath, coughing and swearing softly.
The grave belonged to a child who had died in infancy. It happened all too often, he thought absently. In those few moments, he looked at the headstone and the name of the little boy who had died, unknown to him, long before he was born. A tragedy of some long-forgotten past, its legacy a name on a headstone that no one remembered. That is when we are truly dead, he thought, when there is no one left alive to recall what we looked like, how we spoke and the foibles that made us unique. A child from nearly a century previously would have no one to remember him. He was now just a name on a lump of granite in a cold, windy churchyard. His face long passed into obscurity. No one remembered. No one cared. And one day, thought Lynch, no one would care about him.
A chill breeze cut across the exposed churchyard, cooling the sweat on his body, causing him to shiver slightly and bringing him back to his own predicament.
“You all right, sir?”
Startled from his reverie, Lynch looked up.
A small boy of about five or six was standing on the path leading to the church, watching him. The boy was well dressed, Lynch noted, in a coat buttoned up to the chin and breeches with a tricorn hat. Quality clothing from a well-to-do family, he concluded, and by the accent, English rather than local.
Lynch lifted himself to his knees and looked at the boy, irritated that he hadn’t noticed him before and glancing around to see if any adults were nearby. It was unlikely that the boy was out unaccompanied, and the fewer people that saw him, the better.
“I am all right, my boy, just tripped.”
He reached out and leaned against the headstone to steady himself. As he got to his feet, the boy’s mother came out of the church porch where she had been arranging the notices and, upon seeing them, walked briskly along the path and grasped the child’s hand as if to pull him away.
“I am sorry, sir, was he bothering you?”
Lynch nodded his head slightly and stifled the retching that returned to haunt him. He waved a hand dismissively.
“No, madam, not at all,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. He breathed deeply and looked about and as there was still no sign of pursuit, so he decided to remain calm and polite and get away with the minimum of fuss.
The less fuss, the better.
“Are you well? We saw you fall. I was just taking down the old notices...”
“I am well enough, madam, thank you kindly for asking. But I must be going.”
With that, he made off as quickly as he could.
The woman and her son watched as he went.
“I wonder what that was all about?” she asked no one in particular.






  
  Chapter 1
Spanish Town, Jamaica, January 1720


Katherine Beauregard, aka Cutthroat Kate, thought that this wasn’t perhaps how she would have planned her last night alive. Alone in this dingy cell, awaiting the coming of the new day and her appointment with the hangman. She would not witness another sunset, nor the smell of the ocean, nor the tang of salty spray on her face and the cracking of the sails to the rhythm of the creaking timbers beneath her feet. She subconsciously rubbed her neck as she lay on the bench staring at the small, barred window above. As death approaches, the world becomes smaller and smaller, and this was now hers. Four dank stone walls and a barred window. A bench and a latrine bucket that permeated the whole cell with its rank odour. 
The trial had been a somewhat brief, raucous affair. It was more theatre than trial, she had thought to herself, as accuser after accuser was interrogated by the prosecution. They had even managed to track down the Frenchman who pointed an accusatory finger at the occupant of the dock as he told his tale of woe at the hands of a band of pirates who took his ship. She had tried not to flinch and returned his snarl with a blank stare. Jacob Cowley gave evidence of their capture and Rose told of the death of Charlie Teal.
While the defence reacted by retelling the tale as one of attempted ambush and that they were fighting for their lives, but who cared about that anyway? Rose had smirked in her direction. Revenge at last. Truth was sacrificed on the altar of narrative. None of it mattered, for the outcome was inevitable and already pamphlets were being printed full of lurid details suitably embellished for their hungry readers. The hanging of Cutthroat Kate was to be a holiday, a spectacle to be enjoyed by the crowd and the pamphleteers were retelling the whole saga as a melodrama.
The jury took barely a minute or two, muttering among themselves before delivering their guilty verdict to a loud outburst from the gathered audience, much to the judge’s annoyance. Kit stood staring into space as the sentence was read out. It was as she thought, just more theatre as would be the final act, the death dance at the end of a rope.
She glanced at her defence lawyer who shrugged. She might as well not have bothered, she thought to herself, for all the use he had been. The man determined of her guilt sought only clemency for all the good that proved to be.
Despite the coolness of the stone walls, the cell was still stifling in the Caribbean heat. Outside a clear sky gave the moon full reign to cast its pale light through the window leaving shadows of the bars on the opposite wall. She lay awake as the patch of light moved slowly following the path of the moon as it made its journey across the night sky oblivious to the suffering of the denizens of the planet below.
What was the point of sleep? Tomorrow morning once the sun was up, she would be sleeping forever. She wondered about that. In her time, she had seen enough hangings to know that it was brutal, with the victim dangling for several minutes choking to death, the rope cutting off the airflow of the windpipe and the blood flow of the jugular. An easy death it wasn’t. Not that she had any cause to complain, for her fate was one she risked when she engaged in piracy on the high seas.
She pondered on the path that took her to that life.
Ah, but, what an adventure. The stirring of the blood upon seeing a vessel ripe for the plunder and the thrill of the fight, the pounding of the cannon and the smell of black powder. Her life may be about to end abruptly and before her time, but in her few short years she had lived a life most women would never know, nor men for that matter. It had been a good life, she thought and worth the price she was about to pay. Death wasn’t something that she was afraid of, but the dying, ah, the dying slowly and painfully as the crowd ogled her final struggles, she didn’t relish that and the sooner it was done, the better.
A spider walked across the wall and she watched it as it scuttled from one crevice to another before disappearing outside through the barred window. The idle thought crossed her mind that if it was poisonous, it would have provided a way out, cheating the hangman, but the moment passed and she was alone again with her thoughts. Outside she could hear the sounds of people and carts moving goods down to the harbour, ready for the morning tide. And it seemed as if the patch of light on the wall had changed hue slightly. In the distance, she could hear the banging as they finished building the scaffold.
Not long now.
They would come and lead her out to the scaffold along with Jean Lefèvre. Doubtless the townspeople would be along to watch the spectacle, lining the streets to get a close view of the condemned on their final journey. Having been condemned, it seemed to her that the wait was interminable. Why not just get on with it? It had occurred to her to plead the belly, but as she wasn’t expecting a child, that one would have limited effectiveness as the scam would be exposed soon enough, and the inevitable result would be the same. The sad ride to the scaffold and choking to death at the end of a rope. Putting it off served no purpose. Even so, had she been expecting, all that could do was delay the hangman for a few months rather than weeks, leaving an orphaned child behind.
In this moment, she wished she had died in the fight. The drunken cowards had run and hidden in the forest and let her fight alone with Jean, eventually being overpowered. It was the betrayal that stung, but there was nothing to do about that now.
That had been a good day for Jacob Crowley. And he would watch her hang. If anything grated, it was that this man would gloat at her demise. She sighed. One day, Jacob Crowley would burn in Hell, but this was not to be the day.
Damn!
So this was it. He won. After all these years, he would get revenge for his eye.
Kit must have dozed, for she woke with a start and looked up at the wall. The patch of moonlight had moved. Inwardly, she was annoyed with herself. Sleep now was wasted. She had precious little life left, and sleep was something she would have plenty of time for on the morrow.
She sat upright on the wooden bench, her back aching with lying on the hard surface. Even as a soldier, she had a paillasse. Her head still ached from the musket butt that had been used to subdue her and the cracked rib courtesy of Jacob Crowley’s boot. She listened. Something had wakened her. Then she heard it, footsteps outside and the key in the lock and the jangle it made against the others.
The door was pushed open with a screech and a priest stepped inside accompanied by the gaoler. He was a tall, thin man in stark contrast to the gaoler’s rotund figure and ruddy features hiding behind several days’ worth of stubble. The priest was cloaked in a dark cape, and his face was concealed by his hood.
There was something odd about him. It was, she thought, almost as if he wasn’t quite there, like looking at something from the corner of her eye. And she couldn’t quite focus on it.
The priest nodded at the gaoler.
“You may leave us.”
The gaoler withdrew, locking the door noisily behind him and shuffling off, the keys clanking at his generous waist.
“Knock when you are ready, Father,” he said as he left.
“Father,” she said.
The priest nodded before walking across the cell to the bed. He sat down beside her, and again, she felt as if something was odd, as if he was slipping in and out of her consciousness, and a waft of something fusty, like the decay of time itself, drifted from the folds of his robe. While she looked, she couldn’t see his face and what she could see of his hands beneath the cuffs of his robes were bony as if there was no flesh covering them. She shivered.
“Do you have anything to say to me, child? Now is the time to make your peace with God.”
She breathed heavily. Now was long past time.
“What do you want me to say?”
“Whatever you wish to say, child.”
“I’m not sure there is much I can say. I am condemned, and tomorrow I die. What else is there?”
“Confession is a catharsis. Perhaps you could start by telling me what led you to this path?”






  
  Chapter 2
Tenterden, April 1685


Astorm raged and rattled the windows of the small cottage. The candles providing the only light flickered as drafts blew in through the cracks, rattling the windows, and the shadows moved like ethereal life forms from another dimension. In the grate, the embers of the fire still filled the room with a warm glow and the smell of wood smoke that was blown back into the room by the downdraft. 
Emma Beauregard was a small, mousy woman whose meek outward appearance belied an inner strength. For most of her life, she had been in service. That was until she met a dashing young man when out shopping for her mistress. Randolph Beauregard swept her off her feet, and before long, she was married and expecting her first child. She married against her parents’ consent and was consequently cut off without a dowry.
Randolph earned a moderate living as a master on the merchant ships that plied the Channel between England and France until one day, he never came home, presumed lost at sea, leaving her with an infant son, and now there was another on the way. Left without a means of income, she relied on the generosity of her mother-in-law, who paid her a small allowance for her grandson, and Emma managed on this. Now, it seemed this was about to change.
In a cradle next to the fire lay her infant son. His weak cries were almost drowned by the sound of the raging storm outside. There was something pathetic about the tiny life fading away. She watched as the local doctor bent over the crib and examined the child.
The doctor sighed and turned to Emma Beauregard. He shook his head slightly as he spoke, adjusting an ill-fitting wig.
“Putrid throat,” he said. “There is nothing that I can do. The boy will be gone by morning. I am so sorry.”
Emma looked down at the child. Tears caught the glow from the fire as they traced a path down her face.
“I’m afraid that it is only a matter of time,” the doctor said as he put on his cocked hat and made for the door. Emma barely noticed him leave the room or the door closing behind him. She sat by the crib and rested a hand on her abdomen. It was bad enough with one infant about to depart this world, but in a few weeks, another would be arriving, and she had no idea how she was going to manage. The new child was fathered by an itinerant she had dallied with following the loss of her husband at sea.
All that she knew of him was that he was French and, like Randolph, was a seaman who worked the merchant ships in the Channel. Her susceptibility to his charms was now a problem that she would have to deal with alone. Once the death of little Christopher was known, her allowance would end, and she would be destitute. The workhouse beckoned for both her and her unborn child.
The night wore on. Outside, the rain hammered and rattled against the window as if the demons of Hell were trying to batter their way in, blown in by a gale that finally ran out of wind sometime in the early hours, bringing with it the grim reaper. Emma must have dozed as she woke with a start and looked into the crib. At some point during the night, Christopher Beauregard’s short life had slipped away, and she grieved for the life unfulfilled.

      ***A few weeks later
Outside, the sun was shining, and the sky was clear. Inside, Emma cradled the new baby in her arms. Inside, clouds were gathering.
“What will you call her?” the doctor asked.
“Katherine.”
Katherine was a problem that she could do without. Christopher was a source of income, but Katherine was another mouth to feed, and she had no idea how that was going to happen.
“If only Christopher had survived, we could cope.”
If only Christopher had survived. A tiny idea started to form. At first, it was so elusive it had no shape, but here, in that moment of despair was when it germinated. As time passed, it grew roots and formed into a plan.
As she still had some money from her allowance, the situation wasn’t dire, but it would run out soon and then what would she do? Again, she looked at the child. Yes, a plan. It was audacious, but it was worth a try.
Three months after Katherine’s birth, Emma received a letter. She recognised the hand of her mother-in-law on the face. She paid the post rider, broke open the seal, and read the contents. 
My dear Emma,
It has been a while and as I am travelling to Kent next week, I decided that I would come to visit and see how Christopher is doing.
Ethel Beauregard.
Emma put the letter down and sat for a moment as she absorbed this news. Barely was Katherine three months old and her mother-in-law would be paying a visit. Christopher was dead, and so far, she had not informed Ethel, for that germ of a plan had taken shape in her mind. It was daring, and as such, she had barely acknowledged it until now. Now was the time. She looked down at the child in the crib.
“Hello, Christopher,” she said.

      ***“He is very small,” Ethel said, looking down at the infant with a frown flitting across her brow.
“We are struggling, and I am unable to feed him as well as I would like.” Emma smiled as she lied, mentally crossing herself.
The older woman took a seat and waited while Emma made tea and placed a tray on the table. Ethel took a cup and sipped it, looking across at her daughter-in-law. There was, Emma noticed, a slight air of disapproval. But then, her mother-in-law had never made it a secret that she disapproved of her son’s choice of wife. His subsequent loss at sea, leaving behind a baby son, had placed upon her a sense of duty, if not to the mother, to the grandson she had inherited.
“Well,” she said eventually, “I can offer a slight increase in the allowance to help with getting the boy properly nourished. What have you in mind for schooling?”
“I thought it a bit early to be worrying about that.”
“It is never too early. I will look into it.”
Emma watched her benefactor ride off in her carriage, wondering how long her deception would last. Still, she thought, for the moment, the funds would continue.

      ***As the weeks and months passed, Katherine grew, and Emma maintained the fiction that she was Christopher, referring to the child as Kit. By the time the child was old enough to walk, she dressed her in male clothes, and the young girl looked to the world like a small boy in breeches, coat and cocked hat as she accompanied her mother when out and about. No one queried her and accepted Kit as the boy she presented him as. 
Years passed, and both Emma and Katherine lived the deception to the point where they didn’t think about it. As Katherine lived her life as a boy, no one was any wiser. By the time she was ten years old, Emma started to worry about the desire of her mother-in-law to send the child to school. Worried that the façade would be uncovered, she decided that another plan was in order. If Kate, who by now was referred to by everyone as Kit, were to find work, she would no longer have to worry about school and any loss of income from her mother-in-law.
She was shopping one day when the butcher offered her a solution.
“Captain McKenzie is looking for a new footman now ol’ Joe is too old, and they had to let him go.”
He nodded at the wiry youth standing by Emma’s side. “Reckon he would find a position there if you try.”
“Thank you,” Emma said. “I think that might be just the thing.”
“He’s of an age where he could be trained for domestic service, I reckon. Won’t need to worry about references, it being his first position, neither.”
Although still short for a footman, Kit was growing fast and was light on her feet, so running alongside a carriage would be something she could manage. For now at least, the deception would remain in place.
Emma wrote to Captain McKenzie offering Kit as a possible replacement for the old footman and was rewarded with a letter asking that they come to the house.

      ***The red brick house was set back from the road and hidden by high hedges and an imposing wrought iron gate. Kit walked silently alongside her mother and waited while she rang the doorbell. Eventually it was answered by a tall, cavernous man in a black dress coat and powdered wig who stared down his nose at them, taking in their rough clothes and assuming correctly the reason for their visit.
“The back entrance, if you please.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, sir,” Emma said.
Grasping Kit by the hand, she scurried around the house to the back entrance that led to the kitchen and servants’ quarters. There they were met by the same man.
“Jarvis,” he said by way of introduction and gestured for them to follow him to his office.
He sat and indicated that they should do likewise. He looked Kit up and down with an appraising eye from a face that looked as if it had never been cracked by a smile.
“He is on the scrawny side,” he said eventually.
“But he is quick on his feet and has plenty of growing to do,” Emma said.
Ignoring her, Jarvis turned to Kit.
“What have you to say for yourself, boy?”
Kit frowned. “What would you like me to say, sir?”
“Less impudence if you please. What is your name?”
“Kit Beauregard.”
“Hmm, well, that won’t do at all. As a trainee footman that name is inappropriate. Henceforth you will be James.”
“But my name isn’t James, sir, it’s Kit.”
Jarvis frowned. “Henceforth, young man, you will be referred to as James, and that is an end to the matter, do you understand, James?”
“Yes, sir.” A brief frown crossed her face and there was a moment when a question flitted across her mind, but the look on Jarvis’ face stifled the thought before it was born.
“Of course, the captain will have the final say, and I will present you shortly for his inspection. All being well, while you are in training, you will be paid an annual salary of three pounds. When you are fully trained and of age, you will receive the full footman’s wage of five pounds. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” He turned to Emma. “As agreed, you will be collecting his wages, yes?”
“Yes, Mr Jarvis, until he is of age. That will be satisfactory.”
“If you leave the boy with me, I will show him around and present him to the family. I do not anticipate any problems, madam.”
When Emma had gone, Jarvis took Kit on a tour around the house, explaining as he went. When they reached the top floor, a small corridor went along the middle of the building with box rooms on either side. Jarvis paused before one of the doors and pushed it open. Inside, under the eaves, was a single bed with a straw paillasse.
“This will be your room, James.”
“Yes, sir.”
Jarvis closed the door and led the way down to the main quarters of the building. Here he introduced her to her new employers.
“Captain Lionel McKenzie, Mrs Madeline McKenzie and their son, Henry.”
Captain Lionel stood stiffly to attention by the fireplace in his dress coat, fine waistcoat and a long, heavily ringleted wig that fell either side of his face to his shoulders. Recently retired from the army, he had fought with King William against the Jacobites in Ireland a few years previously. His wife seemed to Kit to almost vanish into the surroundings, showing little of her personality, drowned out as it was by that of her husband. She wore a simple smock dress and remained seated with her sewing, looking up briefly to cast an eye over Kit. She smiled briefly and Kit returned the smile and bowed slightly, thinking this the best thing to do.
Kit’s eyes paused on the boy, about her own age with cropped brown hair and wide blue-grey eyes. He wore simple clothes, a coat, much like his father’s, but his waistcoat and buff britches were simpler, and his plain black shoes lacked the silver buckles that the captain sported. He was so slender it occurred to her that a firm hug might break his bones. His skin was pale, such that it seemed to be almost transparent. He returned her gaze without comment.
Jarvis looked at the captain and raised an eyebrow in silent question. The captain ran another appraising eye over Kit, his face giving nothing away. He puffed at his pipe.
“I’m sure he will do, Jarvis. You know that I trust your judgement in matters pertaining to the running of the house. See to it that he is properly trained. Looks a good strong lad.”
And that was it, Kit now had a job.
“Well, James,” Jarvis said, interrupting her reverie, “we must be getting along.”
He nodded to his employers and withdrew, ushering Kit out as he went.

      ***Kit learned her trade quickly, with her main role involving going out with the family. She would be required to either run alongside the carriage or stand on the back, and it was one she enjoyed. As she grew older and fitter, it became easier.
Early morning starts involved preparing the house for the family, helping the chambermaids set fires in the winter and polishing shoes and boots. She would wake before dawn and, from the warmth of her bedding, would watch her breath come out in clouds. The window to the outside world would be frosted over with intricate icy patterns, and she would take a few moments to steel herself before throwing the covers aside, ready to face the day. Summer, she felt, was more amenable. It occurred to her in these moments that she had been born at the wrong latitude.
She grew used to Jarvis and his ways. Despite his austere appearance, there was an underlying kindness to the man and she grew to like him as a father figure that she had so far not had. He took the time to train her in her duties, and the occasional smile of approval was something she grew to treasure.
Along with Jarvis, there was also a cook—Jarvis’ wife—Polly and a maid, Edith, not much older than Kit who spent most of her time seeing to Mrs McKenzie’s needs. The two of them shared early morning duties, preparing the fire grates and lighting the fires.
One morning Jarvis approached Kit as she was polishing Henry’s shoes.
“Ah, James, I have something to discuss with you.”
“Yes, Mr Jarvis?”
“As Master Henry is growing older, the captain feels that it is time he had a gentleman’s gentleman.”
Jarvis hesitated slightly as if he disapproved of what he was about to say. She always wondered if he realised how he telegraphed this emotion as he lifted his head up and half-lidded his eyes, staring down his nose before speaking.
“The captain and Master Henry have decided that you should take on the role of Master Henry’s valet. I am not entirely in favour of this, as I need your services here as a footman, but they have insisted, and it is not our place to question. We will adapt to the changes. I have asked if we will be taking on a new footman to replace your current role, but it would appear that, at present, this is not to be the case, so we will manage. You understand?”
Kit nodded. She understood that it would mean extra duties, but she made no comment recognising that it would be pointless.
Thus it was, Kit’s role altered and she spent more time in Henry’s company as his valet, sharing duties as required with the other staff. Despite his initial reservations, Jarvis grew used to the idea, and Kit adapted to the role easily, blending into the background of Henry’s life, always ensuring that what he needed was available and choosing the right outfit for the day’s activities. She learned that a raised eyebrow or slight frown would direct her charge to the preferred choice of suit for the day.
It was a role she grew to like, and her employer was a pleasant young man. As they grew older and closer, she felt herself becoming attracted to him, but dared not voice those feelings, knowing that to do so would not only uncover her disguise but end her employment, so she buried the feelings deep inside, showing no emotion to the outside world. It was something that she learned to do more and more as time passed and she lived her life as a boy and then a young man.
“You will accompany me when I ride,” Henry announced one day.
“Master Henry?”
“The grey mare will do, I think. You may ride her. I prefer to ride into town rather than take the carriage.”
“Very good, Master Henry.”
The grey, eh? An honour indeed.

      ***On one occasion, when they were both about sixteen, Henry decided to take a ride out into the country. Kit rode alongside. It was the first chilly day of autumn. September that year had been particularly mellow, with a slight cool in the morning replaced by a sweltering heat in the afternoon. Now as October took over, the hedgerows and trees were turning rust and gold before leaves floated gently to the carpet of their fellows on the ground. A low mist cloaked the fields and the moisture clung in droplets on their coats and the delicate filigree of spiders’ webs in the hedges. Their breath came out in clouds to join the one through which they rode. The air smelled sweet and loamy in the morning damp, and the horses snorted and snuffled as they walked.
“Sometimes, James, it is good to get out, away from the rest of the world and escape its worries. Breathe in the fresh air of the countryside.”
“Is something the matter, Master Henry?”
He laughed and shook his head.
“No, I just want to be away from it all. Father is getting upset about what is going on in Europe. There is likely to be a war soon, and he is frustrated that he cannot be a part of it.”
“Who with?”
Kit paid no attention to outside affairs, and the politics of the day had passed her by, her world being confined to the house and the village, where most of the people she met and spoke to were much the same. Continental Europe and its concerns were a world away across the sea. It never occurred to her to think about the effects this might have on domestic matters or that England could be going to war over foreign politics.
“The French. Who else?”
“Why?”
Henry reached into his coat and pulled out a clay pipe. It was a habit he had recently taken up, and he was getting used to the idea of tobacco smoking. He was now a man and soon would take on the roles expected of a man in his position. He tamped down the tobacco and used a tinderbox to light it. He sucked at the pipe and breathed out a plume of smoke, narrowing his eyes as he watched it rise and dissipate into the autumnal air.
“The king of Spain has died.”
Kit watched him suck at the pipe and exhale, breathing out the sweet-smelling smoke.
“I know nothing of Spain. Why should we worry about their king dying?”
Henry smiled, enjoying the opportunity for didacticism.
“They have an empire in Europe, and the king had no heir to take over. King Charles had no children because he was incapable of fathering them. The Hapsburg family have been intermarrying for generations, and this has resulted in increasingly feeble offspring. The man was always a weakling and bore no issue because of it.
“It has been a surprise to those who have been following such matters that he has lived as long as he did. No new blood in the line, you see. That is the consequence. No natural heir. The French want to put their king’s grandson on the throne. King Charles had named him as the heir.”
Kit
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