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      This book is dedicated to the memory of three friends, all of whom departed far too young: Jean Kotcher, Jan Daley and Art
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         Nothing, except a battle lost,
 can be half so melancholy as a battle won.

         Arthur Wellesley,
 Duke of Wellington
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         	A Bay where the squadron first anchored and remained from the 7 to 18 February


         	
            B Landing place of the troops on 7 February


         	
           C Tower on Mortella Point taken 10 February (2 eighteen-pounders and 1 six-pounder mounted)


         	
            D Mortella Bay


         	
            E Convention Redoubt taken by storm the night of 17 February


         	
            F Tower of Fornali with the different batteries dependent on it, taken the night of 17 February


         	
            G Lieutenant-Colonel Moore’s encampment, with the 51st Regiment, from 8 to 20 February


         	
            H Upper Battery of 2 eighteen-pounders and 1 eight-inch howitzer against Convention Redoubt, at 800 yards distance and elevated
               650 feet above the sea


         	
            I   Lower Battery of 2 eighteen-pounders and 1 ten-inch howitzer against Convention Redoubt, at 1000 yards distance and elevated
               450 feet above the sea


         	
            K Fornali Bay, where the French frigates Fortunée and Minerve were anchored beneath the batteries


         	
            L  Battery of one eighteen-pounder, 2 nine-pounders and 1 eighteen-pound caronade against tower on Mortella Point


         	
            M Landing place of the guns. Distance to the upper battery about 2000 yards



      

      
      
      
      
      One

      
      
      It was a desperate progress. In the stern-sheets of a cutter, among his honour guard of marines, squatted a doughy paymaster,
         an ironbound box cradled in his ample lap. Trailing in his wake, a fleet of tawdry bum-boats, the hungry faces of the merchants
         eyeing the paymaster as though he were a scrap of food. And astern of these, a motley squadron of fishing craft and lighters
         of all descriptions, their rouged passengers clinging anxiously to the gunnels – non-swimmers, the lot.


      
      ‘Cleopatra’s barge carried no one as comely as you, darling,’ a grinning, pock-marked sailor called from the deck of a ship
         to one of the girls, only to find a bosun’s rattan smacking down around his ears.


      
      Hayden gazed at the poor women who followed the paymaster, expecting to ply their trade among the briefly moneyed seamen.
         An hour earlier he had been in the company of Henrietta Carthew, and these fallen creatures who were being ferried out to
         slake the thirst of sailors seemed of a different species altogether. It occurred to him that if not for the luck of birth
         his own Henrietta… No, it was unthinkable. His spirits lowered ineffably, and Hayden looked away, gazing around Plymouth harbour.
         A drab, windless day, November chilled, sea leaden and heaving in a slow, ponderous rhythm. His boat passed into the Hamoaze
         and the midshipman in nominal charge tore his gaze away from the whores’ fleet, suddenly remembered Hayden, and smiled embarrassedly.


      
      ‘A sad metaphor of our English way of life, I fear,’ Hayden offered, nodding towards the paymaster’s progress, which disappeared at that moment behind the point, but the young gentleman
         did not seem to grasp the jest.


      
      The powder hoy passed at that moment, and the midshipman turned his back to it, hunching his shoulders visibly, as though
         prepared to receive a blow. Hayden noticed the coxswain, an old seaman, suppressing a smile and Hayden did the same. If the
         powder hoy were to explode so near, turning one’s back would not offer protection.


      
      Hayden gazed down the river where every kind of craft imaginable either lay to a mooring or made its way through the still
         water. War had shaken the dockyards and surrounding waters out of everyday dullness into a sudden fever of excitement and
         motion. The towns of Plymouth and Dock swarmed with sailors, with the massive drays of enriched victuallers, with marines,
         red-coated and red-faced. Herds of moaning bullocks blocked up the lanes stalling wagons from the Ordnance Board. And all
         about and underfoot campaigned delighted boys, waving wooden swords and firing imaginary muskets as the frenetic commerce
         of war spilled out of the offices of the Navy Board and into the noisome streets.


      
      ‘There she is, sir, the admiral’s flagship,’ the midshipman offered, with no trace of irony.

      
      Hayden turned to gain a view of the Hamoaze and the eighty-gun guardship, Cambridge, from which the Port Admiral executed the duties of his office. It seemed a strange affectation that a Port Admiral must
         have a ship and not an office in a building ashore – certainly he had a rather elegant residence supplied by the Admiralty.
         The affectation was not carried so far as to cause him actual discomfort.


      
      Hayden had, for some time, been contemplating the meaning of his summons but tried to put this worrisome activity to rest. All would be revealed in the fullness of time and worry would change nothing.

      
      The cutter was laid expertly alongside the ship, and Hayden went nimbly up the ladder. He ignored the lowering of his mood
         and the anxiety that told him his ill-fated career was about to receive another blow. The First Secretary of the Navy had
         given him his commission, and the little ship-sloop Kent; certainly no Port Admiral could take these away.


      
      The bosun piped him aboard, and a line of marines presented arms sharply, a ritual they must have performed fifty times a
         day given the constant traffic in captains and even admirals visiting the ship. Lowly masters and commanders, such as Hayden,
         were most likely seen with less frequency.


      
      Several turns about the deck were necessary while Hayden awaited his audience. He was not the only officer present, but the
         captains and flag officers were all strangers to him and they did no more than bob heads in his direction, hardly interrupting
         their hushed conversations. Hayden felt more an outsider than usual, and that was saying a great deal.


      
      A guardship was not quite a vessel in ‘ordinary’ but a ship with spars standing and crewed to partial muster. Guardships were
         maintained in this state to provide the Admiralty with a reserve of vessels that could be readied for sea in mere days if
         there were a sudden need. The Cambridge, however, was not about to go to sea anytime in the near future for she neared the end of her days. ‘Receiving hulk’ would
         comprise the next stage of her natural life and then the ship breaker. His Majesty’s ships were rather like phoenixes, Hayden
         knew, rising from the ashes, for though the Admiralty might discard a ship it almost never abandoned a name – there would
         certainly be another Cambridge within a few years of this particular ship’s demise.


      
      ‘Captain Hayden?’

      
      Hayden turned to find a pink-cheeked marine corporal touching his hat.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘The admiral sends his respects and requests the honour of your company.’

      
      A moment later Hayden was let into the admiral’s outer cabin by the marine sentry and met by a guarded secretary. No words
         were offered in greeting, only a quick leg, the man constantly glancing back towards the door which led to the admiral’s day-cabin.
         From beyond the door, the muffled thump of heavy footsteps sounded, paused, and then immediately resumed, traversing larboard
         to starboard.


      
      The secretary beckoned Hayden, then hastened almost silently towards the inner door, hesitated, knocked, and, when no answer
         was forthcoming, steeled himself visibly and applied knuckle to wood with greater force.


      
      ‘Come in, dammit! Have I gone deaf now, as well?’

      
      The secretary opened the door to let Hayden in and then, exposing only his arm to the glaring admiral within, pulled the door
         quickly but silently closed. Moments such as these Hayden found most difficult. He was not about to appear intimidated, yet
         to defy such an officer’s mood would do nothing to further his cause, as he well knew. But Hayden was simply not given to
         servility.


      
      Admiral Rowland Cotton stood glowering after his secretary a moment and then turned his pinched and darkened countenance upon
         Hayden, who attempted to appear utterly neutral.


      
      ‘You do realize that my predecessor died of apoplexy?’ the admiral stated.

      
      Hayden nodded – it was well known that Sir Richard Bickerton had died in a fit of frustrated rage the year previous, though in fact he was not Cotton’s precise predecessor – Admiral Colby, very briefly, claimed that honour.

      
      ‘Your ship – what is it named?’ the admiral began, without any further attempt at pleasantries.

      
      ‘The Kent, sir.’


      
      ‘It has not arrived…’

      
      ‘No, sir. Two days of sou’west gales and now a calm –’

      
      But Cotton was not interested in meteorology; nor had he been making an enquiry. ‘You were Hart’s lieutenant, yes?’

      
      ‘I was, sir,’ Hayden answered guardedly. The mention of Hart’s name filled him with trepidation. He harboured a fear that
         he would always be associated with that officer and the infamous events aboard his ship and it seemed his fear was being borne
         out.


      
      ‘Then the Themis is familiar to you?’


      
      ‘That is correct, Admiral –’

      
      Cotton began his pacing again. ‘No doubt you are cognizant of the fact that she was given to Captain Davies? Yes? But it seems
         the good captain has been seized by an attack of… some mysterious ailment, after a lifetime of unblemished health. The truth
         is, and I do not care who knows it, the man is busy making interest among his friends in London and in the Admiralty because
         he is too proud to take her. It appears that the Themis, a new-built frigate of excellent moulding and character, is beneath the captains of the fleet because to be given a ship
         so… notorious would be a sure sign that they were not held in high regard in Whitehall Street!’ The man shook his head, his face hardening
         with anger. ‘But you are in perfect health, yes? Not about to contract a sudden case of dyspepsia…? Good. I have been complaining
         daily to the Admiralty that the Themis swings to her mooring awaiting a competent officer, and after a number of missives they have finally condescended to allow me to assign a man to convey her to Admiral Lord Hood in the Mediterranean. Finding her a captain will then be Hood’s
         problem, not mine.’ He stopped and glanced at Hayden. ‘I don’t need to spell it out for you, I suppose?’


      
      ‘You wish me to deliver the Themis to Lord Hood, sir.’


      
      The man leaned forward. ‘I do not wish it, Captain Hayden, I order it.’

      
      ‘But what will become of me then? What of the Kent?’


      
      The admiral waved a hand dismissively. ‘Hood will have a use for you, I am sure. Or he will send you back to Mr Stephens.’
         The admiral spun on his heel and resumed his pacing, clearly done with Hayden, who made no move to leave, even so.


      
      Seeing Hayden still fixed to his place the admiral asked. ‘Is a frigate not better than a sloop, Hayden?’

      
      ‘It is better to have command of one’s own vessel. To be a job-captain is –’

      
      The admiral rounded on him. ‘Too many officers think first of their careers and secondly of the service. They forget there
         is a war to be fought and sacrifices to be made.’


      
      Yes, but I’m the one being sacrificed, Hayden almost said.


      
      But the interview was over and Hayden was quickly ushered out by the fussy secretary, who placed in his reluctant hand both
         orders and commission, which clearly had been made out in advance of his arrival.


      
      Hayden was on the deck in a moment, the gathered captains glancing his way with chilling disinterest, then back to their quiet
         conversations. Over the side Hayden went and down into the waiting boat, where he sagged onto a plank in the stern-sheets.


      
      The midshipman ordered the boat away and then, when Hayden said nothing, enquired softly, ‘Plymouth quay, sir?’

      
      ‘Do you know where the Themis is anchored?’


      
      ‘The mutineers’ ship?’

      
      ‘The very one.’

      
      ‘You haven’t been sent into her, I hope.’

      
      Hayden fixed the boy with a cold glare.

      
      ‘Cawsand Bay, sir. We’ll have you there quicker than you can say –’

      
      ‘Twice cursed?’ Hayden ventured, completing the sentence, but the middy thought better of offering a reply.

      
      A whispering rain spattered the harbour as they left the protection of the river, dimpling the surface and sending dull silvered
         rings expanding all around. The oarsmen bent to their sweeps, breathing hard from the effort, and soon Cawsand Bay appeared,
         crowded with ships as it almost always was.


      
      The black hull of the Themis could soon be seen among the vessels, all streaming to the tidal current – the runt among a fleet of larger ships of war.
         The midshipman ordered the coxswain to lay his boat alongside, where Hayden was asked, by the marine sentry, to wait, as he
         sent for the officer of the watch. Word quickly came back that Hayden should be allowed to board and as he ascended the ladder,
         a memory of first climbing the side of the ship came to him – she had been slovenly, then, her crew drunk and officers barely
         in control; the legacy of the tyrannical Hart. It seemed such a long time ago – not mere weeks. There were no sounds of revelry
         this day, but only the quiet pounding of a carpenter’s hammer somewhere inside, the tolling of the ship’s bell and calls of
         ‘All’s well’, though Hayden could not bring himself to agree. As he climbed over the rail, a familiar face emerged from below.


      
      ‘Mr Archer,’ Hayden greeted him, pleased to find aboard anyone he knew. When Hayden had quit the ship, all the officers and
         warrant officers were to have been sent ashore – no doubt at the insistence of the new captain, who had not wanted to serve with men who were in any way connected to a mutiny. ‘I am surprised to see you here.’


      
      ‘And I am just as surprised to see you, Mr Hayden. I should have thought you would never want to set foot aboard this ship
         again. We are awaiting our new captain, but it seems he has an aversion to our company.’


      
      ‘Hmm. Let us repair below out of this rain. Are you well, Mr Archer?’

      
      ‘Oh, quite well, sir.’ Archer smiled. He habitually looked as though he had just come, somewhat befuddled, from slumbering
         in his cot, and this day was no different. As they walked the deck he attempted, stealthily, to straighten his waistcoat,
         which had been fastened one button out of place so that it made an awkward angle across his chest.


      
      ‘Have your numbers been brought up?’ Hayden asked, by way of relieving the embarrassment. He pretended not to notice Archer
         in combat with his uniform.


      
      ‘Near enough, sir. We’ve been waiting on the press to bring us a few men, but I believe they have done with us.’

      
      After the mutiny, the Themis’s crew had been reduced to a mere eighty men – at least 120 men shy of her compliment.


      
      As they reached the companionway ladder Archer spoke down to a man below. ‘Look who has come to call, Mr Barthe – a newly
         minted master and commander, it seems.’ And then to Hayden. ‘I have neglected to offer my congratulations on your promotion,
         sir.’


      
      At the foot of the ladder Hayden and the corpulent sailing master grasped hands. Mr Barthe was red-faced and puffing, as though
         he had run up stairs. ‘I thought it might be our new captain,’ Barthe laughed, clearly pleased to see Hayden, ‘and came at
         a run as not to appear lax. Come down to the gunroom, Mr Hayden, it is warmer there.’ Barthe stepped aside and let Hayden precede him down the ladder. ‘Will you not accompany us, Mr Archer?’


      
      ‘Just measuring the wind, Mr Barthe.’

      
      ‘Straightening his waistcoat,’ Hayden whispered to the sailing master, who answered with a knowing grin.


      
      The master muffled his laughter, then cleared his throat. ‘The rumour is you have a ship, Mr Hayden. The Kent. Is that correct?’


      
      ‘As of an hour ago, that was my situation, Mr Barthe, but the Port Admiral had other ideas.’

      
      Archer came rushing to catch them up.

      
      ‘Bloody-minded Cotton?’ Barthe wondered, lumbering down the steps after Hayden.

      
      ‘You’ve met him, I see.’

      
      ‘Thank God, no. But he has a reputation.’

      
      Hayden opened the door into the gunroom and found Dr Griffiths sitting at the table, bent over an open book. The man removed
         his spectacles, a smile overspreading his narrow face. Quickly, he rose and cracked his skull cruelly against a beam.


      
      ‘Damn and blast!’ he cried, reaching up to clasp his scalp. He winced and laughed at the same time. ‘You would think I had
         never been below decks before. Mr Hayden… what a pleasure it is to find you entering our gunroom once again.’


      
      ‘A pleasure no greater than my own at finding you in your usual place. I thought you had all been sent ashore?’

      
      ‘The new captain wanted to be shut of us,’ Barthe answered, ‘but by all accounts he has gone up to London to lobby the Admiralty
         for a different ship. So we were all ordered back aboard, if you can believe it, our services not wanted elsewhere – such
         is the bad name we have acquired who served Captain Hart. I think the ship will swing here and rot for want of a captain.’


      
      ‘Rotting is not in her immediate future, Mr Barthe.’ Hayden reached inside his coat and removed the letters given him by the
         Port Admiral’s stealthy secretary. ‘My orders and commission. I am to take command and convey you all to the Mediterranean
         to join Lord Hood… at Toulon. We might gather all hands on the gundeck at the change of watch and I will read my commission.’
         Hayden broke the seal on his orders and read. ‘Well, here is a little detail the admiral failed to convey… We are to act as
         convoy escort as far as Gibraltar.’


      
      ‘Is this not late in the season for a convoy?’Archer wondered, incredulous.

      
      ‘I have heard there is a convoy delayed in Tor Bay these six weeks past, owing to weather at first and then to one damned
         thing or another.’ Barthe shook his head as though this were clearly the result of some Admiralty incompetence.


      
      ‘That is the one,’ Hayden responded, referring to his orders. ‘Pool has command of it.’

      
      ‘Richard Pool? I know him, Mr Hayden,’ Barthe said, his mouth turning down. ‘There is not a more ambitious man in the fleet,
         I would venture, though I will confess he is a passable seaman.’


      
      ‘His vaunting ambition has landed him on convoy duty, it would seem. We are to carry a pair of passengers with us – parsons,
         if you can believe it – sent out to minister to Hood’s heathen hordes, apparently.’


      
      Archer laughed. ‘A pair of parsons for Hood’s heathen hordes. Very good, Mr Hayden.’

      
      ‘Mr Hayden is only in temporary command, Archer,’ Griffiths said, ‘no need to patronize him.’

      
      Archer laughed, and blushed.

      
      ‘Is there a man we might send to reliably collect my belongings and carry them aboard?’

      
      ‘Childers, sir.’

      
      ‘He will do nicely. We are for Tor Bay on the morning tide, Mr Barthe. How are we for stores and water?’

      
      ‘A sufficiency to see us all the way to Gibraltar and beyond, sir. We have shot and powder aplenty, our copper is clean and
         sails and rig are in near perfect order. We are a few hands short, sir, but that is a small matter.’ Barthe smiled. ‘We have
         almost all the men who sailed with us to France, Mr Hayden, for no other ship wanted them, not thinking that the mutineers
         had all gone to the hangman and the men remaining all seamen of the first water. The press has brought us some very good men
         – fishermen and merchant sailors. Oh, we’ve a passel of landsmen and boys but Mr Franks has been teaching them their ropes
         and they will soon pass for seamen.’


      
      ‘How fares Mr Franks?’

      
      ‘Hobbled, sir, and he goes aloft but slowly. There is nothing wrong with his arm, though; he can still wield a rattan with
         the best of them. He’ll manage.’


      
      ‘Are you first lieutenant, Mr Archer?’

      
      Archer, who had appeared to be contemplating other matters, shook himself like a schoolboy caught daydreaming. ‘No, sir. Saint-Denis
         is first; he is ashore at the moment. I am second and we have, as yet, no third. Without a captain we have not a single middy,
         though I am sure Hart’s former charges would all sign on with you in a moment, were there but time to alert them.’


      
      ‘We must find some reefers. Perhaps they might join us in Tor Bay.’ Hayden took out his watch and thumbed it open – not quite
         noon. ‘Will you have all the bills of lading, manifests, accounts, crew-lists etcetera put into my cabin, Mr Archer. And I
         will require a boat to carry me ashore for a dinner engagement. Can we find Lieutenant Saint-Denis? – there is much to do before we sail.’


      
      ‘I will send someone with Childers to track him down, Captain.’

      
      Hayden took Barthe and Franks with him, and went over the Themis from keel to truck, surveying all her gear, stores and armament, the crew’s quarters, sick-berth – in short, every aspect
         of the ship that pertained to her coming voyage, which was nearly everything. To Franks’s embarrassment, Hayden had the bosun
         renew a few ropes aloft, and guessed from the man’s reaction that neither his mates nor the crew were being quite honest with
         him about what work was needed high up in the rigging – taking advantage of the bosun’s difficulties with climbing.


      
      When this task was complete, and it required several hours, Hayden repaired to the captain’s cabin, only to find it already
         occupied, or at least containing another’s belongings.


      
      ‘It seems, Mr Archer, that someone inhabits my cabin.’

      
      ‘Saint-Denis, sir. I shall have his servant remove his belongings, immediately. My apologies, Mr Hayden.’

      
      ‘Mister Hayden should be addressed as “captain”, now, Mr Archer,’ Barthe reminded him slyly.


      
      ‘Of course,’ Archer said quickly. ‘I shall not make the mistake again.’

      
      ‘Not to worry, Mr Archer.’ Hayden laughed. ‘I have not grown used to it myself.’

      
      Servants were sent for and the first lieutenant’s belongings carried away, leaving Hayden walking about an empty cabin. Perseverance
         Gilhooly, Hayden’s former writer, appeared at that moment, leading two seamen who bore a small writing table.


      
      ‘Gilhooly!’ Hayden greeted the boy, known as ‘Perse’ to most. ‘Are you ready for a promotion to captain’s clerk? – or perhaps we should make that job-captain’s clerk.’

      
      ‘I am quite prepared to be a job-clerk, if that is my title, sir, and very pleased I am to see you back aboard.’

      
      ‘Thank you. There is a mass of paperwork to be got through and I intend to start at once. Are there chairs…? Ah, there they
         are.’ Two seamen bearing chairs entered at that moment.


      
      Barthe’s mate hurried in, pushing through the door past the exiting seamen. He placed a leather-bound book in the sailing
         master’s hand.


      
      Barthe held it up for Hayden to see. ‘Harbour log, if you please, Captain.’ He placed the book on Hayden’s desk.

      
      ‘Let us keep an eye on this one, Mr Barthe. I shouldn’t want it going astray.’

      
      ‘I don’t think we have any thieves aboard at the moment. It was never explained to me how my log suddenly reappeared at the
         court martial…’


      
      ‘Nor was it explained to me,’ Hayden said. Hayden turned the cover of Mr Barthe’s log so as not to meet the man’s eye. He
         was responsible for retrieving the stolen journal, but did not want it known. His hand stopped as he flipped a page, and he
         glanced up at the sailing master, who appeared more careworn than usual.


      
      ‘You were aboard for the hangings, Mr Barthe? This is your hand?’

      
      Barthe glanced down at his neat, four-square writing, his eyes closing for a second, the round face falling slack. ‘I was,
         sir. The new captain was too ill to attend. Mr Franks and… and I made the nooses. Saint-Denis oversaw the executions – and
         rather coolly, too – earning him the distrust of the crew. At least we were able to use men new to the ship to haul the ropes,
         sir, so they were strangers to the condemned. A small comfort.’


      
      ‘I am sorry you had to take part in that, Mr Barthe. It was a nasty business.’

      
      ‘A few men I did not mind seeing go up, sir. They abused us terribly after they took the ship, even to the point of killing
         men, but others were less guilty, if that is possible. The sight of them being hauled aloft will haunt me all my days, I fear.’


      
      ‘The price for having a conscience and a sense of duty.’

      
      The two seamen stood awkwardly a moment, and then Barthe, unaided by Hayden’s homilies, performed a quick bow. ‘I must leave
         you to your work, Captain.’ He retreated, his habitual rolling gate suddenly mechanical and stiff.


      
      Hayden gave his coat to a marine who had been assigned as his servant, forced himself down into a chair, and drew the first
         paper off the pile – the ship’s muster. There were names he recognized: Chettle, the carpenter, Childers, who had been Hart’s
         coxswain and would, temporarily, serve Hayden in the same capacity, or at least so Hayden assumed. Among the familiar, though,
         he found many names he did not know. A few of these were so evocative in their own right that he could almost put faces to
         them. Herald Huggins would certainly be a solid, no-nonsense seaman, Hayden was sure. Makepeace Bracegirdle was no doubt a
         god-fearing belt-and-braces type.


      
      Manifests, bills of lading, sick and hurt lists, watch and station bill, the harbour log. A veritable tidal wave of paper
         sent to overwhelm him, Hayden thought, but stuck with it until the pile had, one wretched sheet at a time, passed across the
         desk to the ‘signed and read’ side.


      
      Hayden sat back in his chair, lifted his forgotten coffee cup, and drained the cold remains. A glance at his watch confirmed
         what his stomach suggested – dinner was in the offing. He looked around Hart’s cabin, which was his temporarily and not for
         the first time. It seemed a post captain’s rank and the ship that he hoped would come with it remained very distant. Damn and blast Cotton for taking away the Kent – a position he felt was less than his due. And now he was a job-captain again. A bloody job-captain!


      
      A knock at the door.

      
      ‘Enter,’ Hayden called, trying not to let his anger and frustration boil over onto the innocents.

      
      The sentry stuck his head in. ‘Lieutenant Saint-Denis, if you please, sir.’

      
      ‘Send him in.’

      
      Saint-Denis swept in, hat tucked beneath his arm, a forced, not unpleasing, smile, manner too familiar. Above a high forehead,
         lank, yellow hair, thinning. A beautifully tailored uniform could not hide the narrow chest, angular shoulders or broad hips.
         Although only just Hayden’s senior, the lieutenant appeared to be rushing towards middle years, his handsome youth already
         behind him.


      
      ‘Mr Hayden, I cannot begin to tell you what pleasure it gives me to meet you.’ He waved a hand towards the empty chair. ‘May
         I?’ Then sat before Hayden could answer. ‘I fear I shall not be with you long and for that I apologize, but Captain Davies
         will no doubt send for me. I am very confident that the Admiralty will honour him with a ship of the line – perhaps a flagship
         – and he has vowed to take me with him; believes he cannot do without me, really. But I am sure you will find an adequate
         officer to take my place. Archer has not my years of experience nor, if I may say, aptitude, but might do… if you cannot find
         another.’


      
      ‘Yes,’ Hayden answered, returning to his own chair. ‘I dare say he might, but until such time as the Admiralty has instructed
         me otherwise you are still first lieutenant of the Themis and there is a great deal of preparation to complete before we can sail, which we shall do, weather and tide permitting, on the morrow.’


      
      Saint-Denis glanced away, turning a little in his chair so that he hung an elbow over the back, and then crossed one thigh
         over the other. ‘Certainly, Hayden, I shall give you every assistance within my power until my summons arrives. I am cognizant
         of your situation – lacking middies and without a full complement of officers.’ He raised a finger and wiggled it at the deck-head.
         ‘Perhaps I might find you some midshipmen among my acquaintance, though most of the families in my circle might think a career
         in the Navy beneath their progeny – unlike our own families, eh?’ He laughed. Hayden did not.


      
      ‘I shall choose my own midshipmen, Lieutenant, thank you. Would you find the purser and locate these stores?’ Hayden took
         up a list from the writing table and held it out. ‘I have a suspicion that some of our victuals have gone astray.’


      
      For a moment Saint-Denis made no move to take the list, but then rose and reluctantly retrieved the paper from Hayden. ‘As
         soon as I have changed my uniform.’ He made the slightest nod. ‘Mr Hayden.’ And retreated stiffly.


      
      As Saint-Denis passed out, Dr Griffiths leaned in. ‘Have you a moment, Captain?’

      
      ‘By all means.’

      
      Griffiths glanced over his shoulder at the retreating back of Saint-Denis and when the door was closed enquired quietly, a
         smile only half suppressed, ‘How went your interview with Saint-Denis?’


      
      ‘He is, I am informed, to be recalled by Captain Davies and shall grace us with his presence but a few hours.’ Hayden did
         not add that, clearly, searching for mislaid stores was beneath so gifted an officer.


      
      ‘I should not count upon his leaving,’ Griffiths said, almost a whisper. ‘I have heard a rumour, yet to be substantiated, that Davies wished to be shut of the man. None of the captain’s
         other chosen officers were sent aboard – only Saint-Denis – who has been directing daily missives to Davies, and to his father,
         with increasing desperation. No replies have been forthcoming.’


      
      A blast of wind produced an extended, wailing moan and rain pelted down on the deck overhead.

      
      ‘You mean to say I might not rid myself of the man?’

      
      ‘I fear it is so. I gather you cannot simply allow him to go off to London to join his patron?’

      
      ‘No. I’m afraid I cannot. Who is he, pray? He appears to believe himself a person of some consequence.’

      
      ‘So he does, and it would appear to be true, but there is something amiss in the world of Caspian Saint-Denis. Time, I suspect,
         will see the story come out.’ Griffiths glanced at the pile of papers on Hayden’s little desk. ‘I have been sent to invite
         you to dine in the gunroom this evening, but I am informed by Childers that you have a previous engagement?’


      
      ‘I fear it is true, Doctor. Another night, I hope?’

      
      ‘The first you are not spoken for. I have one other small problem that I hate to bring to your attention when I know you are
         so busy…’


      
      ‘It is my lot, I fear, to hear the problems of others. What is it, pray?’

      
      ‘My assistant has been away these six days attending to a private matter, but he is now a day overdue. I fear we might sail
         without him.’


      
      ‘Ariss?’

      
      ‘The very man.’

      
      ‘There is little we might do, Doctor. I am to sail for Tor Bay the moment weather permits. Any not aboard will have some small
         chance of finding us there, but I believe the convoy is to depart the moment this sou’east gale abates. You might send a letter appraising Ariss of this, but beyond that there is
         little either of us can do.’


      
      ‘I shall sit down and write immediately. Have a pleasant evening ashore, Captain.’

      
      ‘Thank you, Doctor, but I do not look forward to bearing news of my impending absence – very likely for several months – to
         a certain lady.’


      

      
      
      
      
      Two

      
      
      ‘Has your ship come in, Captain?’ Henrietta asked as she entered the room. She smiled and flushed with pleasure, then even more
         so realizing how transparent this must be.


      
      ‘In a manner of speaking.’ Hayden felt a deep sense of embarrassment, almost humiliation, over what the Port Admiral had done
         to him that morning.


      
      ‘There is a mysterious answer,’ Elizabeth said, her face suddenly solemn, lovely head tilted to one side. ‘Pray, what do you
         mean, Captain Hayden?’


      
      Elizabeth and Henrietta continued to take singular pleasure from addressing him as ‘Captain’, though each and every time Hayden
         was reminded that he was only master and commander. And now he did not even have a ship of his own, information that it pained
         him to reveal.


      
      Hayden worked a little moisture into his mouth. ‘The Kent is still at sea and the Port Admiral has, with the blessing of the Admiralty, placed me in temporary command of the Themis. I am to escort a convoy to Gibraltar and then deliver the ship to Lord Hood, who will find her a captain from among his
         own officers.’


      
      Robert stifled a curse and turned away in anger and frustration.

      
      Henrietta looked confused by the reaction of Robert and Elizabeth, whose countenance had undergone a drastic change.

      
      ‘But is a frigate not more desirable than a sloop?’ she asked. ‘Is it not a post ship?’

      
      ‘It is, Miss Henrietta, but unfortunately I am only a job-captain… yet again, and my own ship will be given to some other.’
         Hayden felt his face flush warm. ‘Once I have delivered the Themis to Hood I shall be without a ship, cooling my heels in Gibraltar, perhaps, until a vessel can be found to bear me home.’


      
      ‘Oh…’ Henrietta said softly. ‘Then you could be away for some… weeks?’

      
      ‘Months… I fear,’ Hayden almost whispered as though he might soften the blow.

      
      Henrietta’s eyes glistened and she turned her head away.

      
      ‘Come, Robert,’ Elizabeth said, beckoning to her husband, ‘I have something to show you… in the dining room. Please, excuse
         us.’


      
      Hayden and Henrietta stood by the fire. A gale of wind finding its way down the chimney sent a little puff of greyish smoke
         spinning out and ceiling-ward. A graceless silence prevailed for a moment, and then they both moved forward and their lips
         met, almost shyly. They had been stealing kisses for the past two days, as though already engaged.


      
      ‘Your disappointment is very great, I can see, but it will all come out right in the end,’ Henrietta whispered, overcoming
         her distress.


      
      ‘Yes, I should not let temporary setbacks affect my mood so.’ He took her hand.

      
      ‘Some months you say?’ she said softly.

      
      Hayden nodded, trying to read the look in her eyes.

      
      ‘Well…’ she said, glancing away from this questioning gaze.

      
      Neither knew what to say, but then, as was often the case, Henrietta rescued them from this troublesome silence.

      
      ‘I suppose it is a banality to say, “I will wait for you”?’ Henrietta offered, trying to smile.

      
      It touched Hayden to his very core that she would try to cheer him at that moment, when she must feel the pending separation as greatly as he.

      
      ‘Or that, “I will think of you every day”?’ Hayden, attempted to rise to the occasion.

      
      ‘Not “every minute”?’ she chided.

      
      ‘If you would prefer it.’

      
      She considered this, mouth turning down a little. ‘Every second does seem a bit too… There must be a limit to devotion.’ She
         did meet his eyes, and he saw distress that her smile and manner could not hide. ‘Don’t think of me when your attention is
         required to keep you safe. I shouldn’t want you distracted by thoughts of my inestimable beauty at the wrong moment.’


      
      ‘I shall only contemplate upon your inestimable beauty when alone in my cabin.’

      
      ‘Perhaps just once a day – as you fall asleep, and into dreams.’ She closed her eyes suddenly, a hand springing up to shade
         her face from view. ‘This will not do! I am tormented and wretched at your leaving. Every moment I shall worry until I see
         you safe again.’ She took his hand in both of hers so tightly that her nails dug into the skin. ‘Come back to me unharmed
         – you must promise me.’


      
      ‘It is a difficult promise to keep –’

      
      ‘I care not. You must keep it. Promise me,’ she demanded.

      
      So he did.

      
      She leaned against him, her breath warm and sweet. Beyond the door, footsteps were heard, faltered and then resumed. The two
         separated quickly, Henrietta wiping ineffectually at her eyes.


      
      Lady Hertle entered, appearing stooped and tired. Hayden thought her recent illness had aged her some years, at least temporarily.

      
      ‘There you are,’ she said, smiling at the two of them, pleased by the budding affection that could not be hidden. But the smile was erased by concern. ‘My dear Henrietta, are you not yet
         recovered? Your eyes are all rimmed red and your complexion is high. I fear you are fevered, yet.’


      
      ‘Not in the least, Aunt. I have naught but a wretched cough – and that descends upon me only by night. I am otherwise perfectly
         hale.’


      
      Lady Hertle did not look convinced, and her gaze lingered on her niece a moment before turning to Hayden.

      
      ‘Captain Hayden,’ she said. ‘It is a pleasure.’

      
      ‘I hope it is not a pleasure you are experiencing too often, Lady Hertle. It is not my intention to impose upon your hospitality.’

      
      ‘You could visit me every day of the year and I would not grow weary of it. There is nothing I fear so much as to be left
         each day with only my own company to keep. I would be driven to utter distraction within a few months. No, visit as often
         as you wish. Robert frequently says you are like a brother to him and therefor you are like a nephew to me. Where are Robert
         and Elizabeth? They are very poor chaperones, I must say,’ she teased. She beckoned them to walk with her into the dining
         room. ‘Sailors are very prone to taking liberties, you know,’ Lady Hertle instructed her niece. ‘Why, Admiral Hertle, when
         he was a young man, would kiss me every chance he got. Of course, we were engaged to be married, but even so, he was highly
         undisciplined when it came to kisses.’ A smile hovered about her lips at the memory – only a little sad.


      
      ‘I am completely scandalized,’ Henrietta said, ‘to learn that you would allow any young man to kiss you; even one to whom you were engaged.’


      
      Lady Hertle made a dismissive noise. ‘I rather like kisses and miss them more than you know.’

      
      ‘Why Aunt, I kiss you every day,’ Henrietta responded.

      
      ‘Indeed you do, but it is not quite the same thing. Ah, Elizabeth,’ she said, finding her niece and Robert by the window in
         the dining room, apparently interrupted in the very act of affection presently under discussion, ‘you have been shirking your
         duties as chaperone.’


      
      ‘Not at all, Aunt. I have been performing them admirably. I leave Charles and Henrietta to keep their own company just enough
         to foster their affection for one another… and no more. I should say I am the perfect chaperone.’


      
      ‘Well, all of this courting going on beneath my roof makes me feel terribly lonely for the admiral, I am not ashamed to admit
         it. Terribly lonely.’ She stopped by her chair. ‘Do you know what we called it when we were young? – kissing, that is. Osculation. We thought no one could possibly know of what we spoke but everyone did. I think that awful Dr Johnson had gone and put
         it in his dictionary. We went about thinking we were terribly clever but everyone knew all along. I near died of embarrassment
         when I learned it.’ A faint rosy blush coloured her cheeks. ‘Now, I understand you are off to the theatre?’


      
      ‘Are you certain you do not wish to accompany us, Aunt Hertle?’

      
      ‘Another time. I am feeling a little tired this evening. What is it you see?’

      
      ‘Shakespeare, Aunt. Romeo and Juliet.’


      
      [image: image]

      
      The theatre was filled to capacity that evening but Robert had arranged a snug little box, large enough for their party and
         no more, just before the stage. At Elizabeth’s insistence, the chaperones took the seats nearest the rail, allowing the courting couple to sit behind in a sliver of shadow.


      
      ‘Can you see the stage, Henrietta?’ Robert asked, twisting about in his chair.

      
      ‘Perfectly, Robert. Do not be the least concerned.’

      
      Hayden could feel a palpable air of anticipation in the theatre box. When she spoke, Henrietta’s voice seemed squeezed just
         a bit, and she drew breath with every few words. This anticipation was not for the play, however, unless it was for the distraction
         it would provide so that the two lovers could touch, perhaps steal a few kisses.


      
      The floor below seethed with an unruly mob, many sailors and soldiers whose boasting and posturing escalated with each drink.
         Boxes were filled with officers, some of very high rank, from both services. The hubbub and calling out and quizzing of the
         ladies made for a lively scene. Just below the height of the ceiling, a smoky haze began to form like a squall on the horizon.
         As the night progressed it would thicken and descend until it hung like a storm over the audience on the floor.


      
      The first play began, with a crash of cymbals and beating of drums, certain signs of an approaching tempest. A short farce
         ensued that appealed greatly to the common sailors, who left off threatening the soldiers and turned their attention to the
         stage, shouting out sallies and bits of wit, even giving direction to the players.


      
      With all attention elsewhere Henrietta’s soft hand stole into Hayden’s and they shifted but a little in their chairs so that
         their arms touched. Hayden reached across his body with his right hand and caressed the delicate skin inside Henrietta’s wrist,
         making a small circle with a single finger. Her eyes closed and a long, sighing breath was released, almost silently. Without
         a word they turned toward each other and kissed.


      
      Too soon the play came to an end. And then the famous phrases floated up from the stage.

      
      ‘Two households, both alike in dignity, In fair Verona, where we lay our scene. From ancient grudge break to new mutiny, Where
         civil blood makes civil hands unclean. From forth the fatal loins of these two foes A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their
         life…’


      
      Even the sailors grew quiet a moment to hear this.

      
      Sampson and Gregory took their cues and engaged in the type of wordplay the sailors approved; the jest on maidenheads receiving
         a squall of laughter. Soon enough the more important players appeared, and then young Romeo, whose secret sadness Benvolio
         had promised to discover.


      
      A rather aged Benvolio spoke his lines to Montague. ‘See where he comes. So please you step aside: I’ll know his grievance
         or be much denied.’


      
      Montague: ‘I would thou wert so happy by thy stay, To hear true shrift. Come, madam, let’s away.’ Montague and his Lady slipped
         off the stage in a scuffling patter of feet.


      
      A rather dapper Romeo appeared, so full of his own importance that there were titters in the audience. An extravagantly feathered
         hat perched, precariously, upon his head. His costume deferred not at all to his headgear, the sleeves of his doublet hanging
         like silky jowls, his breeches so tight one could not help but wonder how he managed to walk. Betwixt hat and doublet was
         suspended the face of a simpleton, innocent and debauched at once, right eye larger than the left.


      
      ‘If ever a man wore motley,’ Hayden whispered to Robert, ‘this would be he.’

      
      Benvolio made a deferential bow. ‘Good morrow, cousin.’

      
      Romeo seemed rather too surprised by this to be considered reasonable, looking about as though suddenly noticing the sunlight. ‘Is the day so young?’

      
      Benvolio: ‘But new struck nine.’

      
      Romeo laid the back of a wrist against his brow. ‘Ay me! sad hours seem long. Was that my father that went hence so fast?’

      
      ‘My, has this company a player ill to use such a ham?’ Elizabeth whispered to her husband. This drew Hayden’s attention from
         his love to the stage.


      
      Benvolio: ‘It was. What sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours?’

      
      Romeo threw up his hands in an awkward gesture, walking away a few paces in apparent agitation. ‘What sadness lengthens Romeo,
         one might ask. Am I not handsome, well known a dandy, Ben?’


      
      Henrietta was almost startled from her seat. ‘What in this world…? That is not Shakespeare!’


      
      ‘Nor is it Romeo,’ Hayden laughed. ‘Or not the Romeo we came to see. That is Fowler “Romeo” Moat, I am quite certain.’

      
      ‘Who?’ whispered Henrietta.

      
      ‘A planter’s son – by no means poor,’ Hayden explained. ‘He fancies himself an actor and pays theatre managers to let him
         perform in their productions. Romeo is his preferred part. He thought to rewrite the lines to better suit him – Romeo is now
         quite a dandy.’


      
      ‘And we paid for this?’ Robert complained, outraged.

      
      They returned their attention to the play in time to hear Romeo say, ‘Why such is love’s transgression, Griefs of mine own
         lie heav—’ Whether Moat had forgotten his lines or his look of utter confusion was feigned no one could tell. ‘Grief!’ he
         cried, not so much in pain but as though he called an oddly named dog, ‘were it only brief! But grief bears me a grievance.
         She who is passing fair, and fairly passing, Virginal in her chastity, Has sworn that if no man is found worthy she shall
         perish without passion, Before marrying a man… who has no eye for fashion.’


      
      ‘This is blasphemy!’ cried Henrietta, offended but amused in spite of herself. ‘The man should not be encouraged… He should
         be stoned!’


      
      And so the play went, the blameless actors confounded at every turn by the prancing, posing Romeo, whose lines had been reworked
         without reference to their own. The crowd, however, could hardly have been more delighted, calling out to Romeo, applauding
         his every appearance, his every utterance. For his part, Moat took all this acclaim as though it were his due, thinking it
         all sincere, convinced that his skills as player and playwright were of a superior nature.


      
      The play progressed and even the officers and quality convulsed with horrified laughter.

      
      As Romeo stood beneath Juliet’s balcony, Henrietta hid her face. ‘I cannot bear it,’ she moaned but soon took her hands away.

      
      Juliet slipped gracefully out into the moonlight.

      
      ‘But soft!’ Romeo cried, ‘What light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and Juliet is the sun! But what thing is
         it she wears upon her breast? Is it a rag, cast off by scullery maids? A gown it cannot be –’


      
      But Juliet was apparently determined to save the scene, and to cut Moat’s foolishness short. ‘Ay, me!’ came her anguished
         lament, causing such laughter that she coloured through her make-up.


      
      Romeo pointed at his love, his dangling sleeves wafting about like limp folds of skin. ‘She speaks! O! speak again, bright
         angel; for thou art –’


      
      But again Moat was interrupted. ‘O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou Romeo!’ Juliet cried in desperate passion, causing more laughter, for what woman in her reason could pine for such a dolt. ‘Deny thy father, and refuse thy name; Or,
         if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, And I’ll no longer be a Capulet. ’Tis but thy name that is my enemy; Thou art thyself,
         though not a Montague. What’s Montague? It is nor hand, nor foot, Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part –’


      
      ‘How little she knows of a man’s parts!’ Romeo chortled.

      
      An unsettled Juliet tried to soldier on. ‘… B-Belonging to a man. O! be some other name! What’s in a name? that which we call
         a rose By any other name would smell as sweet –’


      
      But this, too, was interrupted, not by another aside, but by Romeo inhaling an immoderate pinch of snuff. The laughter stopped
         Juliet mid-soliloquy. Before she could take up her speech again, Romeo climbed up a step and offered her his open snuff box.
         The response from the audience to this act of inane chivalry thwarted Juliet from proceeding for several minutes.


      
      Hayden and his companions could not help but join in.

      
      ‘Poor Juliet,’ Henrietta said, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘This is a far greater tragedy than Shakespeare ever intended.’

      
      ‘There has never been anything to equal it!’ Robert pronounced, turning to his companions as the scene drew to a close.

      
      The play began again, taking their now rapt attention, for no one wanted to miss what Moat might do next. Another scene, as
         farcical as the ones that went before, was followed by yet another until, at last, the final scenes played out. Romeo entered
         Juliet’s tomb to find his love lying silent, still, beautiful.


      
      ‘She’s died of embarrassment,’ Henrietta whispered.

      
      ‘Ah! dear Juliet,’ Romeo said. ‘Why art thou yet so fair? Is it this gown I gave thee? Night-slip for thy endless sleep? The
         green that made thine eye so bright, Now makes bright mine doublet red. At last we lie together this long night, Dark shades
         of jade and crimson velvet. Who will not say we are a pretty sight?’ Moat took his draught of poison. ‘O true apothecary!
         Thy drugs are quick!’


      
      But apparently not quick enough. Moat pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and with it swept clean an area of the stage.
         After laying his hat for a pillow, he died the most prolonged and embellished death in the history of that famous tragedy
         until, as he knelt by poor Juliet, he cried, ‘O Death! how longst hast thou been dying? Thus with a kiss I join my deadly
         bride.’ He swooned down, his head landing softly on his ridiculous hat, its vast plume waving back and forth like some banner
         raised in theatrical surrender.


      
      The applause was beyond anything Hayden had ever known, and then cries of ‘Encore! Encore!’ were taken up by the entire crowd.


      
      Not one to refuse his audience, a delighted Romeo hopped up and died a second time… and then, by popular acclaim, a third,
         each death more lingering than the last. Poor Juliet’s demise could not summon a single tear after that; in truth, her death
         caused almost as much hilarity as Moat’s, the poor actress’s heartfelt declarations made ridiculous by contrast.


      
      ‘Never has a Juliet looked so relieved to finally make an end of it,’ Henrietta pronounced.

      
      ‘Moat thought he played Lazarus, not Romeo, at the end,’ Robert said.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Hayden agreed, ‘gravity, apparently, could not keep him to his tomb.’

      
      To which Henrietta gave him a playful tap on the arm with her fan.

      
      The audience departed, many in little strolling companies declaiming Moat’s rewritten lines in more or less accurate imitation.
         On the street before the theatre, a company of sailors performed the death scene… repeatedly. Hayden and his companions were carried along by this noisy crowd but a few
         blocks put them on a quieter way.


      
      They were all still giddy from the performance, which had been unlike anything they had seen. ‘Where have you met a Shakespeare
         to compare with that?’ Robert asked. ‘ “With a kiss I join my deadly bride”!’


      
      ‘ “Virginal in her chastity”?’ Elizabeth quoted. ‘Can you imagine?’

      
      ‘I should pay triple to see him play Hamlet,’ Robert declared.

      
      Hayden laughed at the thought. ‘To starch or not to starch, that would be the question.’

      
      ‘I was only surprised that Juliet did not stab herself in the first act,’ Henrietta said.

      
      ‘That would never have stopped Romeo. He would not be denied his two hours in the public’s eye. What strange character that
         he would make a spectacle of himself for so brief a fame.’


      
      Hayden and Henrietta slowed their pace a little so that they might converse in private. Taking his arm, Henrietta asked, ‘Hast
         thou mistaken me for the sun of late?’


      
      ‘The sun is too common by far,’ Hayden declaimed, though quietly, ‘rising daily Like a drudge, to trudge across the earthly
         sky.’


      
      Henrietta laughed. ‘I am uncertain of “drudge” and “trudge”.’

      
      ‘I am sure even Shakespeare reworked his verse a little.’

      
      ‘As I am sure Moat did not!’ Henrietta said, but then grew more serious. ‘I do not like these tales of lovers dying. Even
         our simpleton-Romeo could not take the sting from that.’


      
      Hayden nodded.

      
      Giving his arm a little tug Henrietta said, ‘Let us not be “star-cross’d”. Such things never turn out well.’

      
      ‘As long as our families do not fall to murdering one another, like Capulets and Montagues, I think we shall be safe from
         such a fate.’


      
      At the door of Lady Hertle’s home they stopped. Robert and Elizabeth had preceded them inside. A moment they hesitated, allowing
         a father and son to pass. And then a soft kiss followed by a sweet embrace.


      
      ‘You will sail tomorrow?’ Henrietta asked so quietly he could barely hear.

      
      ‘Wind and tide permitting… yes.’

      
      Henrietta burrowed a little farther into his embrace. ‘I find no sweetness in my sorrow,’ she whispered.

      
      ‘Nor I.’

      
      For as long as they dared tarry, they remained thus and separated with such terrible reluctance. Henrietta would not release
         his hand even as she put her own upon the door’s handle. ‘Robert claims that you have no fear,’ she said hurriedly, ‘but,
         Charles… do not be too brave.’


      
      ‘I shall be no braver than required.’

      
      A quick embrace, then Henrietta ducked inside.

      
      Leaving Hayden on the dark and empty street. A moment he stood, and then very softly whispered, ‘And I shall say adieu until
         the morrow.’ Feeling only a little foolish, he tore himself away from the shadow of Lady Hertle’s home. His shoes echoed down
         the faintly moonlit street, the touch of Henrietta’s lips on his a fresh memory.


      
      Let us not be star-cross’d, Henrietta had said.


      
      ‘Yes,’ Hayden muttered, ‘let us be anything but that.’

      

      
      
      
      
      Three

      
      
      ‘Is it not just like the Channel?’ Barthe complained, waving a pudgy hand towards the waters beyond Plymouth Sound. ‘When we
         do have a fair wind there is too much of it by half. This bloody gale shows no signs of abating, Captain. It will blow another
         day yet, I am certain.’ He crossed Hayden’s cabin to the gallery windows and gazed intently out through panes that ran with
         rain. ‘I am certain we can make Tor Bay, sir, if we’ve a need to.’


      
      ‘I am certain you are right, Mr Barthe, at some cost to our gear and danger to our people. No, Pool’s convoy is not going
         anywhere in this. We shall wait.’


      
      Early morning, oily sky, rain-streaked. A metronomic ‘popplop, pop-plop’ in the quarter-gallery as water dripped into the
         tin sink through a leak above. Hayden was already able to estimate how hard it rained by the cadence.


      
      ‘What was that bloody row on deck at eight bells?’

      
      ‘Some bum-boat men, sir. It appears Saint-Denis has considerable debt among them and monies expected from his family are now
         long overdue.’


      
      ‘Pass the word to the marines that I do not want such a scene again – not upon my ship. Where is Mr Hawthorne, anyway?’

      
      ‘Due back today, Captain. I believe there was yet a heart in Bath he had not broken but will return as soon as that matter
         has been settled.’


      
      ‘Inform the ladies of Bath that they shall have to release him, for I require his presence aboard. His corporal is not quite up to a lieutenant’s duties, yet.’

      
      ‘I agree, sir.’

      
      A knock on the door. ‘Lieutenant Saint-Denis, Captain.’

      
      ‘Yes, show him in.’

      
      Saint-Denis strode in, several sheets of paper in one hand, hat under the opposite arm. ‘I cannot account for it, Mr Hayden,
         but it appears your suspicions have been borne out. Stores have gone missing.’ He raised the paper and glanced at the figures
         scribbled there. ‘Particularly, three barrels of beef, a keg of tallow and sundry bosun’s stores.’ He lowered the papers so
         that they slapped against his thigh. ‘I suspect it is the purser, Mr Hayden. Perhaps even the bosun.’


      
      ‘I am quite certain it is not Franks, Lieutenant.’ He turned to the sailing master. ‘How long have you served with Taylor,
         Mr Barthe?’


      
      ‘Some years, sir. He is the most private man upon God’s earth, but there has never been even a suggestion that he is dishonest.
         And Franks… though not the most careful keeper of records, is honesty personified. I believe we shall have to look elsewhere
         for our thieves.’


      
      ‘I agree with Mr Barthe. Franks I trust utterly and Taylor has a long record of reliability. I suspect we will find our thieves
         among the new men, Lieutenant. I trust you will ferret them out quickly enough. Anything more?’


      
      ‘No, sir. Oh, there is a Jew asking for you.’

      
      ‘Does this man have a name?’

      
      ‘He did say his name…’ The lieutenant’s brow furrowed. ‘It might have been Gold, sir.’

      
      ‘Ah, Mr Gold. Please have him shown in.’

      
      Barthe and Saint-Denis retreated from the cabin and a moment later one of the local merchants who served the needs of sailors and officers in port was let in. He stood, hat in hand, just inside the door. Hayden had known Gold for at
         least a decade, an honest, highly reserved man who navigated the sometimes hostile waters of Plymouth Sound and His Majesty’s
         fleets with such skill that Hayden had long since come to believe him a kind of social genius.


      
      ‘Mr Gold. I hope your labours go well?’

      
      ‘They do, Captain Hayden. And may I congratulate you on your promotion, sir.’

      
      ‘Very kind of you. I believe you have come to enquire about money outstanding on my account?’

      
      Gold attempted to appear surprised at this question. ‘Not at all, Captain Hayden. I heard of your prizes, sir, and knowing
         how slow the prize courts and agents can be, I thought you might wish to increase your credit, as you now have a table to
         keep and other expenses as senior officer of a frigate.’


      
      Hayden was very short of money, and was indeed worried about keeping up the social requirements of his new post.

      
      ‘You shall see a good sum from the frigate and the transport, I think, sir, and I should advance you money at the most reasonable
         rate. In truth, Captain Hayden, I have come to ask a favour and in return shall advance you any amount you require at no interest
         at all.’


      
      ‘You know, Mr Gold, that I would never take a bribe…’

      
      ‘Of course not, sir! And I never meant to suggest you would.’

      
      ‘Then I shall pay you to advance me money, which offer I will accept. What is this favour, which I might do out of friendship?’

      
      ‘I am flattered that you would consider me so, Captain. I understand you are in need of midshipmen, and would like to, respectfully,
         put forward the name of my son, Benjamin. He is a very clever boy, sir, and as eager to please and do well as any you will find.’


      
      Hayden was more surprised than he could say. ‘I remember him well, Mr Gold, and he is everything you say and more. There is,
         however, a very ancient act of legislation called the Test Act…’


      
      Gold nodded quickly. ‘I am aware of it, sir, but you might know my wife is a Christian and my son is willing to swear the
         same.’


      
      ‘But is he willing to publicly take the sacrament, for he could be so required if the Navy wished?’

      
      ‘I believe he would be willing, sir.’

      
      ‘You believe or he would be?’

      
      ‘He would be, Captain Hayden. I am quite sure of it. You must know you have Jews among your own crew.’ The briefly distant
         look indicated he was gathering evidence to prosecute his case. ‘And the Schombergs are a Jewish family… though the sons have
         converted to the Church of England. I have oft had the honour of fulfilling some small service for Captain Isaac Schomberg
         myself, sir.’


      
      ‘Yes, Mr Gold, all that is undeniable but the truth remains that the officer corps is a bastion of Anglicanism. My father
         was a post captain, which for most men would almost make their career, but my mother is French and Catholic and I have been
         the object of bigotry all my years in the Navy. For your son, success will be very hard won if he succeeds at all. I highly
         recommend you reconsider.’ Hayden could see the disappointment in Gold’s face. ‘Why would you want to subject your son to
         this life, Mr Gold? It is dangerous, uncomfortable, all-consuming.’


      
      A sad smile flickered over Gold’s face. ‘It is his heart’s desire, sir, to be an officer in the king’s navy, instead of a
         bum-boat man… like his father.’


      
      ‘We all play our part, Mr Gold.’

      
      ‘Some parts are more respectable than others, sir.’ The man was kneading his hat brim with both hands. ‘Will you not take
         him?’ he asked softly.


      
      Hayden felt a strange helplessness descend upon him, almost a weakness of limb. To his very core he understood what a difficult
         life the boy would face – an outsider in an insider’s world. He also retained a perfectly vivid memory of how blindly determined
         he had been to enter this profession, and how devastating he would have found a refusal. ‘I cannot keep him out of danger,
         Mr Gold – you must comprehend that.’


      
      ‘I do, sir.’ Gold made a quick bow in Hayden’s direction. ‘And thank you, sir. I shall have him aboard as soon as you like,
         sir. I’ll kit him out this very morning.’


      
      ‘There is yet one thing more, Mr Gold. I am but a job-captain. When a post captain is appointed to the Themis any middies sailing with me will certainly be cast free. Their future will be as uncertain as my own.’


      
      But this did not seem to dampen Gold’s excitement in the least. In truth, Hayden had never seen the man so happy.

      
      ‘I believe you will have a great future, Mr Hayden. I am quite certain of it. My Benjamin could not be in better hands. I
         know that full well.’


      
      The moment Gold had departed Hayden regretted his decision. ‘No good will come of this,’ he muttered to himself in the mirror.

      
      Some three hours later, Hayden was making the best arrangement of his few effects in the great cabin, which seemed palatially
         large compared to the eight-foot square he was used to, when the sentry knocked on the door and announced Mr Archer.


      
      ‘There is a midshipman making application to you, Captain,’ Archer said upon entering. ‘He bears a letter from his father, I believe.’

      
      ‘So soon? Well, send him down, Mr Archer, and then I will have you settle him in the midshipmen’s berth.’

      
      ‘Aye, sir.’

      
      A moment later the door opened again and Hayden looked up from his labours to find Arthur Wickham standing just inside the
         cabin and grinning somewhat foolishly.


      
      ‘Wickham!’

      
      ‘Captain Hayden,’ the boy said making a rather exaggerated bow. He held out a letter. ‘My father has asked me to give you
         this. It is a request that you might find a place for me in the midshipmen’s berth, for once I had learned you had a ship
         I was determined to have him ask such a favour of you.’ He gestured around the cabin. ‘But I was not expecting this, sir.
         I heard you had command of a sloop, not a post ship.’


      
      ‘Nor am I a post captain, Wickham. Only a job-captain and once I have delivered the Themis to Lord Hood I shall more than likely be without a ship again and my midshipmen without positions.’


      
      ‘Not for a moment do I believe such an event possible. You will have a ship, I am quite certain.’

      
      ‘Your faith is heartening, Wickham. Truly it is.’ Hayden received the letter, and broke the seal. A rather ill-formed hand
         very graciously requested that he take on Lord Arthur as midshipman, a request Hayden was delighted to grant.


      
      ‘Well, Lord Westmoor has made such kind application on your behalf that I cannot help but grant his request. You will have
         a great deal to learn, I expect, young and green as you are.’


      
      ‘I shall apply myself with a will, Captain Hayden. You will not regret taking me on.’ Wickham laughed with pleasure. ‘I understand
         that you are in need of middies, sir?’


      
      ‘I have only one other and he truly is green – utterly new to the life. I hope you will give him the benefit of your experience
         and be kind to him.’


      
      ‘That I shall, sir. I have taken the liberty of alerting two other young gentlemen in my position – having recently been released
         from their ship. I can vouch for them, sir, most highly.’


      
      ‘And might their names be Hobson and… Stock?’

      
      ‘Madison, sir. Hobson and Madison. I don’t think Tristram Stock will go to sea again. He was much affected by the loss of
         his friend Williams. It will be some time before he recovers, I fear.’


      
      ‘I am sorry to hear it. But Madison and Hobson I should be happy to sail with again. Are you certain of them?’

      
      ‘I left London before I received answers to my letters, but I would be very much surprised if they did not make straight for
         Plymouth the moment they received word.’


      
      Hayden could hardly have been more pleased with this turn of events. ‘They will need all speed, for we make sail the moment
         the weather allows. Are you well, Lord Arthur?’


      
      Wickham looked suddenly serious – his habitual pose when asked a question. ‘I am, sir, and better now that I am to sail with
         my old shipmates. I understand
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