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        As I was spittin’ into the Ditch aboard o’ the Crocodile,

        I seed a man on a man-o’-war got up in the Reg’lars’ style.

        ‘E was scrapin’ the paint from off of ‘er plates, an’ I sez to ‘im, “‘Oo are you?”

        Sez ‘e, “I’m a Jolly—’Er Majesty’s Jolly—soldier an’ sailor too!”

        Now ‘is work begins by Gawd knows when, and ‘is work is never through;

        ‘E isn’t one o’ the reg’lar Line, nor ‘e isn’t one of the crew.

        ‘E’s a kind of a giddy harumfrodite—soldier an’ sailor too!

        Rudyard Kipling
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      Bedlam: Bethlem Royal Hospital, London. The oldest psychiatric institution, where, in the 18 th century, people could pay to watch the mentally ill as a form of entertainment.

      Crappies: French. From Johnny Crapaud, slang for a Frenchman.

      Farthing: small coin valued at a quarter of a penny

      Foul: drunk

      Glacis: man-made smooth slope in front of a defensive work

      Greenman: a man experiencing his first voyage on a whaling ship

      Horse Guards: nickname for the British Army headquarters in London

      Johnny Crapaud: a Frenchman

      Johnny Raw: recruit

      Jolly: 18th and 19th century term for a Marine

      Leathernecks: 18th century sailors’ term for a Marine, possibly because of the leather stock they wore

      Lobsterbacks; Lobsters: 18th century seamen’s term for British soldiers

      Macaroni: 18th century term for an outlandishly fashionable man

      Machette: heavy knife used on French ships in the 18 th century

      Popinjay: a vain, chattering, overdressed man. The word originally meant a parrot.

      Powder Monkey: a young boy, occasionally a woman, who carried water and ammunition to the guns on a ship during battle

      Sawney: a Scotsman, from the Scottish pronunciation of Sandy, short for Alexander, a common Scottish Christian name

      Soaker: very heavy drinker

      Son of a Gun: child born on board ship, often between two cannons

      Swaddie: British soldier. Now more commonly pronounced as squaddie.

      Tarry Arse: pejorative name for a sailor

      Toper: heavy drinker
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        RODINGHAM, ENGLAND

        AUGUST 1795

      

      

      Gregory had seen what these artillerymen had done to his company and fought with sickened fury, slashing, thrusting and stabbing without mercy. He saw the gunners’ shocked faces, with mouths and eyes wide with fear, but in his mind, he saw Private Peters with his intestines spilling out and Private Jackson with his jaw shot away. He was no longer Gregory Kennett of Torham Manor, but a madman fighting and killing in a rage he had never experienced.

      Gregory jerked awake, feeling his heart pounding as he relived the events of the recent campaign. He sat up with the sweat damp on his body, still hearing the screams and smelling the powder smoke. Scrabbling for his tinder box, Gregory scratched a spark to light the candle beside his bed. The small flame gradually grew, spreading a yellow oval around his quarters, the tiny room in Rodingham Hall, headquarters of the 136 th Foot.

      Nothing had changed. Gregory’s second-best uniform hung ready for him to use, his sword and Henry Nock pistol were at hand, and his washing and shaving gear were all in order beside the washstand and basin. Closed shutters concealed the window and kept out the worst of the draughts.

      Pushing back the bed covers, Gregory stood, allowing the images in his head to fade as he walked around the room. Three paces one way and three paces to return. As a newly promoted lieutenant, the regiment allocated him a slightly larger room than he had shared as an ensign, but still barely larger than a cell in most prisons. Compared to the private soldiers, his quarters were luxurious, although he suspected that the NCOs used their experience to create something better than his.

      Opening the shutters, Gregory peered outside. A scimitar moon glowed among the stars, shining faint light on the parade ground, as the regiment had designated the gravelled courtyard of Rodingham Hall. The tall wall that surrounded the house seemed dark, ominous and nearly claustrophobic. Unable to sleep after his vivid dreams, Gregory hastily washed, viewing his face, lined and haggard with the strain of war, and ran a razor over the worst of his stubble. Pulling on his uniform but leaving his sword and pistol behind, Gregory stepped outside his room. His footsteps echoed in the ancient house as he marched along the creaking corridors, hearing faint snores from some of the rooms he passed.

      The sleepy sentry at the main door stiffened to attention as Gregory passed.

      “Stand easy, man,” Gregory murmured. “I’m not here to inspect you.” He marched past the picket at the gate, acknowledged their salutes by touching his hat and toured the night-dark streets of Rodingham. Only a few candles burned behind the multi-paned windows as early risers readied themselves for their work. The rest of the town rested, the good people enjoying the benefits of peace, protected by the constant vigilance of the Royal Navy. Gregory took a deep breath, relishing the early morning calm. At a time when war wreaked its hideous terrors across Europe, peace was a luxury few enjoyed and fewer appreciated.

      Please, God, the French do not spread their horror of republican revolution across the Channel to Great Britain, Gregory prayed as he strode the streets. We are far from perfect in these islands, but our system is better than most. Thank God for the North Sea, the Channel, and the Royal Navy.

      A door banged somewhere, a dog barked, and a woman laughed. Gregory smiled at these sounds of normality. Better a banging door than the crash of artillery, a barking dog than the drumbeat of charging horses, and a laughing woman than the screams of fear as predatory soldiers rampaged into a family home. He halted at the edge of the town and looked across the English countryside. He could smell the oncoming harvest and hear cows lowing, waiting for kind hands to milk them. Everything was as it should be. It was up to him, and thousands of men like him, to ensure that it remained that way. The storm-tossed mariners on their ships and the hard-used, hard-swearing, hard-drinking redcoats were all that stood between Revolutionary Terror and these scenes of peace.

      “God grant us the skill and fortitude to guard this island and its contumacious, quarrelsome, stubborn population,” Gregory murmured. He watched the moon and stars fade as the first faint band of dawn glimmered on the eastern horizon. “Are you listening, Lord? Are you there?”

      Nobody answered. An owl gave its lonely hoot, the sound melancholy in the half-light.

      Sighing, Gregory turned around and headed back to Rodingham Hall. In the hour since he had left, the small town had woken up a little, with shopkeepers taking down their shutters, householders lighting candles, carts rumbling on the streets, and people appearing in doorways.

      Gregory heard the drums beating as he approached the hall and lengthened his stride. He did not want to be late for the first parade of the day. He passed the gate picket, hurried to his quarters, buckled on his sword and nearly ran to the parade ground where the 136 th Foot was assembling.

      Temporarily in charge of the regiment, Major Wardroper eyed Gregory sourly as he marched to the front of his company, with Captain Lyons already in place and Lieutenant Forster chewing something and looking harassed.

      The drummers lifted their drumsticks. The drumming halted, and the battalion stood at attention, watching the double-crossed Union Flag climb slowly up the flagpole. It was an old tradition in the regiment to have a junior ensign help raise the flag, with the intertwined crosses of St George and St Andrew, England and Scotland, soaring above the 136 th. That morning, Ensign Farman had the honour.

      “Gentlemen and soldiers!” Major Wardroper’s voice echoed from the surrounding buildings. “Today is the last time I will take this parade. You all know that Lieutenant-Colonel Hamilton retired through ill health after our campaign in the Low Countries, and I have been in command of the battalion since then. It is my duty to inform you that Lieutenant-Colonel Wadham will assume command as from tomorrow.”

      Officers and men remained still, as discipline demanded, although Gregory sensed a restlessness among them as they analysed what a new commander might mean. They had grown used to Colonel Hamilton’s easy-going ways and wondered what an unknown new man might bring. Gregory slid his eyes sideways and met Lieutenant Forster’s glance. Forster lifted his eyebrows and looked away.

      With his message delivered, Major Wardroper dismissed the parade and returned to his quarters.

      “Colonel Wadham,” Forster said to Gregory as they reclined in armchairs in the Officers’ Mess. “I’ve never heard of the man, Kennett. Have you?”

      “I don’t know the name,” Gregory admitted. “Perhaps the captain knows him.”

      Captain Lyons, the company commander, shook his grizzled head. “I don’t,” he said. “He’s probably some jumped-up scion of the aristocracy, a twenty-year-old Honourable, the bastard sixth son of Lord Pointless of Velvet Cushion.” Warming to his task, Lyons swallowed half a glass of gin and continued. “He will have bought his way up from ensign to lieutenant-colonel without sniffing powder smoke in his life.”

      Forster grunted. “That’s probably the case,” he said.

      “All the same, we’d better get our men looking their best,” Lyons said. “A new broom always sweeps clean, and a new colonel will try to impress us with his efficiency. He’ll have us doing drills and parades, polishing up the pipeclay, inspecting the hair powder and burnishing the brass.”

      “That will scare the French,” Forster said cynically.

      “When is Colonel Lord Pointless due to arrive, sir?” Gregory asked.

      “When he chooses to,” Lyons answered sourly. “You know what lieutenant-colonels are like. Lord God Almighty to their regiments and Little Jack Cringe to anybody superior to them in rank.”

      “In that case, I will drill my people for a couple of hours and then write a letter,” Gregory said.

      “Not to Amelia, I hope,” Forster said.

      “Not to Amelia,” Gregory confirmed. “My old fiancée transferred her affections to a man with money and prospects, neither of which I possess. I will write to my parents instead.”

      Forster nodded solemnly. “Tell your respected elders that you are due for promotion to general soon and will come to see them in your chariot and six. The news will soon reach the fair Amelia, who will run back to you with open arms.”

      “See to your men, Kennett,” Captain Lyons said before Gregory could retaliate. “It’s more important that they are battle-ready than looking pretty, whatever our new colonel may think.”

      “Especially with all the eager recruits pouring in,” Gregory said.

      “Hundreds of them,” Forster replied cynically. “I trip over them every time I cross the parade ground.”

      Gregory grunted. Since the 136 th returned from the Low Countries, they had tried to find men to replace their casualties, without much success. With every regular regiment in Great Britain recruiting, and the Militia, Yeomanry and Volunteers also looking for men, the 136 th was well down the list. Gregory doubted that they had added a score of recruits to their numbers in the last two months.

      “Don’t look so worried,” Lyons said. “I heard a whisper that some Irishmen were coming our way soon.”

      “The Irish are trouble,” Forster reminded him. “When they are sober, they are truculent; when drunk, they are argumentative, and in either condition, they like to fight.”

      “Troublesome in peacetime, but few better when things get serious,” Lyons said. “I thought you were with your men, Kennett?”

      “I am, sir,” Gregory said, quickly leaving Lyons’s quarters.

      Despite Lyons’s objections that an officer’s task was only to lead, not to get involved with training the men, Gregory helped the NCOs drill the company. Some private soldiers had been with the 136 th in the abortive campaign in the Low Countries, while others were recruits, Johnny Raws in the soldiers’ parlance. Gregory nodded as he saw a familiar face in the newcomers’ ranks.

      “I know you, my man,” Gregory said, stepping forward. “You were one of the prisoners of war with me in France.”

      “Yes, sir.” The man was in his late twenties, with a long, intelligent face and steady eyes. “I was with the 14 th Foot at the time.”

      “Yes, I remember. How do you come to be in the 136 th?”

      “When those Brittany people rescued us, sir, and we came back to Britain, Horse Guards sent me to this regiment.”

      “Did they indeed?” Gregory said. “What is your name?”

      “Davidson, sir.”

      “Welcome to the 136 th, Davidson,” Gregory said. He stepped back, seeing the half-hidden smiles of the men. Something as simple as an officer recognising one of their own pleased them immensely. Gregory continued to drill the men, using the NCOs’ technique of clear orders, rebukes and dark humour to keep the company active across the parade ground, and was having them march at the double when a light green gig pulled up in front of the hall. The yellow wheels scattered gravel in a wide arc.

      “Get that blasted machine off the parade ground!” Gregory roared.

      The driver, a middle-aged man in old-fashioned civilian clothes and an even more old-fashioned wide-brimmed hat, looked at him lazily. “I do apologise,” he drawled in a broad West Country accent. “Am I spoiling your little display?”

      “This is a military establishment!” Gregory strode forward. “This is Rodingham Hall, the headquarters of the 136 th Foot.”

      “Good,” the civilian said, lifting a finger to touch the brim of his hat. “Then I’ve come to the right place. I thought I had when I saw all these soldiers marching about in their pretty scarlet uniforms.”

      “Kindly move your chariot from my parade ground, sir,” Gregory grated, “or I’ll have some of my men move it for you!”

      “Would you be so kind?” the civilian replied. “I don’t know where your stables are in this place. And do have my horse rubbed down and fed, would you? He’s had rather a long pull.”

      “Who the devil do you think you are?” Gregory asked, aware that his men and three or four officers were amused witnesses to his display of temper.

      The civilian removed his hat, then an equally old-fashioned wig, and scratched his closely cropped head. “I am Lieutenant-Colonel George Wadham, the commander of the 136 th Regiment of Foot. Who are you, Lieutenant?”

      Gregory felt his face colour as he snapped to attention. “My apologies, sir. I had no idea who you were. I am Lieutenant Gregory Kennett.”

      “Kennett, eh?” Wadham said, nodding slowly as he replaced his hat. “I will remember that name. Kennett. The man who first welcomed me to my new command.”

      Gregory remained at attention. He felt, rather than saw, the other officers suddenly deciding they had urgent business elsewhere and Sergeant Payne taking charge of the parade, marching them to the opposite side of the parade ground at the double.

      Wadham tweaked the brim of his hat and grinned. “I’ll wager you feel a mite silly just now, Lieutenant. You weren’t to know who I was. I might even have been a Frenchman, eh? Or a lunatic escaped from Bedlam. Perhaps I am, at that.” He laughed openly. “Now that you’re here, you can take me around the place, Kennett, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir. Kennett.”

      “Well, don’t just stand there looking like a sailor without his grog! Lead on, MacKennett! Redeem yourself in your own eyes.”

      Colonel Wadham was still chuckling at his private joke as Gregory took him around Rodingham Hall and the associated buildings. Word had quickly spread that the new colonel had arrived, and men scurried to either look busy or keep out of his way as Gregory continued his tour.

      “Is this my new home?” Wadham asked as Gregory showed him into the west wing of the Hall.

      “Yes, sir. An office, a bedroom and a sitting room.”

      “Come in,” Wadham invited, tossing his hat onto a peg on the wall. He sat at his desk, looked around the room, gestured to a chair and ordered Gregory to sit down.

      “Have you been with the battalion long, Kennett?”

      “I joined in the spring of 1793, sir,” Gregory replied.

      When Wadham looked at Gregory, his grey eyes were bright with amusement, yet very steady. “You were with the battalion through the Duke of York’s Low Countries campaign then.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gregory said.

      “Grim?”

      “Grim, sir,” Gregory agreed.

      Wadham nodded. “How many of my officers have campaign experience?”

      Gregory listed the few surviving officers who had been through the two-year campaign in Europe. Wadham listened with his eyes never straying from Gregory’s face.

      “How many new officers?”

      “Five so far, sir, mostly in junior ranks. One experienced captain, two keen lieutenants and two very keen ensigns.”

      “And the men?”

      “About two-thirds came through,” Gregory said. “We lost more from the climate and disease than we did from battle.”

      “Two-thirds,” Wadham said, with his face momentarily twisting. “That’s better than some regiments, but still too many casualties.”

      “Far too many,” Gregory agreed.

      “What’s our current strength?” Wadham asked. “Fetch the adjutant. He’ll know.”

      The new adjutant, Lieutenant Anthony, tall, thin and serious, stood at attention. “We have three hundred and forty-three men on the books, sir, with sixteen sick.”

      “We need more men,” Wadham said. “That is hardly more than a third of full strength.”

      “We’ve had recruiting parties out, sir.”

      Wadham nodded. “We need to do better. Dismissed,” he said curtly. “You too, Kennett. Get back to your company. That sergeant was driving them rather hard. Tomorrow I’ll start work on the 136 th.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gregory said, unsure if Wadham’s final words were a promise or a threat.
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      When he regained the sanctuary of his quarters that evening, Gregory glanced at his bed and recalled his nightmares and what had caused them. He remembered the bouts of madness in which he fought and contrasted them with his normal, pacific nature. Captain Lyons called him Fire-Eater for his lack of fear in battle, while the camp followers and perhaps some of the men termed him Ensign Charity.

      He reached for a pen and paper and began to write a letter.

      “Dear Father,” he wrote,

      “All well here, and I hope the same is true of all the family in Torham Manor. I have a single question.

      Has there ever been any madness in our family?

      Your loving son,

      Gregory.”

      It was a question that had worried Gregory for more than a year. Folding the letter, he sealed it, wrote the address and leaned back, already dreading his father’s reply.
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        RODINGHAM HALL

        LATE SUMMER AND AUTUMN 1795

      

      

      “Gentlemen!” Colonel Wadham looked slightly more military when wearing his uniform, although he would never be a dandy or a fop. He beamed at his assembled officers, more like a genial patriarch than the commander of a fighting regiment of British infantry. “Games are the thing. We need games for the men.”

      “Games, sir?” Major Wardroper asked.

      “Games, sir,” Colonel Wadham confirmed. “What keeps the men occupied when they are not on parade, drilling or on the range?”

      “Why, they drink, sir,” Major Wardroper replied.

      “And is that healthy, Major?” Wadham asked, smiling. “Does that encourage the men to think that the 136th Foot is the best place to be?”

      “All soldiers like to drink, sir,” Wardroper said, confused.

      “All soldiers like to visit whorehouses too,” Wadham said, “and what is the result of that? Why, the pox, Major, and men unfit for duty. Drink encourages them to be insubordinate and unfit for parade.”

      Gregory could not deny any of Colonel Wadham’s words, although he could not imagine the men or the officers without drink. For many of them, drink and women were the only pleasures of their existence.

      The colonel nodded solemnly. “As I said, gentlemen, games are the thing. Give the men games and sports in their time away from duty, and they will be healthier, fitter and happier.” Colonel Wadham made his pronouncement as though announcing the Second Coming. “Cricket, football, running, maybe even prize-fighting, company against company, with a small reward for the victor.”

      Gregory glanced at Forster, who raised his eyebrows and shrugged at this novel idea.

      “Now, gentlemen,” Wadham continued. “How did you celebrate the king’s birthday? It was on the third of June.”

      “The men got drunk, sir,” Captain Lyons said.

      “Was that all?” the colonel asked.

      “No, sir. They lit a bonfire, and some threw dead cats around,” Lyons said.

      “That is not enough,” Wadham said. “We need more than that. Next year, I want a regimental bonfire and games. Bring in the families, let everybody celebrate and be grateful for good King George.”

      “Sir!” Major Wardroper protested. “We are at war, sir. We might soon be fighting the French.”

      “No, sir. We will soon be fighting the French. There is no might about it,” Wadham corrected. His attitude altered from that of the benign father to that of a hard-headed professional soldier. “I will remind you that this nation faces a major threat from the Republican French, gentlemen. Johnny Crapaud has defeated the Prussians, the Spanish and the Dutch. They have pushed us unceremoniously out of the Low Countries and are slowly grinding the Austrians down. Soon we will be the only nation remaining in arms against them, and we must be ready and able to fight.”

      Gregory felt the atmosphere in the Officers’ Mess alter from amused indignation to concern.

      “Sir,” Major Wardroper lifted a finger. “The Dutch are no longer called Dutch. They call themselves the Batavian Republic now.”

      Wadham shook his head. “The French imposed that name on them, Major. In my eyes, they are Dutch and always will be.” He glared fiercely around the room. “Any of my officers calling them Batavians is pandering to the damned French and is not welcome in the 136 th!”

      “Dutch they are, sir,” Wardroper confirmed.

      “The French are not only a threat in Continental Europe,” Wadham continued. “They have captured many of our West Indian islands, the source of the wealth that finances our Army and Navy. They have agents in the United States, whispering of an alliance against us; they have agents in Ireland, invoking revolt, and they are gathering across the Channel to invade England.”

      The officers were quiet, listening to Wadham’s words.

      “I do not know where or when the 136 th will fight next, gentlemen. I only know we will fight, and to face the French, we must be fit, and the regiment must have as many trained men as possible. To do that, we need recruits, and that means the 136 th must stand out from other units.”

      “Hence the sports and games, sir,” Lyons broke the officers’ silence.

      “Exactly, Captain. Lyons, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Organise cricket and football teams, Captain Lyons. One of each per company,” Wadham ordered. “Where is that angry officer who tried to throw me out of my regimental headquarters yesterday? Ah, there you are, Lieutenant Kennett! I place you in charge of recruitment. Take a reliable sergeant and twelve good men and true, a jury of soldiers to try the country, find them guilty of being civilians and sentence them to wear the king’s scarlet.”

      “Yes, sir.” Gregory could only agree.

      “Take a tour of the local towns and villages and organise your recruitment alongside Captain Lyons’ cricket and football games. The games will display another side to the regiment, while keeping the men fit. Offer a bounty of a guinea per recruit, paid on the drum; two guineas if they appear reluctant.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gregory said again.

      “We’ll start this weekend,” the colonel said cheerfully, grinning at his officers. “You’d best be about your business, gentlemen. We have a war to win.”

      “He’s a strange one,” Forster said as he walked beside Gregory. “I am not sure about him at all.”

      Gregory grunted. “We’ll see how the men like playing cricket and football rather than carousing in the taverns.”

      “We’d be better getting them ready to fight. If the French invade, I can’t see the Volunteers, Militia and Yeomanry holding them for long.” Forster sounded grim. “The Crappies have pushed aside every army in Europe.”

      “The French have to get here first,” Gregory reminded him. “Thank God for the Navy.”

      “Thank God for the Navy,” Forster echoed.

      “I’ll tell you both one thing,” Captain Lyons said as he joined them. “I hope Horse Guards forgets we exist for a while.”

      “Why is that, sir?” Gregory asked.

      “The government is gathering an army to send to the West Indies to recover the sugar islands,” Lyons said. “That’s as good as a death sentence. For every thousand men that Horse Guards sends to the Caribbean, eight hundred will be dead within a year.”

      “Are the French so efficient?” Gregory asked.

      “Neither the French nor the Spanish,” Lyons replied. “Yellow Jack and a host of other diseases. The Caribbean is a tropical graveyard.” He extracted his snuffbox, sprinkled some snuff on the back of his left hand, then sniffed and sneezed.

      “God bless you,” Gregory said automatically. “And may the devil miss you.”

      Lyons tucked his snuffbox away. “It’s too late for the first and maybe too soon for the second,” he said. “We might all meet the devil if we sail to the West Indies.” He marched away.

      “He was more cheerful when we were fighting the French,” Forster said.

      “That man is never happy unless he’s drunk, with a whore or on campaign,” Gregory replied. “I’ll wager he’s the first to drink to our success if Horse Guards sends us to the Caribbean.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When Gregory returned to his quarters, he began work on the recruitment campaign. He ordered the quartermaster to bring him large sheets of paper and, after much labour and hours of effort, devised a poster to attract recruits to the 136th.

      Under the royal crest and a large 136th Foot, Gregory had written:

      
        
        Following our glorious campaign in Flanders and the Low Countries, where we added lustre to the Regimental name, the 136 th Foot requires a few more men for the Defence of His Majesty KING GEORGE the THIRD, and the preservation of our Happy Constitution in Church and State.

        All lads of true British blood, willing to shew their Loyalty and Spirit, may repair to Lieutenant Gregory Kennett, or arrive at the regiment’s headquarters at Rodingham Hall, where they will receive HIGH BOUNTIES and SOLDIER-LIKE ENTERTAINMENT.

        The men of this Regiment will live and fight together. They will be comrades in arms, soldiers of King George.

        NOW FOR A STROKE AT THE MONSIEURS, MY BOYS

        KING GEORGE FOREVER

        HUZZA!

      

      

      Gregory looked at his creation, sighed and knew he could do no more. It contained his best combination of patriotic fervour, military enticements and avarice.

      Summoning Ensign Farman, Gregory ordered him to have the local printer run off fifty copies. With that task done, Gregory prepared for the recruiting expedition by walking around Rodingham to clear his head after his literary endeavours.
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      “That’s him!”

      Gregory heard the words without relating them to himself. He walked on, back straight and head up, looking directly ahead as befitted a British soldier.

      The two large men stepped closer to him, one on either side. Each was as tall as a Guardsman, and they held themselves like soldiers, despite lacking uniforms. Gregory wondered fleetingly if they were footpads, except footpads did not wear fashionable clothes and operate in broad daylight on a public street. However, Gregory felt an undeniable aura of menace emanating from these men.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?” Gregory asked, with one hand on the hilt of his sword.

      “Are you Lieutenant Gregory Kennett of the 136 th Foot?” The man on Gregory’s left spoke with an educated accent as he looked down on him from his six feet two.

      “I am,” Gregory admitted, wishing he had brought his pistol as well as his sword.

      “Then please come with us, Lieutenant,” the man said. Although his request was polite, there was no mistaking the implied threat or the authority in his voice.

      Gregory stopped. “Who the devil are you?”

      Both men stopped, and the first repeated his words. “Please come with us, Lieutenant,” he said.

      “I’ll be damned if I will,” Gregory said. He looked around the street, which had become strangely deserted in the last few moments.

      The men edged closer until they pressed against Gregory’s sides, preventing him from drawing his sword. “We would be very much obliged if you came without any fuss,” the spokesman said quietly. “I assure you that you are in no danger and you will be serving your king and country.”

      Strange words from a footpad, Gregory thought. “I hold the king’s commission,” he said.

      “That is precisely why you must come with us,” the spokesman said.

      Gregory realised he was walking again, with the men escorting him to a closed carriage that had drawn up at the corner of the street. “What the devil is this?”

      “A summons, Lieutenant Kennett,” the spokesman said.

      A third man stepped from the carriage. Of average height and dressed in a long dark cloak, with a tricorne hat squarely on his head, he opened the carriage door as the two large men bundled Gregory inside.

      “That’s the spirit, Lieutenant Kennett,” the third man said, closing the carriage door as he followed them inside.

      “All settled down?” The third man banged on the coach’s roof, and the driver pulled away, with the two horses moving quickly through Rodingham’s streets.

      Gregory took a deep breath. “What is this?” he asked.

      “We are taking you to meet somebody,” the third man said, with stern eyes and a mouth like a mantrap.

      “Who?” Gregory asked. “I have my duty to perform.”

      “You’ll be back with your regiment in time for tattoo,” the man said. “Unharmed and better informed. Now sit quietly, Lieutenant, and all will be revealed.” He pulled leather blinds over the windows to prevent Gregory from seeing where they were headed.

      After half an hour, the carriage turned sharply right, and the sound of their progress altered. Gregory heard the wheels grinding over gravel and guessed they were on the driveway to a large house. They came to a smooth stop; the third man opened the door and stepped outside.

      “This way, please, Lieutenant Kennett.” The third man waited for Gregory to dismount. The two large men followed, and the third man, who seemed to be in charge, ushered Gregory up a sweeping staircase to the open door of a respectable country house.

      Gregory had little time to view his surroundings before he entered an impressively large entrance hall, bedecked with plants and marble statues. He saw no servants, only a muscular man in the uniform of a sergeant in the First Guards. Gregory’s escorts hurried him up a flight of marble stairs to a broad landing, and along a panelled corridor to a closed, round-headed door.

      The third man tapped on the door while the escorts stood on either side, watching Gregory. When a deep voice said, “Enter,” the third man opened the door and ushered Gregory inside.

      “Lieutenant Gregory Kennett, your Royal Highness,” the third man introduced Gregory.

      “Come in, man!”

      The Duke of York sat in an armchair, with a Guardsman standing on his left.

      Gregory stepped forward, with the third man slightly behind him. The escorts did not enter the room. The third man paced to the fireplace and stood quietly, watching everything.

      The last time Gregory had seen the Duke of York had been beside a river in the Netherlands, preparing to meet a French delegation, with powder smoke acrid in the breeze and a concourse of military men all around.

      “I remember you, Lieutenant Kennett,” the duke said, smiling slightly. “You were part of my escort at the River Waal at Nijmegen. You were an ensign then, looking very military and smart.”

      “Yes, Your Royal Highness,” Gregory said, wondering why such an important personage would wish to meet a lieutenant from a lowly line regiment.

      The duke ran his gaze over Gregory from head to toe and back. “I suppose you are wondering why I brought you here.”

      “I am, sir,” Gregory replied.

      The duke smiled. “Sit down, Lieutenant.” He gestured to one of the dozen seats that were scattered, unoccupied, around the room.

      Gregory perched uncomfortably on a hard chair, aware that everyone in the room was concentrating on him.

      “Your family name is known to me,” the duke said. “I have had reports that you are a resourceful officer who speaks fluent French, escaped captivity and got back to England with your men.”

      “I had help to escape, sir,” Gregory said, surprised at the duke’s depth of knowledge.

      “I am aware of the full story,” the duke said quietly. “I recently promoted you without purchase from ensign to lieutenant.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gregory said.

      “We did not promote you because you looked smart on parade,” the duke explained, “but because of the attributes I have just mentioned.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Gregory said. Captain Lyons always warned his junior officers not to associate with generals or royalty. Gregory tried to look intelligent and efficient.

      “Our country is in grave danger, Lieutenant Kennett,” the duke said. “Perhaps more than you realise.”

      Gregory remained silent, unsure what to say to a royal duke.

      “The French Republicans seem likely to dominate the continent, as you are no doubt aware,” the duke continued. “They also threaten to invade these islands and spread their terror here.”

      When the duke halted, Gregory thought he had better reply. “Yes, sir. I am sure the Navy will stop any attempted invasion.”

      The duke glanced at his aides before he spoke again. “We have every faith in the Navy’s ability to defeat the French and their allies in battle, Lieutenant Kennett. Our naval officers are the finest in the world, and the men are the best trained. However.” He paused and again looked at his aides, as if unsure what to say.

      Gregory remained silent. He heard a sudden shower beating at the window and wondered if that heralded even more trying times for the country.

      “There are various radical groups in the country who advocate following the French example,” the duke said. “I am sure you have heard about the London Corresponding Society, the Friends of the People and the United Irishmen.”

      “I have, sir,” Gregory said, “but surely they are fringe societies formed and supported by a very small number of people.”

      “Perhaps so,” the duke replied. “But our Intelligence Service”—he nodded to the third man who stood silently beside the fireplace—”has discovered that such people are also at work within the army.”

      Gregory started. “I see, sir.” He glanced at the third man, realising he represented the Intelligence Service.

      “You will be wondering why I am telling you all this,” the duke said. “As I already suggested, we have information that one or more French agents are still at work within our Army, poisoning the men’s minds and hoping to spread dissent and mutiny.”

      “Do you think a French agent is active within the 136 th, sir?” Gregory asked.

      “Our information has narrowed the possibility to a handful of regiments, including the 136 th,” the duke said.

      “Do you know who the man in the 136 th is, sir?” Gregory asked.

      “No,” the duke said. “We think he must speak French and be highly opinionated. He will be literate and able to persuade his fellows to follow his lead.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gregory said. “I will watch out for anybody with those attributes.”

      “He may be in the 136 th, Lieutenant, and he may not,” the duke reminded him. “He may be an educated Irishman with republican, French leanings, or he may not. Do you understand?”

      “I do, sir,” Gregory said.

      “If you find anything, write a message to Mr William Wickham, care of Lord Grenville, the Foreign Secretary,” the duke said.

      “I do not know the name William Wickham, sir,” Gregory said.

      When the third man nodded slowly, Gregory guessed he was Wickham.

      “Seal your message and send it by different means,” the duke continued. “On no account allow it to travel by the normal channels.”

      “I understand, sir,” Gregory said. “How can I send it?”

      “We will inform you. You will tell nobody about this meeting,” the duke said. “On pain of high treason.”

      “Of course, sir,” Gregory agreed, slightly annoyed that the duke assumed he would spread such news.

      “You may leave now,” the duke said. “My assistants will return you to Rodingham.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Gregory said, standing, wondering what had happened and why the Duke of York had selected him. As he left the house, he saw a familiar Guardsman standing at the foot of the stairs.

      “Benedict!” Gregory called.

      Benedict Kennett, Gregory’s second-oldest brother, signalled for him to be silent as he strode across the hall. “What are you doing here?” Benedict asked.

      “Just passing by,” Gregory replied, remembering the duke’s instructions. “What are you doing here?”

      Benedict shrugged. “Guard duty for some bigwig,” he said, far too casually. “I don’t know who.”

      Gregory noticed his escort was listening to every word he said. “I must get back to my regiment, Benedict,” he excused himself.

      “God speed,” Benedict said as Gregory hurried away.

      Wickham held the door of the carriage open, and Gregory realised he had entered a completely different world from the amiable camaraderie of the 136 th.

      “Who are you, Mr Wickham?” Gregory asked.

      “Your contact with the government, Lieutenant Kennett,” Wickham said. “That’s all you need to know.”
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      “You’ve acted quickly,” Gregory said as he saw the two teams of cricketers file onto the Common, curved bats over their shoulders and wickets in hand. Villagers and country people watched, some with straw behind their right ear to show they were available for hire, others in worn smocks or their Sunday best. A gaggle of dogs and children barked and shrieked in the background.

      “I’ve followed the colonel’s idea about helping the recruitment drive, Kennett,” Captain Lyons explained. “If the prospective recruits see our men playing happily, it might encourage them to join the regiment.”

      Gregory grunted. So far, his efforts had attracted three men, one of whom was only interested in the guinea bounty and tried to desert the same evening. Of the other two, the first was a shifty-eyed rogue and the second a potentially decent soldier, young, fit and willing.

      Rather than use the traditional recruiting trick of setting up in a tavern to entice the foolishly drunk, Gregory had set up a stall at the fair, with Sergeant Payne and Corporal Bryde on hand in case of any trouble. The usual trickle of youngsters looked in, inveigled by dreams of glory and an escape from the drudgery of the soil, with an occasional older man weary of the responsibilities of marriage.

      “Is this the regiment that plays cricket and football?” a wiry man asked, fiddling with the scarf around his neck.

      Sergeant Payne jerked a thumb at the game behind them. “That’s correct,” he said. “That’s my company there, playing cricket against our rivals. The losing team buys the first pot of ale for the winners.”

      The man watched the match for a few moments, his eyes narrow, thoughtful. “I once played cricket for Hampton-by-the-Water,” he said.

      “They were a good team,” Corporal Bryde said solemnly. “But they’ve gone downhill recently. I heard they lost their prime batsman.”

      “That was me!” the man claimed. “Aubrey Watson!”

      “That’s the name!” Bryde said. “My God, I wish we had a man like you in our company. We would wipe the floor with the opposition.”

      “How often do you play cricket?” Watson asked.

      “Every chance we get,” Bryde said. “The military duties get in the way sometimes, but the cricket matters more to me, and to Captain Lyons there, our company commander.” He nodded to Lyons.

      “Where can I sign on?” Watson asked. “I don’t have a situation at present.”

      “The lieutenant will deal with that.” Bryde indicated Gregory. “He’s a cricketing man himself.”

      “Are you, sir?” Watson asked Gregory.

      “Not as good as you are,” Gregory replied solemnly. “I played for the Swallowford parish eleven down in Kent.”

      “Kent is a good cricketing county,” Watson said. “Were you a batsman or a bowler, sir?”

      Gregory noted that the suffix ‘sir’ came naturally.

      “A bowler,” Gregory said. “Three for fifteen against Maidstone once.”

      “That’s good bowling, sir,” Watson said. “Where do I sign?”

      “You will be soldiering as well,” Gregory thought it only fair to warn the potential recruit. “It’s not all beer and cricket.”

      Watson nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I was in the militia once.”

      “Good.” Gregory did not ask why Watson had left the militia. “You will already know the basics of soldiering. Welcome to the 136 th.”

      With the cricket attracting spectators, half a dozen more men joined the 136 th that afternoon, and Gregory was pleased with the day’s work as he returned to Rodingham Hall. Other recruiting parties were also coming in, with mixed results. The adjutant was busy with the recruitment paperwork and hardly looked up when a hard-riding messenger passed the sentries and thundered through the Hall to his office.

      “A message for Colonel Wadham!” the messenger announced importantly.

      Gregory saw the messenger was a young ensign with down on his cheeks and an accent that marked him as one of the privileged.

      “Put it on the pile,” the adjutant said wearily.

      “It’s for Colonel Wadham,” the messenger repeated.

      “I heard you,” Lieutenant Anthony said wearily. “Hand it to Lieutenant Kennett if it’s important, and he will carry it to the colonel.”

      Gregory took the heavily sealed document from the messenger, left the room and marched to the colonel’s office.

      Wadham broke the seal and unfolded a sheet of stiff parchment the moment Gregory handed it to him.

      “I hope your recruitment was successful, Lieutenant Kennett,” Wadham said in his soft, West Country burr. “For it looks like we’ll soon need every man.”

      “Yes, sir?” Gregory replied.

      “We are marching to the south of England, Lieutenant,” the colonel said. “Either to help repel a French invasion, or to prepare for shipment overseas.”
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      When the news spread around the battalion, Rodingham Hall and town bustled with activity. Officers began ordering their men; the quartermaster conducted an urgent audit of the regimental equipment and supplies, and NCOs ran around checking everybody. Husbands spoke in urgent whispers to their wives, the few men who could write contacted long-neglected families back home, and Gregory visited Abigail.

      “The regiment is going back to the war, then.” Abigail, the dark-haired camp follower, was the calmest person in the regiment.

      “Not yet,” Gregory said. “We’re marching to the south first.”

      Abigail nodded. “And then the 136 th will be going back to the war,” she insisted.

      “That’s more than likely,” Gregory agreed.

      “Will you be Lieutenant Charity? Or Lieutenant Fire Eater?” Abigail asked, with a smile that always wrapped around Gregory’s heart.

      Gregory considered, remembering his recent dreams. “I wish I knew,” he said.

      “So do I,” Abigail told him. She was silent for a moment. “Whichever you choose, be careful, Gregory.”

      “I am sure you will look after me,” Gregory said.

      “I won’t be there,” Abigail said, holding his gaze.

      “Are you not coming with the regiment, Abigail?” Gregory asked, genuinely disappointed.

      Abigail shook her head. “No,” she said. “Not this time.”

      “Where will you go?” Gregory asked. “What will you do?”

      Abigail shrugged. “I am not sure. Maybe find a position in a mill, or in a shop. Maybe go into domestic service. I have no desire for another campaign.”

      Gregory understood. The winter campaign in the Low Countries had been particularly trying, with men dying of disease and exposure on the retreat. Abigail had survived the worst of it.

      “I’ll miss you,” Gregory told her truthfully.

      “I’ll miss you, too,” Abigail replied. Before Gregory could react, she reached forward, kissed him and withdrew. “Goodbye, Lieutenant Charity.” She held his arm for a lingering moment, turned and walked away, swaying her hips slightly.

      “Goodbye, Abigail,” Gregory replied softly. He did not know how he felt as he watched her walk out of the gates. He looked away. Maybe it’s for the best. I don’t have time for complications if I must search for a possible French agent. How the devil am I to go about that? What should I do?

      Gregory looked up as he heard the colonel’s voice.

      “Bring that horse out here!” Colonel Wadham ordered, and Gregory watched as a detail of men trundled the battalion’s larger-than-life-size wooden horse into the centre of the barrack square. The horse was an inhumane method of punishment that saw men straddle the sharp back and be pushed around the square with weights tied to their ankles. Gregory had never seen it used and wondered which unfortunate private soldier had incurred the colonel’s ire.

      Soldiers, wives and children watched in dismay as Colonel Wadham ordered the detail to park the horse in the middle of the parade ground.

      “That looks ominous,” Forster said quietly. “I never thought we’d see that monstrosity used again. Who is the unhappy victim?”

      “Damned if I know,” Gregory replied. “I hope it’s nobody in our company.” He could nearly taste the tension in the atmosphere as the crowd around the barrack square increased.

      “I want a bonfire,” Wadham said. “Bring anything combustible that we don’t need and pile it up around this thing.”

      Gregory felt relief wash over him at the colonel’s words.

      Wadham clapped his hands. “Come on, children! Find some wood: twigs, logs or anything except your mother’s washing or your father’s uniform. I want a celebratory bonfire!”

      The women laughed and cheered, the children responded willingly, and the regiment’s pack of ownerless dogs barked and ran around, tails wagging at this new game.

      Colonel Wadham saw Gregory and Forster watching.

      “Lieutenant Forster! Have the cooks make a meal for everybody in the battalion, men, women and children. We will have a big farewell, and when we return to Rodingham, we won’t see this symbol of torture and repression.”

      Gregory met Mrs Crayford’s gaze. She held her baby close and smiled. Gregory and Abigail had delivered the baby when Private Crayford had died on the retreat in Europe.

      “You haven’t married again since you lost your husband,” Gregory said.

      “Not yet, Lieutenant,” Mrs Crayford said. “I am not sure who to choose.”

      Gregory hid his surprise. “Choose?”

      “Yes, sir. There are three possibilities, all good men, and I don’t know which to pick first.”

      “Whichever one you like best, and who you think will make the best husband,” Gregory advised.

      “Yes, sir. That will be Corporal Bryde,” Mrs Crayford said. “When he dies, I’ll marry Aubrey Watson the cricketer, unless he’s already dead.”

      “Corporal Bryde may not die,” Gregory said.

      Mrs Crayford sighed. “He will, sir. They always do. Nat Crayford was my second husband.”

      “I see,” Gregory said. “How old are you, Mrs Crayford?”

      “Nearly twenty, sir. I think.”

      Gregory winced at Mrs Crayford’s youth. “I am sure Corporal Bryde will make an excellent husband,” he said, smiled and walked away before Mrs Crayford asked for more matrimonial advice. He stood at the fringe of the crowd as the other ranks and their families enjoyed their last evening at Rodingham.

      Gregory watched the men, women, and children laughing together, listened to their spontaneous bursts of song, watched the children playing and the men and wives sharing bottles of beer. He watched as the flames from the burning horse rose into the dark sky, and the entire edifice, with its sinister memories, collapsed in a shower of sparks that drew a cheer from the gathered crowd.

      “Our new colonel certainly has a way of communicating with the rank
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