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*indicates fictitious character

*Sir Thomas Kydd, captain of HMS Tyger, a.k.a. Tom Cutlass


	Tyger, ship’s company
	


	*Bowden
	second lieutenant


	*Bray
	first lieutenant


	*Brice
	third lieutenant


	*Clinton
	captain, Royal Marines


	*Dillon
	Kydd’s confidential secretary


	*Doud
	petty officer


	*Farrant
	replacement first lieutenant 


	*Halgren
	Kydd’s coxswain


	*Harman
	Tyger’s purser


	*Herne
	boatswain


	*Joyce
	sailing master


	*Maynard
	master’s mate


	*Pinto
	quartermaster’s mate


	*Poulden
	petty officer


	*Rowan
	midshipman


	*Stirk
	gunner’s mate


	*Tysoe
	Kydd’s manservant


	 
	


	Others
	


	Auchmuty
	lieutenant general, commanded army in the taking of Java


	Avery
	captain of Thalia frigate 


	*Bailey
	ensign of 9th Madras Native Infantry


	Barlow, Sir George
	governor of Madras


	Barlow, Eliza
	daughter of the governor of Madras


	* Bouarjee, Sui Rana
	dubash to Kydd in Madras


	Broughton
	initially commodore of Java expedition


	Capper
	adjutant general of Madras Army


	Chia Ch’ing
	reigning Ching dynasty emperor


	Cochrane
	10th Earl of Dundonald, controversial but successful frigate captain


	Cox 
	captain of Drury’s previous flagship


	Russell
	


	Collingwood
	succeeded Nelson to command the Mediterranean Fleet


	Daendels
	governor general of the Dutch East Indies, replaced by French nominee Janssens


	*Dalawa of Kotacund
	vizier and adviser to the ruler, Rajah Narendra


	*Danby
	retired lieutenant of Plymouth


	Drury 
	rear admiral, second-in-command to


	Pellew
	


	Duke of York
	commander-in-chief of the army


	Foote
	captain of frigate Piedmontaise under Kydd 


	Gillespie
	colonel, tasked with tracking down and capturing Janssens


	Grant
	chairman of the Board of Control of the East India Company 


	Gwilliam, Sir Henry
	judge of the Supreme Court of Madras


	Haslam
	flag-captain under Pellew


	*Ho Chung Lee
	hired translator


	Hope
	successful factor to the East India Company


	Janssens
	governor general of the Dutch East Indies at the fall of Java


	Johnson
	captain of Scipion, flagship of Stopford


	Kenna
	captain of brig-sloop Barracouta


	*Lawson
	ensign of the 9th Madras Native Infantry


	Lemos Faria
	Portuguese governor of Macao


	*Lowther, Caroline
	widow in Madras


	Macdowall
	lieutenant-general, commander-in-chief of the Madras Presidency Army


	Major Richie
	33rd Regiment of Foot


	McWhirter
	staff officer under Macdowall


	*Milne, Mrs
	friend of Caroline Lowther in Madras


	Minto, Lord
	governor general of India


	*Moorsom
	captain of Hebe frigate 


	Mulgrave
	first lord of the Admiralty


	Munro
	quartermaster general of Madras Army


	Na Yan Ch’eng
	viceroy for Emperor Chia Ch’ing at Canton


	Pellew
	Sir Edward, rear admiral, commander-in-chief, East India Station


	Pellew, Fleetwood
	younger son of Admiral Pellew and captain of San Fiorenzo


	Pellew, Pownoll
	elder son of Admiral Pellew and captain of Culloden


	*Persephone
	Lady Kydd Kydd’s wife 


	Phipps
	1st Earl of Mulgrave first lord of the Admiralty 


	Raffles
	Thomas Stamford assistant colonial secretary to the Presidency of Prince of Wales Island


	Rigby
	captain of frigate Dedaigneuse 


	*Rix
	‘Cluffer’; long-term expatriate resident of Madras


	Roberts
	president of East India Company select committee


	*Rouvier
	captain of privateer Vengeur


	*Russell
	captain brig-sloop Eaglet


	Smythe
	lieutenant general second-in-command under Macdowall


	*Snell
	colonel of the 33rd Regiment of Foot


	*Steinbergs
	German cousins of Caroline Lowther


	Stewart, Robert
	Viscount Castlereagh secretary of state for war


	Stopford
	rear admiral, commander-in-chief Cape of Good Hope Station


	Suffren
	French naval commander in the Indian Ocean during the American war


	Surcouf
	French privateer


	*Wickes
	lieutenant colonel of the 32nd Regiment of Foot






Chapter 1

[image: Image Missing]

Plymouth Hoe, England

There was nothing to be seen but a dismal miasma of grey fret, a drifting curtain of mizzle over the listless water. It hid everything to seaward, but the crowd on the high vantage point were not deterred from their vigil. They were not going to miss the occasion – rumour had it that in these dispiriting times there’d been a great clash of fleets somewhere far out there. Why else would the flagship, now expected hourly, be said by the dockyard to be standing in for this great naval port?

Another wash of cold light rain settled on the sodden spectators, who doggedly continued their watch. It eased off and visibility slowly extended out. Suddenly there was a cry: out of the grey murk firmed the unmistakable outline of a man-o’-war.

‘Clear a path, you villains!’ an elderly gentleman with the distinct air of a mariner spluttered, wiping the lens of a large old-fashioned sea telescope and bringing it up to train on the vision.

Respectfully, the press of onlookers pulled back to give him a clear view.

‘What is it, L’tenant Danby?’

‘As I needs time t’ sight their colours!’ he replied gruffly.

‘Well?’

‘A frigate, is all.’

‘Which one?’

‘How do I know?’ Danby said irritably, finding it difficult to hold the big glass steady. Then he lowered it and paused before declaring, ‘An’ if I’m not wrong, you’re clapping peepers on none other than the flying Tyger 32, Cap’n Kydd!’

There was a ripple of comment. 

‘Not a flagship, then?’

‘No, you loon – she’s an escortin’ frigate. Your flagship’s still out there on her way in.’

All eyes were on the warship as she worked into the Sound in the fitful light airs. Unaccountably, she did not shape course around Drake Island for the last run into the Hamoaze and the dockyard. Instead, as one, her three topgallant sheets were thrown off letting the sails flog about disconsolately.

‘My word, an’ they’re a sorry crew,’ murmured someone in the crowd.

Danby had his glass back up. ‘Not at all, m’ friend. That there means they’re signalling distress as to they’s had a sad loss o’ life.’

The crowd grew silent, watching as the frigate rounded to, took in sail and anchored before them in the Sound.

‘Bless me an’ I don’t like what I see,’ the old lieutenant muttered. ‘It’s no grand victory she’s telling us of, that’s for certain, lads.’

It was nearly an hour before Ville de Paris hove into view, the great bulk of the 110-gun flagship emerging out of the featureless grey drizzle before she, too, came to anchor out in the Sound. 

Danby had his glass up again. ‘Be damned to it – she’s lost her flag!’

‘Wha—?’

‘Not her ensign,’ Danby said impatiently, ‘Her admiral’s flag. What the devil …?’

Her sail was brought in, and one by one from forward her yards slowly canted over to one side on one mast, then to the other on the next.

‘A-cock-bill,’ he said in a low voice. ‘It … It can only be …’

‘Tell us!’ 

Danby lowered his telescope and addressed them gravely. ‘I’m truly sorry to inform you that there’s been a dreadful battle o’ some sort, in which we’re seeing just them as survived. It’s saying as how the commander-in-chief himself must have been mortally struck down in the action, just as the great Lord Nelson was. Friends, ye should prepare yourselves for some grievous news.’


Chapter 2
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Lieutenant Brice, Tyger’s third lieutenant, returned on board promptly after delivering Kydd’s report to the shore. Soon after, the bleak sound of a minute gun thudded from the Citadel and its flag descended to half-mast.

‘No one to hail ’em or tell ’em anything!’ snarled Bray, the first lieutenant, eyeing the swarm of small craft putting off from the waterfront. Like all aboard Tyger, he wore a black armband in shared grief.

The boats arrived and began circling, shouted questions from them going unanswered by the frigate’s crew.

‘Er, one to board, sir?’ asked the second lieutenant, Bowden, indicating a passenger craft heading determinedly towards the side-steps.

‘Of course not, damn it,’ Bray barked.

‘Sir, I believe it’s the captain’s wife,’ he said quietly, eyeing the slight figure standing alone in the stern-sheets.

Bray hesitated. ‘Ah. I’ll speak with her, then.’

He went to the side and motioned the boat in. Persephone, Lady Kydd, looked up at the sea-worn frigate, her eyes searching, her hand clamped tightly to a stay. 

She went up the side like the admiral’s daughter she was. Bray took off his hat and stood uncomfortably.

‘Where’s the captain, Mr Bray?’ she demanded, looking about in anguish, her face white and strained.

‘Ma’am, I has my orders an’ none to land or come aboard, I’m sorry t’ say.’

‘I’m going to him!’ she blurted, and hurried over to the main hatch.

‘My lady—’

But Bray was too late, and she thrust past two sailors. Flying down the ladder-way, she hurried aft to the great cabin and threw open the door.

Kydd looked up from his desk in surprise, then rose in delight. ‘Persephone, my dearest!’

She burst into tears, hurrying to his arms, burying her face in his shoulder and weeping uncontrollably.

‘What’s this, my darling? It’s not been so long that—’

‘Thomas! Oh, Thomas, my love,’ she sobbed. ‘I was so frightened!’

‘How’s this?’ Kydd said softly, holding her tightly, kissing her hair. ‘You’ll upset the men, they see you like this.’

She choked back the sobs and said unsteadily, ‘I heard about the great battle only this morning while at market here – they’d just seen you make port. And … and I looked, and there you were, and they were right. Tyger lets fly her t’gallant sheets and Ville puts her yards to mourning. There’s minute guns at the Citadel and – and—’ She broke off to look up, searching his eyes. ‘My dearest – what terrible fight have we lost?’

Kydd gently held her at arm’s length. ‘There’s been no battle, Seph. All this – it’s our grieving for the admiral, Lord Collingwood, now gone from us.’

‘But—’

‘Not in action but worn out by duty, the noble fellow. Did you know he’s been at his post since taking command from the dying Nelson at Trafalgar, never once returning to England? When he finally lays down his arms to take his rest with his family he dies at sea, only three days out from Minorca on his way home.’

‘Mr Bray’s orders …?’

‘None to land? That the government might make announcement of the grave news in their own time, my love.’

‘So how long …?’ she asked, a small smile breaking through the tears.

‘We lie in the Sound for two days more. Gives them time to set in train as grand a funeral as they may contrive. There’s talk they mean to lay him next to Nelson in St Paul’s. We’ll stay by him while he lies in state and then I’ll pay my sincerest respects at the service.’

Kydd’s servant appeared bearing a restorative.

‘Thank you, Tysoe. Has the captain been diligent with his morning constitutional, pray?’

‘Just so, your ladyship,’ he replied, blank-faced.

‘That is well.’

The man left quietly, and they kissed passionately.

‘I’m such a silly,’ Persephone said softly, breaking away. ‘But when you didn’t return from London after your last visit to Lloyd’s I did worry so. And then I heard you’d been sent away, and you didn’t see me before you left.’

‘Oh, yes. A pier-head jump, as it were. I was going to write, Seph, but—’

‘Never mind, dearest.’ She laid a finger on his mouth. ‘You’re here and that’s what counts.’

‘Well, now is not the time for rejoicing, my love, but I can tell you that your land is secured.’ 

Kydd was now able to buy a nearby farmer’s land that they’d learned was to be sold to a mining venture. There would be no clay pits above Knowle Manor trickling their vile effluent down from the moor on to them.

‘Oh, you are a clever man!’ she said, clapping her hands in delight. ‘You go to wage marine insurance with the best of them and win!’

Kydd coloured, the emotion of near bankruptcy and ruin from his ventures at Lloyd’s still with him. ‘Well, such was a sight too much hard work, I can tell you, Seph.’ 

She knew nothing of what had really happened, and he had his story ready. ‘It’s just that I was lucky with a prize, is all. You’ll read about it in the newspaper, I’d think.’

His wise friend Nicholas Renzi, now Lord Farndon, had been correct, and even after rights of various eighths and sixteenths had been allocated, his share had well taken care of his debt, with enough left over for the land purchase. ‘They’ll make over much of its value in the rag, I’ve no doubt,’ he added, carefully offhand, ‘but after the partialling there’s not so much more, I’m afraid.’ 

It certainly wasn’t the case that they were suddenly wildly rich. At least Tyger’s company had done well and there would be a glorious roystering, once leave was granted.

‘I don’t care where it comes from, my darling – you’ve got us the land. And do you know what I’m going to do with it?’

‘What’s that, Seph?’

She smiled winningly. ‘Start a riding stable of my own, for the daughters of gentlefolk.’


Chapter 3
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Blackwall Yard, River Thames

It was a brave sight. The monstrous bulk of the ship on its ways ready for launch was festooned with enormous flags and pennants in honour of the occasion – the committing of an East India Company trading vessel to the waves.

This was a substantial-sized ship, intended for the China trade in voyages of up to six months at a time with a freighting of unimaginable wealth in her bowels. Built like a man-o’-war on the outside these were impressive creatures, and the crowd attending the launch paid due respect to her and the distinguished guests on the ornamented stage-work near her rearing bow.

Chairman of the Honourable East India Company Charles Grant could be seen in the front row and beside him sat Robert Stewart, the Viscount Castlereagh and secretary of state for war, but it was the Duke of York whose splendour gave the scene its moment.

‘Should you wish a more sedate refreshment afterwards, old fellow, I dare say East India House will be open to us,’ murmured Grant, his long face set in disapproval.

Two bands below were now raucously out of beat one with each other. Castlereagh said nothing, his composed features in contrast with the fuss and uproar below them.

‘Always quantities of the mobility abroad at these launch occasions,’ said Grant, through his kerchief. ‘It is a trial, but I hold myself philosophical in this providing due entertainment to the common public.’

On signal the Duke of York moved to the front of the stage and the bedlam calmed. 

His words were brief and military, punctuated with good-natured shouts. 

Fortune was duly enjoined for the good ship Earl of Malmesbury and all who sailed in her as she went about her business on great waters, adding both to the wealth of the nation and those who had caused her to be set a-swim. 

Traditional observances having been made, the great moment arrived. With a deafening screeching and thunderous rattle of drag-irons, the thousand-ton vessel slid down the way and into her native element where she slowed in a decorous wallowing to await her tow to the fitting-out wharf.

‘Well, Charles, you mentioned refreshment …?’

The calm and opulence of the dining saloon was at a startling distance from the genial squalor of Bellamy’s, that which passed for supping at the House of Commons, and Castlereagh always appreciated his visits. It would have to be paid for, of course, the price being to give ear to whatever was exercising the overlord of the most powerful and influential source of revenue in the land.

Over the admirable serving of turbot, Grant opened, ‘A fine thing, I believe, our launching.’ 

‘Quite,’ Castlereagh answered cautiously.

‘And we’ve lost two of her sisters to the French so far this season,’ Grant continued. This would be a fearful blow to the Company and Castlereagh gave a guarded expression of sympathy.

‘Indian Ocean and Bay o’ Bengal.’

‘Not in convoy?’

‘Does it signify?’ Grant said huffily. ‘What we need is a damn sight more King’s ships as can put themselves about. Things are quiet in Europe, Boney getting what he wants, so there must be some ships o’ force to spare.’

‘The Bombay Marine?’ This was essentially a private navy run by the East India Company.

‘A green-water force only and, pray, why should we pay for protection against the King’s enemies when others do not?’

‘You have a not inconsiderable force stationed there now, commanded by the best we can find for you.’ Castleleagh was referring to the East India Squadron based at Madras and the ships-of-the-line and frigates under the flag of the carefully picked Pellew, respected commander of the famed Indefatigable of a previous era.

Grant raised an eyebrow. ‘Who is himself the loudest of all in demanding an accession to force.’

Castlereagh was well aware of this: he’d passed Pellew’s latest plea to the first lord of the Admiralty, who had promptly returned it with the best of reasons why it was not possible. What Grant did not know was that the government was considering a daring but very risky stroke: an actual landing on the continent itself. This was not to be in Spain, where Wellesley remained helplessly immured behind the defences of Lisbon, but directly into the heart of Napoleon’s Europe – a strike against Antwerp, the pistol pointed at the heart of London. It was all in aid of the newly raised Fifth Coalition and took precedence over any other, but he couldn’t reveal this to Grant.

‘You have my most considerable sympathy, Charles, but there’s been lately much call on our resources and—’

‘I’ve eighty-seven votes in the Commons who say you’ll find a way,’ Grant said smoothly.

‘One such does cross my mind,’ Castlereagh came back, without missing a beat.

‘Oh?’

‘While I haven’t at hand the weight of metal you’re proposing, I’ve something even better. A proven thief-taker of privateers and such scum, whose exploits are much in the public eye. Should he and his dauntless frigate be let loose in your part of the world, I dare to say his effectiveness and reputation will terrify same, multiplying the deterrence extremely.’

‘Hmm. Together with a clutch of lesser others, possibly. Who do you have in mind?’

‘How does none other than Lord Cochrane and his famed Imperieuse sound?’

‘Rosas and the Spanish coast? That’s more the medicine.’

‘He’s yours, then. He’ll be receiving Admiralty orders within the week.’

Castlereagh stifled a smile of satisfaction at his plan. The troublesome frigate captain whose ranting in Parliament was so upsetting the nation would be given employment he couldn’t refuse – in the richest grounds in the world and at a gratifying distance from the centre of things.


Chapter 4
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The Admiralty, London

‘Oh, do come in,’ said Mulgrave, first lord of the Admiralty, rising to greet his visitor. ‘I shan’t offer you sherry at this hour but a refreshment?’

Disdainfully, Cochrane strolled over to the window and, pursing his lips, stared out over Horse Guards Parade where a troop of redcoats was raising dust in a complex series of manoeuvres. ‘No, thank you. I can only imagine you’ve interrupted my important public life to offer me some species of command at an eminence. Am I not right?’ He looked sideways, his expression antagonising with its patronising air.

Mulgrave held himself in, then replied, ‘You are, sir. As being the most suited to the peculiar circumstances of the situation.’

Cochrane turned to him, clearly pleased. ‘Basque Roads writ large.’ He laughed.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Why, all the world knows of your Antwerp invasion. You are now going to offer me untrammelled command of the first wave of assaulting – the explosion vessels and mortar ships that will clear the Scheldt of hostiles before ever the soldiers get their feet wet.’

Mulgrave swallowed awkwardly. This was not going to be easy. ‘Ah, yes. Not in so many words. Planning is still under revision. We rather thought that a more immediate post would satisfy, one with considerable long-term advantages, not the least of them being a most gratifying degree of prize to be had.’

Cochrane drew back. ‘What post?’

‘Senior frigate commander on station.’

‘Under?’

‘Admiral Pellew, a frigate captain like yourself.’

‘Ha! You’re saying, then, the East India Squadron! Do you take me for a fool? Banishment to past the Cape where I’d be lost to my people? No talk of fat prizes – which I very much doubt in these starvation times – will induce me to abandon their cause! No, sir, I will not accept.’

A dangerous glint appeared in Mulgrave’s eyes. ‘My lord. You are aware that continued refusal to take post, even by the most lauded of commanders, usually finds their lordships unable to offer any further employment. Should you—’

‘You threaten me with that? The public would never stand to see one of their number, a hero of the sea, lie idle for want of backbone at the Admiralty. No, sir, your proposition I reject utterly. Good day to you!’

Mulgrave followed him out with his eyes and, after the slightest of pauses, rang his desk bell. His secretary appeared with commendable promptness.

‘Kydd and Tyger. Where are they both at this moment?’ he demanded crisply.


Chapter 5
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St Paul’s Cathedral, London

The funeral had been dignified, redolent of the strongest feelings of noble sacrifice and duty done. In keeping with the deceased’s modesty his tomb bore only the legend ‘Cuthbert, Lord Collingwood. Died 7th March 1810 Aged 61’ and was indeed placed next to that of his friend Horatio Nelson.

Kydd felt the passing of an age. These were his heroes, who had held the helm of high command steady through the worst that Bonaparte could bring against England until Trafalgar had locked him in his continental prison. Only the granite-faced Earl St Vincent remained of these men of courage and individuality. They deserved to be remembered.

He was in company with two first lords, thirty admirals and countless captains. He stood talking with them afterwards for over an hour, even winning a distant acknowledgement from Cochrane who, it seemed, had attended for the same reason as they all. Kydd’s friend Renzi had been devastated to be unable to attend due to pressing matters on his estate but had insisted Kydd and Persephone stay at his London residence.

The wan sunlight outside somehow emphasised a new, greyer world of war and endless striving. 

Persephone met him with their carriage, touched also by the mood.

They sat in silent contemplation as they returned to the town house.

‘Sometimes I believe this war will continue for ever,’ Kydd murmured, his whisky untasted. ‘It’s been, what, seventeen years now, and where have we reached? Boney supreme on land, we rule the seas and it’s a right stalemate.’

‘There’ve been some famous victories, my love,’ Persephone soothed, sensing his depression. ‘Even if they’ve all been at sea.’

‘For what? We’re like two bare-knuckle bruisers who’ve knocked each other about until we’re too done in to go on.’

Something had touched him and she was not sure what it was.

He went on, ‘But we dare not throw in the towel, not with Bonaparte owning near the whole of the civilised world. If peace were declared this very day, trade everywhere starts again tomorrow. And what is its character? Where today we have the planet our marketplace, tomorrow we compete against one who can throw open the entire continent for import, industry and then export. Our small islands could never stand.’ Moodily he took up his whisky. ‘To tell you true, Seph, to think we’d then be rated a far outsider among nations doesn’t bear thinking on.’

‘You’re cast down by laying Lord Collingwood to rest,’ she said.

‘Old Cuddy? About the last of the heroes I grew up with and admired. The world’s a sadder place – a lonelier place without him, sweetheart. Who do we look to as will teach us the meaning of duty? Where are the heroes of the day, that we’re in sore need of ’em?’

A soft smile appeared. ‘Some would say I’m looking at one, right here before me.’

Kydd turned to her, his expression fond. ‘I’m not really, dear love. It’s you that I take into battle, you that I want – need – to come back to.’

‘And others would say that you’ve done your part,’ she said steadily, ‘from the first days of the French wars right to now. Without stopping. And it could be time to lay down your weapons and claim reward – in the arms of your loved ones,’ she ended, rather less steadily.

He closed his eyes, reaching for her hand. ‘That would be Heaven itself, sweetling.’

She half tensed, knowing in her heart what was coming next.

His eyes opened again and in them was a faraway look that did not include her. ‘Seph, it’s the navy alone as keeps these islands shielded and preserved and it needs me. I can’t let ’em down like that.’

‘There’s so many young men coming along who—’

‘They haven’t the experience in a navy stretched thin like it is and besides …’

‘Besides?’

‘My dearest, have you ever thought where I’d be if the navy hadn’t come to claim me for its own that night in the Horse and Groom? I was contented to be a common wigmaker and then my life was all upset. And I tasted what the sea was – is – and it agreed with me. I’m now a knight, known to the King and his tribe, and all because, for some reason, I’m one with the sea. It’s saying I owe it all to the navy and I’m not about to turn my back on ’em now.’

‘I dare to say I have a debt to the navy as well as you.’

‘What’s that, Seph?’

‘It was the navy that made you, shaped you into the most desirable and handsome catch a woman can possibly ask for.’

‘Why, thank you, m’lady,’ Kydd stuttered, in masculine embarrassment.

Persephone paused for a long moment, then said in a barely controlled voice, ‘Wherever your navy sends you on the seven seas, you go with my love and longing, in the trust that you’re where you belong. I promise you shall never find me jealous.’

The note was brief and to the point. ‘I should attend on the first lord at my convenience, Seph,’ Kydd told her. ‘That means directly. I’ve a feeling the navy is about to trifle in my destiny again.’

He was back promptly. ‘Well, and I’m right in the particulars.’ He took his wife’s hands and looked into her eyes, ‘It’s the Indies.’

She waited for him to go on. 

‘The East Indies, sweet love, which is to mean the opposite to the West Indies, comprehending India and all its seas.’

She fell back in dismay. ‘So far away, darling,’ she said faintly. ‘And strange and … and unhealthy.’

‘It may be, but it’s where the biggest fortunes of all are to be made. Think on it, Seph – I may return a nabob with an elephant and troop of servants to carry my pearls. Or—’

‘Don’t jest, Thomas. This is a serious matter.’

‘Yes, my love. But who knows what India has for me? All I’ve heard is that most of those coming home after a spell there are rich as Croesus and call no man master. Why not me?’

‘And just as many have left their bones. Dear Thomas, do take care. The navy has no use for dead men.’ Her eyes filled.

‘I’ve a notion there’s a purpose behind my going. I don’t know what it is, but it’s something to do with what I was saying before.’

‘You owing a debt to the navy?’

‘I do, but it’s not that. No, it’s more concerning our two nations being at stalemate. Here in Europe there’s nothing will happen, but out there it could. We took most of India from the French in the last century, who knows if there’s more for the taking?’

‘I’ve not heard talk of any rich lands there as are waiting for a flag,’ she replied tartly. 

‘Nor me, my love. That is not to say there aren’t any, o’ course.’

‘How long?’ she asked, in a small voice.

‘I suppose you should not expect me back for at least a couple of years, Seph, if not more. The Admiralty doesn’t relish the expense of sending a ship halfway around the world for it then to turn about and come back.’ 

Kydd’s throat tightened. This talk of years apart was hard to say, and he could see the effect of his words on her. ‘All the more time to pile up our spoils, sweetheart,’ he tried, with forced gaiety.

She turned away and sobbed, once.


Chapter 6
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Aboard HMS Tyger

‘Mr Bray, turn up the hands, if you will. I’ve some news for them.’

Kydd was not known as a loose tongue and the lower deck cleared rapidly to hear him. Crowding the after end and settling in the rigging to get a better hearing, they waited patiently. Behind him were the officers whom he’d taken delight in not enlightening – they were just as much in the dark as the seamen.

‘Ship’s company mustered for ye, sir,’ rumbled Bray.

‘Thank you.’ 

Kydd stepped forward to face his men. ‘Tygers. Tomorrow we sail.’ 

There was an immediate ripple of interest, and disbelief. The ship was neither stored nor with her full stow of powder and shot. What did it mean?

‘For Portsmouth.’ Incomprehension showed on their faces. Why lay aft his men to tell them of a routine shift of naval ports?

‘To fit foreign.’ This was met with a massed sigh of understanding, quickly suppressed.

‘We are part of a reinforcement sent to join Admiral Pellew – in the East Indies.’

Excited babble broke out and Kydd let it spend itself before nodding to the master-at-arms, who roared for silence in confected outrage.

‘I don’t need to tell you that things have quietened in this part of the world, including Spain, and we are being sent to support Admiral Pellew guarding our most valuable trade route – that to India and China.’

Every man had heard of the fabulous treasures crossing the ocean in those stately Indiamen, on their way to enrich both shareholders and those with some snug placing in the grand East India Company. Tales were told of the huge riches that had been made in India, those returning with vast wealth the envy of all.

‘This is to say that we shall be on station, not passing through on a cruise and as such might expect to remain for some years.’ A hush fell.

‘There may be among you those who do not desire to go foreign for this length of time for one reason or another. I’m going to make these men an offer. Should they find one of the same rate among the ships in the fleet at Portsmouth willing to exchange into Tyger then so be it.’

Kydd turned to his first lieutenant. ‘Mr Bray. Ship is under sailing orders. Carry on, please.’

That evening Tyger was curiously deserted: officers had hastened ashore with much to tell their folk, only Brice, whose family was in the north, remaining. A skeleton crew of ‘non-native’ seamen left aboard settled down agreeably as even their captain had been seen to step off indecently quickly.

They weighed for Portsmouth the next morning with no stragglers reported, but Kydd knew it was there, on the last eve before sailing foreign, that laggards might contemplate, through the bottom of a bottle, with consternation, years of service in exotic parts. But there’d be no trouble in finding those around the fleet more than willing to exchange into a frigate of the renown of Tyger, wherever she was bound.

As they shaped course around the Mewstone, he reflected that Persephone was somewhere under their lee travelling in the Portsmouth mail – they’d agreed to meet in the George – but Tyger, with a fair westerly, would be making better time. 

Tyger took up her berth in the inner dockyard and began preparing.

The process was thorough for there were no royal dockyards in India and any defects would reduce their effective time on station. If not attended to at the outset of the commission they could not be remedied later. Every effort had to be made to bring the frigate up to the highest pitch of efficiency and repair in all her parts.

They were headed to a tropic station and slops had to be laid in which reflected that: lightweight cottons in place of stout serge, material for sennit hats, linen duck for trousers. Officers would take care to equip themselves with their own appropriate wardrobe.

There would be sultry nights in the mess-deck and Tyger, being a frigate, had no open air via gun-ports. Kydd set the carpenter and sailmaker to devising wind-sails, devices to set above the hatches to scoop down passing sea-breezes. 

Awnings were made up to spread over the quarterdeck. Extra supplies of pitch ordered in would counter the losses when a fierce sun bubbled the caulked seams between the deck planking. The list of preparations was endless, and there were always experienced old hands who could be relied on to suggest yet more.

As the date of sailing approached there was a handful who were unwilling to embark on a voyage of such dimensions, seamen with settled family, those who had heard of the heat, diseases and heathen races and wanted no part of it. Most, however, exulted in the belief that a known prize-taker like Kydd would lead them to plunder undreamed of.

As preparations went forward, it became evident that Tyger was going to act the store-ship for her voyage out. Precious spars of Baltic pine, unobtainable out east, were laid on deck and tightly lashed. Fresh-forged anchors of assorted sizes were wedged in every conceivable place while long bolts of canvas made progress in ’tween decks a trial. Later there would be yet more stores and, finally, quantities of the latest newspapers as well as the vital lading of specie – hard coin to pay whole garrisons and offset the bills of exchange that victuallers and others were issuing on various government authorities.

Individuals made their own arrangements for an absence of years, taking on board games of chance, a cabin rack of reading matter, tomes of study, artists’ materials. Wiser heads got together to pool their treasures of distraction while others adopted the view that the usual amusements would suffice, it only amounting to the same sea-time but being spent in foreign parts.

The gunroom took on a homely look, a polished commensal cask of wine snugly in place hoisted at the deckhead, a well-polished bread-barge with accompanying cruets of the quality to be expected in such a noble frigate. Pictures of England, both bucolic and sentimental, landscapes and seaside confections, looked down on them and, in those far-off places, would take on an almost holy radiance.

It was hard on Persephone. She was torn between fussing over Kydd’s comforts and furnishings and the knowledge that this was most assuredly a man’s world, the peculiar demesne of he who was at the same time her lover and the stern lord of this sea world. She fell back on the only person who could truly advise her – Tysoe, Kydd’s manservant and valet.

Having served Kydd in the swelter of a Caribbean summer Tysoe knew what to expect and laid out the essentials to her – a large quantity of linen shirts, stockings of the sheerest silk, a cocked hat of the lightest felt. Other necessities of a tropic climate – a mosquito net, bed linen, a patent wine cooler – would be better purchased on arrival, cheaper and more suited than anything England could produce. There would be more and Tysoe delicately accepted a purse against their acquiring in India, then awkwardly allowed that for his master an item or two of a personal nature would be acceptable.

An ivory-backed hairbrush, a crystal water jug, and then a small picture, painted by her in the favoured end-of-century mode of the two of them in a formal pose outside Knowle Manor. The inference was not lost on Kydd – she was recording their union in the traditional way that would be passed along through the generations. The Kydd line starting its stately progress down the centuries would be traceable from there, in due course to be joined by other works that would include progeny in line of succession. It was touching and awe-inspiring, speaking as it did not only of her love but her faith and trust in their future.

Kydd himself had his own secret dreams. His recent brush with financial disaster had shown him how close the boundary was between gracious living and harsh penury. In the process it had also thrown into clear perspective just what position he had acquired by the purchase of Knowle Manor and its lands.

He’d justly been proud of his possession, the only Kydd in the family to become a squire and a member of the landed gentry – but he’d since gone far in society and knew exactly what it meant. Knowle Manor made him a worthy but minor country personage, with an income in the lower hundreds and, but for his sea renown, a lowly figure.

He’d seen for himself, though, what a real sea hero could achieve: Admiral Boscawen in a previous war had been honoured by his country for his victories in these same East Indies, acquiring the Hatchlands Park estate not far from where Kydd had grown up. That was what it was to be a man of prominence, to have an estate, a home of above a hundred rooms, to be steward over as many servants and workers, build follies, extensions, gardens.

It was not unknown for victorious admirals to be granted a barony, to have a title to hand down the generations. Kydd knew that, while it was unlikely for him, it was not impossible and perhaps this move to that part of the world could lead to a glorious destiny, honours and riches.

Or a fever bed and squalid death.

Be damned to it – he would give it his all, whatever the dangers and menace of the future. Was this not for both of them?


Chapter 7
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The day of departure near, the pace quickened. Two more frigates were to accompany Tyger, with five store-ships and three brig-sloops. The East Indiaman convoy had preceded them with its own escort so Kydd made the decision for the three frigates to sail ahead together and let the slower store-ships follow, escorted by the brig-sloops.

To his exasperation, he found that his little band of frigates had to be dignified with the title of squadron – the East India Joiner Squadron. With this came the need to provide proper directions in the event they fell in with the enemy and even sailing instructions to define such matters as the rendezvous after tempest and storm, specific signals for alterations in the order of battle, sailing and so forth. 

They would sail under the red ensign of detached Admiralty service by the quickest available route, which was not necessarily the shortest. In this instance it would mean standing south to catch the trade winds from the north-east in a swift diagonal across the Atlantic, through the doldrums and making landfall on the coast of Brazil. From there they would be in a sovereign position to pick up the corresponding trade winds from the south-west in a bold curve across the south Atlantic to touch at the Cape before rounding Africa to meet the Indian Ocean.

By that time the south-west monsoon would be in full flow, urging them up past the tip of India to the Coromandel Coast and Madras, where they would make their number to Admiral Pellew at his headquarters, joining his East Indies fleet.

It would be months at sea before this happened; all the time they would be on their own and any stores, personal or ship, that had been overlooked would be impossible to make good. The greatest pressure would be on the purser, the careful, shrewish Harman, who must ensure the men were fed and clothed in all weathers, expendables such as candles, coal and train oil never exhausted and, most importantly, that there was enough tobacco and grog to last the entire voyage. 

His was the risk – if he failed, his bond with the Admiralty would be forfeit. If he laid in stores never used, it would be to his own cost. It was the business price he must pay.

Last-minute stores came aboard. Excitement grew among the squeakers who would return to their native shore as young men with a hundred yarns to tell of a land of allure and enticement that their stay-at-home folk could only dream about.

And then the Blue Peter was hoisted, a warning to all that this was the last day when Tyger was land-bound, when communication with the shore was still open and fond messages could be passed. When the signal was taken in and the anchor weighed, only letters months old could convey news and feelings, hopes and fears. 

Ashore, life would continue with the daily round, as it always did, few understanding that the good ship Tyger, putting out into the vast outer seas, was now her own world, far more real to the souls aboard her than the recent memories of land, which must now be treasured but allowed to slip into the past.

Boats began to circle Tyger, women in them waving and weeping by turns, the last hoys and wherries coming alongside with packages, insensible seamen and officials, all sending the officer-of-the-day to distraction.

Kydd said his goodbyes to Persephone in private in the George. There were no words that could meet the occasion and they simply clung to each other for long minutes until he said huskily, ‘It’s time, my love.’

In response she held him fiercely before releasing him, her arms dropping away in a poignant realisation.

They walked together to the Sally Port where his barge waited. 

A chaste kiss, the sparkle of tears and he boarded, the boat’s lively movements giving notice that he had abandoned the dead earth for the vigour and power of the sea – and an unforeseeable future.

With crisp orders from Halgren, his boat’s crew stroked evenly for Tyger, one of several warships at anchor in Spithead, outward bound.

Kydd twisted round twice, each time seeing Persephone’s diminishing figure give a wave and, once, blow a kiss. His eyes stinging, he concentrated on Tyger, the one who from now on would command his affections, probably for years.

Bray had taken the deck, roaring and pacing like a caged lion, and saw him aboard with relief. Kydd left him to it, deliberately not noticing the untidy heaps of stores and gear scattered about. 

He went to his cabin. Dillon was there, furiously scribbling, but looked up when Kydd entered. ‘Dispatches for the station. I’ve signed them in, sir. These are dockyard vouchers, must have a signature before we sail, and these are—’

‘Thank you, Edward,’ Kydd said heavily. ‘I know my duty.’

A little later he came on deck as the capstan was manned and the fo’c’sle crew gathered. He surreptitiously looked round: the little figure was still there by the Sally Port. A lump came to his throat and he turned away quickly, then guiltily glanced back.

‘Thalia conforming, sir,’ Brice told him. This was one of his frigates, a handsome sixth rate and apparently ready for sea.

‘And Hebe?’ The other was an elderly twelve-pounder with a new captain.

‘Seems to be having some sort of bother forrard,’ Brice said neutrally. ‘Sail bent on, though.’

Tyger’s number, however, was at the dockyard signal tower, with the instruction to proceed. If Hebe was not ready, she would face a stiff stern chase later to catch up. ‘We weigh anchor at eight bells,’ Kydd snapped. ‘She knows that.’

At the beginning of the first dog-watch, they’d sail into the evening with sunset on the starboard bow. He’d done it so many times but only once before with such an immense voyage ahead. 

He looked ashore again, the figure now growing indistinct in the fading light. He gulped, fighting off a wave of desolation. An insane thought rushed into his mind – he was captain and nothing could stop him suddenly ordering away his barge and flying to her side, gathering her up, kissing her – and telling Bray to take Tyger away to those eastern seas. It would be the end of his career but …

‘Sir – stations for unmooring?’ asked Brice, as seven bells sounded from forward.

‘Yes, and ask Mr Bray to report if you will.’

His first lieutenant marched aft and barked that in all respects Tyger was ready for sea.

‘Very well. Hoist preparative, unmoor.’

It was acknowledged in Thalia but Hebe’s answer was kept at the dip. 

Kydd bit his lip. If the squadron delayed sailing, the port admiral would want to know why and he would be blamed. Hebe’s captain – Moorsom – was new to the ship but was well experienced and should have cleared any pother far in advance of sailing.

He had to make up his mind.

Precisely at eight bells he ordered the signal for the execute, and Tyger began winning her anchor. There were men about the fore-part of Hebe but that meant little. Thalia on the other hand had her anchor a-weigh and began to take the wind even before Tyger, but wisely flatted her headsails to keep her way off until Tyger’s anchor cleared water and she cast to larboard in the gentle westerly.

With another glance at Hebe, Kydd saw her cable still down and something approaching confusion on her deck. Later there would be an accounting with her captain, he promised himself savagely. ‘Brace in, course south b’ west, Mr Bowden,’ he ordered.

Tyger took up for her run south, a sunset forming on the starboard bow as expected, and as the watch took over, beginning the age-old routine of securing for sea, he glanced astern. Thalia had tucked herself in comfortably behind Tyger and the two swashed out into the open sea.

‘Reduce to tops’ls,’ he growled at Bowden. They were in no real hurry. He’d let the errant Hebe catch them before dark and hear the excuses in the morning.

With a sudden pang of feeling he wheeled round but it was too late. In the gathering dusk and widening distance, the Sally Port was near indistinguishable, let alone any solitary figure. 

At this moment Persephone would be looking out to sea at the dark silhouette of the ships, a picture of grace and beauty, beating out into the sunset. They would be hull down in about half an hour and in less than two their royals and topgallants would dip below the horizon, and then it would be as if they’d never existed.


Chapter 8
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Several months later

Almost as if it were a theatre stage, with the curtains swept aside to reveal the scene setting, the compelling sight of the continent of India made its appearance as the monsoonal downpour eased: a dreamy blue-grey far-off shore, innocent of the hand of man but charged with an allure conjured from half-remembered childhood tales of Sinbad and the fabled Moghul emperors.

In minutes the deck filled with curious sailors, now toughened and browned by their time at sea, agog to clap eyes on the mythical East. 

They were still a good way off from Madras, though, their voyage end.

Kydd kept his offing as they were urged on by the driving south-west monsoon winds until they reached the appropriate latitude, at which point the helm went over for the final approach. 

It had been a fairly uneventful passage, as Kydd had decreed there was to be no touching port at either the Brazils or the Cape. Every unknown sail sighted was allowed to proceed on its occasions untroubled by any attentions from the flying frigates. A direct run to the East Indies Station was required, due to the pressing demand for their presence. This had had the effect of keeping the ships healthy and preventing desertions. After provisioning on arrival, they would be rapidly effective in whatever tasks awaited them. 

There’d been a spectacular but harmless electrical storm in the foetid passage of Africa’s north-west coast. They’d gazed in wonder at two waterspouts as they neared the Cape, and while rounding Agulhas they’d fallen in with a pod of whales. Further on there was the unnerving experience of cleaving through an untold number of deadly sea-snakes making blindly but purposefully for a distant shore, their sinuous black and yellow bodies close to the surface in a steadily weaving mass, stretching as far as the eye could see.

There were several enforced stops, and anchoring in the lee of a small island, watering parties ashore, enabled Kydd to take measure of his two captains. 

Thalia’s was a Captain Fanshaw Avery, a young man lucky enough to catch Collingwood’s eye at the right time and now on the quarterdeck of his own rather elderly 32-gun sixth rate. Forthright but willing to please, he appealed to Kydd with his ferocious dedication to Bonaparte’s downfall.

Moorsom was of another sort. Made post unexpectedly late in his career, he had nevertheless been entrusted with Hebe, another 32 but pierced for eighteen-pounders, her force not so inferior to Tyger. He was, however, cautious and slow, giving the impression of fearfulness that any stroke of his too daring might result in mortifying embarrassment. With solely big-ship origins, Kydd wondered how he’d been able to land such a command – interest at the highest? He’d protested that the confusion on deck at their sailing was due to his unfamiliarity with his new vessel, but Kydd suspected he’d been unprepared for the much more lively level of activity in a frigate over a ship-of-the-line.

And now their destination lay close ahead.

Kydd had brought along his little band at a respectable pace and had no reason to expect anything but a warm welcome from the commander-in-chief East Indies Station, the legendary Admiral Sir Edward Pellew.

It had been a spirited topic of discussion at their last dinner before arriving – what kind of admiral would be the gifted frigate captain of the age just past? Would he be merciless in his expectations of a frigate of today, one so lately in the public eye? Or would he retreat into jealousy, feeling under threat by a rival to his laurels?

Speculation mounted also as to their prospects on station. No one in the gunroom could offer previous service in India and it was a matter of conjecture as to how a King’s ship would fare in what amounted to an immense private fiefdom. With its monopoly, the Honourable East India Company forbade any sail in trade to pass east of the Cape.

What was known was that India was a land of fabulous treasures and it would be strange indeed if, in the fullness of time, they did not find themselves carrying some of it back to England. 

Joyce, Tyger’s sailing master, stumped importantly up to Kydd. ‘Madras Roads,’ he said, as if about to impart a confidence. His sturdy wooden leg, shaped and fitted by Tyger’s carpenter from the fore-topsail yard of a French conquest, had the lustrous
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