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  IN GALLANT COMPANY


  Our foe was no skulk in his ship I tell you, . . .

  His was the surly English pluck, and there is no tougher or

  truer, and never was, and never will be.



  WALT WHITMAN


  
    


    1 SHOW OF STRENGTH


    THE STIFF offshore wind, which had backed slightly to the northwest during the day, swept across New York’s naval anchorage, bringing no release from the chilling cold and the threat of more snow.


    Tugging heavily at her anchor cables, His Britannic Majesty’s Ship Trojan of eighty guns might appear to a landsman’s unpractised eye as indifferent to both wind and water. But to the men who continued with their work about her decks, or high above them on the slippery yards and rigging, her swaying motion made her anything but that.


    It was March 1777, but to Lieutenant Richard Bolitho, officer of the afternoon watch, it felt like midwinter. It will be dark early, he thought, and the ship’s boats would have to be checked, their moorings doubly secured before night closed in completely.


    He shivered, not so much because of the cold, but because he knew there would be little relief from it once he was allowed to go below. For despite her massive size and armament, the Trojan, a two-decked ship of the line, whose complement of six hundred and fifty officers, seamen and marines lived out their lives within her fat hull, had no more than the galley fires and body-warmth to sustain them, no matter what the elements might do.


    Bolitho raised his telescope and trained it towards the fading waterfront. As the lens passed over other anchored ships of the line, frigates and the general clutter of small supporting craft he found time to wonder at the change. It had been just last summer when Trojan, in company with a great fleet of one hundred and thirty ships, had anchored here, off Staten Island. After the shock of the actual revolution within the American colonies, the occupation of New York and Philadelphia with such a show of force had seemed to those involved as a start on the way back, a compromise.


    It had been such a simple and leisurely affair at the time. After placing his troops under canvas along the green shoreline of Staten Island, General Howe, with a token force of infantry, had gone ashore to take possession. All the preparations by the Continentals and local militia had come to nothing, and even the Staten Island force of four hundred men, who had been commanded by General Washington to defend the redoubts at all costs, had grounded their muskets and obligingly sworn allegiance to the Crown.


    Bolitho lowered the glass as it blurred in drifting snow. It was hard to recall the green island and crowds of onlookers, the Loyalists cheering, the rest watching in grim silence. Now all the colours were in shades of grey. The land, the tossing water, even the ships seemed to have lost their brightness in the persistent and lingering winter.


    He took a few paces this way and that across Trojan’s spacious quarterdeck, his shoes slipping on the planking, his damp clothing tugging at him in the wind. He had been in the ship for two years. It was beginning to feel a lifetime. Like many others throughout the fleet, he had felt mixed feelings at the news of the revolution. Surprise and shock. Sympathy and then anger. And above all the sense of helplessness.


    The revolution, which had begun as a mixture of individual ideals, had soon developed into something real and challenging. The war was like nothing they had known before. Big ships of the line like Trojan moved ponderously from one inflamed incident to another, and were well able to cope with anything which was careless enough to stray under their massive broadsides. But the real war was one of communications and supply, of small, fast vessels, sloops, brigs and schooners. And throughout the long winter months, while the overworked ships of the inshore squadrons had patrolled and probed some fifteen hundred miles of coastline, the growing strength of the Continentals had been further aided by Britain’s old enemy, France. Not openly as yet, but it would not be long before the many French privateers which hunted from the Canadian border to the Caribbean showed their true colours. After that, Spain too would be a quick if unwilling ally. Her trade routes from the Spanish Main were perhaps the longest of all, and with little love for England anyway, she would likely take the easiest course.


    All this and more Bolitho had heard and discussed over and over again until he was sick of it. Whatever the news, good or bad, the Trojan’s role seemed to be getting smaller. Like a rock she remained here in harbour for weeks on end, her company resentful, the officers hoping for a chance to leave her and find their fortunes in swifter, more independent ships.


    Bolitho thought of his last ship, the twenty-eight-gun frigate Destiny. Even as her junior lieutenant, and barely used to the sea-change from midshipman’s berth to wardroom, he had found excitement and satisfaction beyond belief.


    He stamped his feet on the wet planks, seeing the watch-keepers at the opposite side jerk round with alarm. Now he was fourth lieutenant of this great, anchored mammoth, and looked like remaining so.


    Trojan would be better off in the Channel Fleet, he thought. Manoeuvres and showing the flag to the watchful French, and whenever possible slipping ashore to Plymouth or Portsmouth to meet old friends.


    Bolitho turned as familiar footsteps crossed the deck from the poop. It was Cairns, the first lieutenant, who like most of the others had been aboard since the ship had recommissioned in 1775 after being laid up in Bristol where she had originally been built.


    Cairns was tall, lean and very self-contained. If he too was pining over the next step in his career, a command of his own perhaps, he never showed it. He rarely smiled, but nevertheless was a man of great charm. Bolitho both liked and respected him, and often wondered what he thought of the captain.


    Cairns paused, biting his lower lip, as he peered up at the towering criss-cross of shrouds and running rigging. Thinly coated with clinging snow, the yards looked like the branches of gaunt pines.


    He said, “The captain will be coming off soon. I’ll be on call, so keep a weather-eye open.”


    Bolitho nodded, gauging the moment. Cairns was twenty-eight, while he was not yet twenty-one. But the span between first and fourth lieutenant was still the greater.


    He asked casually, “Any news of our captain’s mission ashore, sir?”


    Cairns seemed absorbed. “Get those topmen down, Dick. They’ll be too frozen to turn-to if the weather breaks. Pass the word for the cook to break out some hot soup.” He grimaced. “That should please the miserly bugger.” He looked at Bolitho. “Mission?”


    “Well, I thought we might be getting orders.” He shrugged. “Or something.”


    “He has been with the commander-in-chief certainly. But I doubt we’ll hear anything stronger than the need for vigilance and an eye to duty!”


    “I see.” Bolitho looked away. He was never sure when Cairns was being completely serious.


    Cairns tugged his coat around his throat. “Carry on, Mr Bolitho.”


    They touched their hats to each other, the informality laid aside for the moment.


    Bolitho called, “Midshipman of the watch!” He saw one of the drooping figures break away from the shelter of the hammock nettings and bound towards him.


    “Sir!”


    It was Couzens, thirteen years old, and one of the new members of the ship’s company, having been sent out from England aboard a transport. He was round-faced, constantly shivering, but made up for his ignorance with a willingness which neither his superiors nor the ship could break.


    Bolitho told him about the cook, and the captain’s expected return, then instructed him to arrange for piping the relief for the first dog-watch. He passed his instructions without conscious thought, but watched Couzens instead, seeing not him but himself at that tender age. He had been in a ship of the line, too. Chased, harried, bullied by everyone, or so it had seemed. But he had had one hero, a lieutenant who had probably never even noticed him as a human being. And Bolitho had always remembered him. He had never lost his temper without cause. Never found escape in humiliating others when he had received a telling-off from his captain. Bolitho had hoped he would be like that lieutenant one day. He still hoped.


    Couzens nodded firmly. “Aye, aye, sir.”


    Trojan carried nine midshipmen, and Bolitho sometimes wondered how their lives would take shape. Some would rise to flag rank, others drop by the wayside. There would be the usual sprinkling of tyrants and of leaders, of heroes and cowards.


    Later, as the new watch was being mustered below the quarter-deck, one of the look-outs called, “Boat approaching, sir!” The merest pause. “’Tis the captain!”


    Bolitho darted a quick glance at the milling confusion below the quarterdeck. The captain could not have chosen a better time to catch them all out.


    He yelled, “Pass the word for the first lieutenant! Man the side, and call the boatswain directly!”


    Men dashed hither and thither through the gloom, and while the marines tramped stolidly to the entry port, their crossbelts very white in the poor light, the petty officers tried to muster the relieving watch-keepers into some semblance of order.


    A boat appeared, pulling strongly towards the main chains, the bowman already standing erect with his hook at the ready.


    “Boat ahoy?”


    The coxswain’s cry came back instantly. “Trojan!”


    Their lord and master was back. The man who, next to God, controlled each hour of their lives, who could reward, flog, promote or hang as the situation dictated, was amongst their crowded world once more.


    When Bolitho glanced round again he saw that where there had been chaos there was order, with the marines lined up, muskets to their shoulders, their commanding officer, the debonair Captain D’Esterre, standing with his lieutenant, apparently oblivious to wind and cold.


    The boatswain’s mates were here, moistening their silver calls on their lips, and Cairns, his eyes everywhere, waited to receive his captain.


    The boat hooked on to the chains, the muskets slapped and cracked to the present while the calls shrilled in piercing salute. The captain’s head and shoulders rose over the side, and while he doffed his cocked hat to the quarterdeck he too examined the ship, his command, with one sweeping scrutiny.


    He said curtly, “Come aft, Mr Cairns.” He nodded to the marine officers. “Smart turn-out, D’Esterre.” He turned abruptly and snapped, “Why are you here, Mr Bolitho?” As he spoke, eight bells chimed out from the forecastle. “You should have been relieved, surely?”


    Bolitho looked at him. “I think Mr Probyn is detained, sir.”


    “Do you indeed.” The captain had a harsh voice which cut above the din of wind and creaking spars like a cutlass. “The responsibility of watch-keeping is as much that of the relief as the one awaiting it.” He glanced at Cairns’ impassive face. “’Pon my soul, Mr Cairns, not a difficult thing to learn, I’d have thought?”


    They walked aft, and Bolitho breathed out very slowly.


    Lieutenant George Probyn, his immediate superior, was often late taking over his watch, and other duties too for that matter. He was the odd man in the wardroom, morose, argumentative, bitter, although for what reason Bolitho had not yet discovered. He saw him coming up the starboard ladder, broad, untidy, peering around suspiciously.


    Bolitho faced him. “The watch is aft, Mr Probyn.”


    Probyn wiped his face and then blew his nose in a red handkerchief.


    “I suppose the captain was asking about me?”


    Even his question sounded hostile.


    “He noted you were absent.” Bolitho could smell brandy, and added, “But he seemed satisfied enough.”


    Probyn beckoned to a master’s mate and scanned quickly through the deck log which the man held below a lantern.


    Bolitho said wearily, “Nothing unusual to report. One seaman injured and taken to the sickbay. He fell from the boat tier.”


    Probyn sniffed. “Shame.” He closed the book. “You are relieved.” He watched him broodingly. “If I thought anyone was making trouble for me behind my back . . .”


    Bolitho turned away, hiding his anger. Do not fret, my drunken friend. You are doing that for yourself.


    Probyn’s rumbling voice followed him to the companion as he put his men to their stations and allotted their tasks.


    As he ran lightly down the companion ladder and made his way aft towards the wardroom, Bolitho wondered what the captain was discussing with Cairns.


    Once below, the ship seemed to enfold him, contain him with her familiarity. The combined smells of tar and hemp, of bilge and packed humanity, they were as much a part of Bolitho as his own skin.


    Mackenzie, the senior wardroom servant, who had ended his service as a topmen when a fall from aloft had broken his leg in three places and made him a permanent cripple, met him with a cheery smile. If everyone else was sorry for him, Mackenzie at least was well satisfied. His injuries had given him as much comfort and security as any man could hope to find in a King’s ship.


    “I’ve some coffee, sir. Piping hot, too.” He had a soft Scottish accent which was very like Cairns’.


    Bolitho peeled off his coat and handed it with his hat to Logan, a ship’s boy who helped in the wardroom.


    “I’d relish that, thank you.”


    The wardroom, which ran the whole breadth of the ship’s stern, was wreathed in tobacco smoke and touched with its own familiar aromas of wine and cheese. Right aft the great stern windows were already in darkness, and as the counter swung slightly to the pull of the massive anchor it was possible to see an occasional light glittering from the shore like a lost star.


    Hutchlike cabins, little more than screens which would be torn down when the ship cleared for action, lined either side. Tiny havens which contained the owner’s cot, chest and a small hanging space. But each was at least private. Apart from the cells, about the only place in the ship a man could be alone.


    Directly above, and in a cabin which matched in size and space that which contained most of his officers, was the captain’s domain. Also on that deck was the master and the first lieutenant, to be in easy reach of the quarterdeck and the helm.


    But here, in the wardroom, was where they all shared their moments off-duty. Where they discussed their hopes and fears, ate their meals and took their wine. The six lieutenants, two marine officers, the sailing master, the purser and the surgeon. It was crowded certainly, but when compared with the below-thewaterline quarters of the midshipmen and other warrant officers and specialists, let alone the great majority of seamen and marines, it was luxury indeed.


    Dalyell, the fifth lieutenant, sat beneath the stern windows, his legs crossed and resting on a small keg, a long clay pipe balanced in one hand.


    “George Probyn adrift again, eh, Dick?”


    Bolitho grinned. “It is becoming a habit.”


    Sparke, the second lieutenant, a severe-faced man with a coin-shaped scar on one cheek, said, “I’d drag him to the captain if I were the senior here.” He returned to a tattered news-sheet and added vehemently, “These damned rebels seem to do what they like! Two more transports seized from under our frigates’ noses, and a brig cut out of harbour by one of their bloody privateers! We’re too soft on ’em!”


    Bolitho sat down and stretched, grateful to be out of the wind, even though he knew the illusion of warmth would soon pass.


    His head lolled, and when Mackenzie brought the mug of coffee he had to shake his shoulder to awaken him.


    In companionable silence the Trojan’s officers drew comfort from their own resources. Some read, others wrote home, letters which might never reach those for whom they were intended.


    Bolitho drank his coffee and tried to ignore the pain in his forehead. Without thinking, his hand moved up and touched the rebellious lock of black hair above his right eye. Beneath it was a livid scar, the source of the pain. He had received it when he had been in Destiny. It often came back to him at moments like this. The illusion of safety, the sudden rush of feet and slashing, hacking weapons. The agony and the blood. Oblivion.


    There was a tap at the outer screen door, and then Mackenzie said to Sparke, who was the senior officer present, “Your pardon, sir, but the midshipman of the watch is here.”


    The boy stepped carefully into the wardroom, as if he was walking on precious silk.


    Sparke snapped curtly, “What is it, Mr Forbes?”


    “The first lieutenant’s compliments, sir, and will all officers muster in the cabin at two bells.”


    “Very well.” Sparke waited for the door to close. “Now we will see, gentlemen. Maybe we have something of importance to do.”


    Unlike Cairns, the second lieutenant could not conceal the sudden gleam in his eyes. Promotion. Prize money. Or just a chance for action instead of hearing about it.


    He looked at Bolitho. “I suggest you change into a clean shirt. The captain seems to have his eye on you.”


    Bolitho stood up, his head brushing the deckhead beams. Two years in this ship, and apart from a dinner in the cabin when they had recommissioned the ship at Bristol, he had barely crossed one social barrier to meet the captain. He was a stern, remote man, and yet always seemed to possess uncanny knowledge of what was happening on every deck in his command.


    Dalyell carefully tapped out his pipe and remarked, “Maybe he really likes you, Dick.”


    Raye, the lieutenant of marines, yawned. “I don’t think he’s human.”


    Sparke hurried to his cabin, shying away from involvement with any criticism of authority. “He is the captain. He does not require to be human.”


    Captain Gilbert Brice Pears finished reading the daily log of events aboard his ship and then scrawled his signature, which was hastily dried by Teakle, his clerk.


    Outside the stern windows the harbour and the distant town seemed far-away and unconnected with this spacious, well-lit cabin. There was some good furniture here, and in the neigh-bouring dining cabin the table was already laid for supper, with Foley, the captain’s servant, neat as a pin in his blue coat and white trousers, hovering to tend his master’s needs.


    Captain Pears leaned back in his chair and glanced round the cabin without seeing it. In two years he had got to know it well.


    He was forty-two years old, but looked older. Thickset, even square, he was as powerful and impressive as the Trojan herself.


    He had heard gossip amongst his officers which amounted almost to discontent. The war, for it must now be accepted as such, seemed to be passing them by. But Pears was a realistic man, and knew that the time would eventually come when he and his command would be able to act as intended when Trojan’s great keel had first tasted salt water just nine years ago. Privateers and raiding parties were one thing, but when the French joined the fray in open strength, and their ships of the line appeared in these waters, Trojan and her heavy consorts would display their true worth.


    He looked up as the marine sentry stamped his boots together outside the screen door, and moments later the first lieutenant rejoined him.


    “I have passed the word to the wardroom, sir. All officers to be here at two bells.”


    “Good.”


    Pears merely had to look at his servant and Foley was beside him, pouring two tall glasses of claret.


    “The fact is, Mr Cairns”—Pears examined the wine against the nearest lantern—“you cannot go on forever fighting a defensive war. Here we are in New York, a claw-hold on a land which is daily becoming more rebellious. In Philadelphia things are little better. Raids and skirmishes, we burn a fort or an outpost, and they catch one of our transports, or ambush a patrol. What is New York? A besieged city. A town under reprieve, but for how long?”


    Cairns said nothing, but sipped the claret, half his mind attending to the noises beyond the cabin, the sigh of wind, the groan of timbers.


    Pears saw his expression and smiled to himself. Cairns was a good first lieutenant, probably the best he had ever had. He should have a command of his own. A chance, one which only came in war.


    But Pears loved his ship more than hopes or dreams. The thought of Sparke taking over as senior lieutenant was like a threat. He was an efficient officer and attended to his guns and his duties perfectly. But imagination he had not. He thought of Probyn, and dismissed him just as quickly. Then there was Bolitho, the fourth. Much like his father, although he sometimes seemed to take his duties too lightly. But his men appeared to like him. That meant a lot in these hard times.


    Pears sighed. Bolitho was still a few months short of twenty-one. You needed experienced officers to work a ship of the line. He rubbed his chin to hide his expression. Maybe it was Bolitho’s youth and his own mounting years which made him reason in this fashion.


    He asked abruptly, “Are we in all respects ready for sea?”


    Cairns nodded. “Aye, sir. I could well use another dozen hands because of injury and ill-health, but that is a small margin these days.”


    “It is indeed. I have known first lieutenants go grey-haired because they could not woo, press or bribe enough hands even to work their ships out of port.”


    At the prescribed time the doors were opened and Trojan’s officers, excluding the midshipmen and junior warrant officers, filed into the great cabin.


    It was a rare event, and took a good deal of time to get them into proper order, and for Foley and Hogg, the captain’s coxswain, to find the right number of chairs.


    It gave Pears time to watch their varying reactions, to see if their presence in strength would make any sort of difference.


    Probyn, relieved from his duties by a master’s mate, was flushed and very bright-eyed. Just too steady to be true.


    Sparke, prim in his severity, and young Dalyell, were seated beside the sixth and junior lieutenant, Quinn, who just five months ago had been a midshipman.


    Then there was Erasmus Bunce, the master. He was called the Sage behind his back, and was certainly impressive. In his special trade, which produced more characters and outstanding seaman than any other, Bunce was one to turn any man’s head. He was well over six feet tall, deep-chested, and had long, straggly grey hair. But his eyes, deep-set and clear, were almost as black as the thick brows above them. A sage indeed.


    Pears watched the master ducking between the overhead beams and was reassured.


    Bunce liked his rum, but he loved the ship like a woman. With him to guide her she had little to fear.


    Molesworth, the purser, a pale man with a nervous blink, which Pears suspected was due to some undiscovered guilt. Thorn-dike, the surgeon, who always seemed to be smiling. More like an actor than a man of blood and bones. Two bright patches of scarlet by the larboard side, the marine officers, D’Esterre and Lieutenant Raye, and of course Cairns, completed the gathering. It did not include all the other warrant officers and specialists. The boatswain, and gunner, the master’s mates, and the carpenters, Pears knew them all by sight, sound and quality.


    Probyn said in a loud whisper, “Mr Bolitho doesn’t seem to be here yet?”


    Pears frowned, despising Probyn’s hypocrisy. He was about as subtle as a hammer.


    Cairns suggested, “I’ll send someone, sir.”


    The door opened and closed swiftly and Pears saw Bolitho sliding into an empty chair beside the two marines.


    “Stand up, that officer.” Pears’ harsh voice was almost caressing. “Ah, it is you, sir, at last.”


    Bolitho stood quite still, only his shoulders swaying slightly to the ship’s slow roll.


    “I-I am sorry, sir.” Bolitho saw the grin on Dalyell’s face as drops of water trickled from under his coat and on to the black and white checkered canvas which covered the deck.


    Pears said mildly, “Your shirt seems to be rather wet, sir.” He turned slightly. “Foley, some canvas for that chair. It is hard to replace such things out here.”


    Bolitho sat down with a thump, not knowing whether to be angry or humiliated.


    He forgot Pears’ abrasive tone, and the shirt which he had snatched off the wardroom line still wringing wet, as Pears said more evenly, “We will sail at first light, gentlemen. The Governor of New York has received information that the expected convoy from Halifax is likely to be attacked. It is a large assembly of vessels with an escort of two frigates and a sloop-of-war. But in this weather the ships could become scattered, some might endeavour to close with the land to ascertain their bearings.” His fingers changed to a fist. “That is when our enemy will strike.”


    Bolitho leaned forward, ignoring the sodden discomfort around his waist.


    Pears continued, “I was saying as much to Mr Cairns. You cannot win a defensive war. We have the ships, but the enemy has the local knowledge to make use of smaller, faster vessels. To have a chance of success we must command and keep open every trade route, search and detain any suspected craft, make our presence felt. Wars are not finally won with ideals, they are won with powder and shot, and that the enemy does not have in quantity. Yet.” He looked around their faces, his eyes bleak. “The Halifax convoy is carrying a great deal of powder and shot, cannon too, which are intended for the military in Philadelphia and here in New York. If just one of those valuable cargoes fell into the wrong hands we would feel the effects for months to come.” He looked round sharply. “Questions?”


    It was Sparke who rose to his feet first.


    “Why us, sir? Of course, I am most gratified to be putting to sea in my country’s service, to try and rectify some —”


    Pears said heavily, “Please get on with the bones of the matter.”


    Sparke swallowed hard, his scar suddenly very bright on his cheek.


    “Why not send frigates, sir?”


    “Because there are not enough, there never are enough. Also, the admiral feels that a show of strength might be of more value.”


    Bolitho stiffened, as if he had missed something. It was in the captain’s tone. Just the merest suggestion of doubt. He glanced at his companions but they seemed much as usual. Perhaps he was imagining it, or seeking flaws to cover up his earlier discomfort under Pears’ tongue.


    Pears added, “Whatever may happen this time, we must never drop our vigilance. This ship is our first responsibility, our main concern at all times. The war is changing from day to day. Yesterday’s traitor is tomorrow’s patriot. A man who responded to his country’s call,” he shot a wry smile at Sparke, “is now called a Loyalist, as if he and not the others was some sort of freak and outcast.”


    The master, Erasmus Bunce, stood up very slowly, his eyes peering beneath a deckhead beam like twin coals.


    “A man must do as he be guided, sir. It is for God to decide who be right in this conflict.”


    Pears smiled gravely. Old Bunce was known to be very religious, and had once hurled a sailor into Portsmouth harbour merely for taking the Lord’s name into a drunken song.


    Bunce was a Devonian, and had gone to sea at the age of nine or ten. He was now said to be over sixty, but Pears could never picture him ever being young at all.


    He said, “Quite so, Mr Bunce. That was well said.”


    Cairns cleared his throat and eyed the master patiently. “Was that all, Mr Bunce?”


    The master sat down and folded his arms. “It be enough.”


    The captain gestured to Foley. No words seemed to be required here, Bolitho thought.


    Glasses and wine jugs followed, and then Pears said, “A toast, gentlemen. To the ship, and damnation to the King’s enemies!”


    Bolitho watched Probyn looking round for the jugs, his glass already emptied.


    He thought of Pears’ voice when he had spoken of the ship. God help George Probyn if he put her on a lee shore after taking too many glasses.


    Soon after that the meeting broke up, and Bolitho realized that he had still got no closer to the captain than by way of a reprimand.


    He sighed. When you were a midshipman you thought a lieutenant’s life was in some sort of heaven. Maybe even captains were in dread of somebody, although at this moment it was hard to believe.


    The next dawn was slightly clearer, but not much. The wind held firm enough from the north-west, and the snow flurries soon gave way to drizzle, which mixed with the blown spray made the decks and rigging shine like dull glass.


    Bolitho had watched one ship or another get under way more times than he could remember. But it never failed to move and excite him. The way every man joined into the chain of command to make the ship work as a living, perfect instrument.


    Each mast had its own divisions of seamen, from the swift-footed topmen to the older, less agile hands who worked the braces and halliards from the deck. As the calls shrilled, and the men poured up on deck through every hatch and companion, it seemed incredible that Trojan’s hull, which from figurehead to taffrail measured two hundred and fifteen feet, could contain so many. Yet within seconds the dashing figures of men and boys, marines and landmen were formed into compact groups, each being checked by leather-lunged petty officers against their various lists and watch-bills.


    The great capstan was already turning, as was its twin on the deck below, and under his shoes Bolitho could almost sense the ship stirring, waiting to head towards the open sea.


    Like the mass of seamen and marines, the officers too were at their stations. Probyn with Dalyell to assist him on the forecastle, the foremast their responsibility. Sparke commanded the upper gundeck and the ship’s mainmast, which was her real strength, with all the spars, cordage, canvas and miles of rigging which gave life to the hull beneath. Lastly, the mizzen mast, handled mostly by the afterguard, where young Quinn waited with the marine lieutenant and his men to obey Cairns’ first requirements.


    Bolitho looked across at Sparke. Not an easy man to know, but a pleasure to watch at work. He controlled his seamen and every halliard and brace with the practised ease of a dedicated concert conductor.


    A hush seemed to fall over the ship, and Bolitho looked aft to see the captain walking to the quarterdeck rail, nodding to old Bunce, the Sage, then speaking quietly with his first lieutenant.


    Far above the deck from the mainmast truck the long, scarlet pendant licked and hardened to the wind like bending metal. A good sailing wind, but Bolitho was thankful it was the captain and old Bunce who were taking her through the anchored shipping and not himself.


    He glanced over the side and wondered who was watching. Friends, or spies who might already be passing news to Washington’s agents. Another man-of-war weighing. Where bound? For what purpose?


    He returned his attention inboard. If half what he had heard was true, the enemy probably knew better than they did. There were said to be plenty of loose tongues in New York’s civil and military government circles.


    Cairns raised his speaking trumpet. “Get a move on, Mr Tolcher!”


    Tolcher, the squat boatswain, raised his cane and bellowed, “More ’ands to th’ capstan! ’Eave, lads!”


    He glared at the shantyman with his fiddle. “Play up, you bugger, or I’ll ’ave you on th’ pumps!”


    From forward came the cry, “Anchor’s hove short, sir!”


    “Hands aloft! Loose tops’ls!” Cairns’ voice, magnified by the trumpet, pursued and drove them like a clarion. “Loose the heads’ls!”


    Released to the wind the canvas erupted and flapped in wild confusion, while spread along the swaying yards like monkeys the topmen fought to bring it under control until the right moment.


    Sparke called, “Man your braces! Mr Bolitho, take that man’s name!”


    “Aye, sir!”


    Bolitho smiled into the drizzle. It was always the same with Sparke. Take that man’s name. There was nobody in particular, but it gave the seamen the idea that Sparke had eyes everywhere.


    Again the hoarse voice from the bows, “Anchor’s aweigh, sir!”


    Released from the ground, her first anchor already hoisted and catted, Trojan side-stepped heavily across the wind, her sails spreading and thundering like a bombardment as the men hauled at the braces, their bodies straining back, angled down almost to the deck.


    Round and further still, the yards swinging to hold the wind, the sails freed one by one to harden like steel breastplates until the ship was thrusting her shoulder in foam, her lower gunports awash along the lee side.


    Bolitho ran from one section to the next, his hat knocked awry, his ears ringing with the squeal of blocks and the boom of canvas, and above all the groaning and vibrating chorus from every stay and shroud.


    When he paused for breath he saw the outline of Sandy Hook sliding abeam, some men waiting in a small yawl to wave as the great ship stood over them.


    He heard Cairns’ voice again. “Get the t’gan’sls on her!”


    Bolitho peered up the length of the mainmast with its great bending yards. He saw midshipmen in the tops, and seamen racing each other to set more canvas. When he looked aft again he saw Bunce with his hands thrust behind him, his face like carved rock as he watched over his ship. Then he nodded very slowly. That was as near to satisfaction as Bolitho had ever seen him display.


    He pictured the ship as she would look from the land, her fierce, glaring figurehead, the Trojan warrior with the red-crested helmet. Spray bursting up and over the beakhead and bowsprit, the massive black and buff hull glistening and reflecting the cruising whitecaps alongside, as if to wash herself clean from the land.


    Probyn’s voice sounded raw as he shouted at his men to secure the second anchor. He would need plenty to drink after this, Bolitho thought.


    He looked aft, past his own seamen as they slid down stays and vaulted from the gangways to muster again below the mast. Then he saw the captain watching him. Along the ship, over all the bustle and haste their eyes seemed to meet.


    Self-consciously, Bolitho reached up and straightened his hat, and he imagined he saw the captain give a small but definite nod.


    But the mood was soon broken, for Trojan rarely gave much time for personal fancies.


    “Man the braces there! Stand by to come about!”


    Sparke was shouting, “Mr Bolitho!”


    Bolitho touched his hat. “Aye, I know, sir. Take that man’s name!”


    By the time they had laid the ship on her chosen tack to both the captain’s and Bunce’s satisfaction the land was swallowed in mist and rain astern.

  


  
    


    2 A WILD PLAN


    LIEUTENANT Richard Bolitho crossed to the weather side of the quarterdeck and gripped the hammock nettings to hold his balance. Towering above and ahead of him, Trojan’s great pyramids of sails were impressive, even to one accustomed to the sight. Especially after all the frustration and pain in the last four and a half days, he thought.


    The wind which had followed them with such promise from Sandy Hook had changed within hours, as if driven or inspired by the devil himself. Backing and veering without warning, with all hands required to reef or reset the sails throughout each watch. It had taken one complete, miserable day just to work round and clear of the dreaded Nantucket shoals, with sea boiling beneath the long bowsprit as if heated by some force from hell.


    Then after raising their progress to four and even five knots the wind would alter yet again, bellowing with savage triumph while the breathless seamen fought to reef the hard canvas, fisting and grappling while their pitching world high above the decks went mad about them.


    But this was different. Trojan was standing almost due north, her yards braced round as far as they would to take and hold the wind, and along her lee side the water was creaming past as evidence of real progress.


    Bolitho ran his eyes over the upper gundeck. Below the quarterdeck rail he could see the hands resting and chatting, as was the custom while awaiting to see what the cook had produced for the midday meal. By the greasy plume which fell downwind from the galley funnel, Bolitho guessed that it was another concoction of boiled beef hacked from salted casks, mixed with a soggy assortment of ship’s biscuit, oatmeal and scraps saved from yesterday. George Triphook, the senior cook, was hated by almost everyone but his toadies, but unlike some he enjoyed the hatred, and seemed to relish the groans and curses at his efforts.


    Bolitho felt suddenly ravenous, but knew the wardroom fare would be little better when he was relieved to snatch his share of it.


    He thought of his mother and the great grey house in Falmouth. He walked away from Couzens, his watchful midshipman, who rarely took his eyes off him. How terrible the blow had been. In the Navy you could risk death a dozen ways in any day. Disease, shipwreck or the cannon’s roar, the walls of Falmouth church were covered with memorial plaques. The names and deeds of sea-officers, sons of Falmouth who had left port never to return.


    But his mother. Surely not her. Always youthful and vivacious. Ready to stand-in and shoulder the responsibility of house and land when her husband, Captain James Bolitho, was away, which was often.


    Bolitho and his brother, Hugh, his two sisters, Felicity and Nancy, had all loved her in their own different and special ways. When he had returned home from the Destiny, still shocked and suffering from his wound, he had needed her more than ever. The house had been like a tomb. She was dead. It was impossible to accept even now that she was not back in Falmouth, watching the sea beyond Pendennis Castle, laughing in the manner which was infectious enough to drive all despair aside.


    A chill, they had said. Then a sudden fever. It had been over in a matter of weeks.


    He could picture his father at this very moment. Captain James, as he was locally known, was well respected as a magistrate since losing his arm and being removed from active duty. The house in winter, the lanes clogged with mud, the news always late, the countryside too worried by pressures of cold and wet, of lost animals and marauding foxes to heed much for this far-off war. But his father would care. Brooding as a ship-of-war anchored or weighed in Carrick Roads. Needing, pining for the life which had rejected him, and now completely alone.


    It must be a million times worse for him, Bolitho thought sadly.


    Cairns appeared on deck, and after scrutinizing the compass and glancing at the slate on which a master’s mate made his half-hourly calculations he crossed to join Bolitho.


    Bolitho touched his hat. “She holds steady, sir. Nor’ by east, full and bye.”


    Cairns nodded. He had very pale eyes which could look right through a man.


    “We may have to reef if the wind gets up any more. We’re taking all we can manage, I think.”


    He shaded his eyes before he looked to larboard, for although there was no sun the glare was intent and harsh. It was difficult to see an edge between sea and sky, the water was a desert of restless steel fragments. But the rollers were further apart now, cruising down in serried ranks to lift under Trojan’s fat quarter to tilt her further and burst occasionally over the weather gangway before rolling on again towards the opposite horizon.


    They had the sea to themselves, for after beating clear of Nantucket and pushing on towards the entrance of Massachusetts Bay they were well clear of both land and local shipping. Somewhere, some sixty miles across the weather side, lay Boston. There were quite a few aboard Trojan who could remember Boston as it had once been before the bitterness and resentment had flared into anger and blood.


    The Bay itself was avoided by all but the foolhardy. It was the home of some of the most able privateers, and Bolitho wondered, not for the first time, if there were any stalking the powerful two-decker at this moment.


    Cairns had a muffler around his throat, and asked, “What make you of the weather, Dick?”


    Bolitho watched the men streaming to the hatches on their way to the galley and their cramped messes.


    He had taken over the watch as Bunce had been keeping a stern eye on the ritual taking of noon sights, although it was more a routine than to serve any real purpose in this poor visibility. The midshipmen lined up with their sextants, the master’s mates watching their progress, or their lack of it.


    Bolitho replied calmly, “Fog.”


    Cairns stared at him. “Is this one of your Celtic fantasies, man?”


    Bolitho smiled. “The master said fog.”


    The first lieutenant sighed. “Then fog it will be. Though in this half gale I see no chance of it!”


    “Deck there!”


    They looked up, caught off guard after so much isolation.


    Bolitho saw the shortened figure of the mainmast look-out, a tiny shape against the low clouds. It made him dizzy just to watch.


    “Sail on th’ weather beam, sir!”


    The two lieutenants snatched telescopes and climbed into the shrouds. But there was nothing. Just the wavecrests, angrier and steeper in the searching lens, and the hard, relentless glare.


    “Shall I inform the captain, sir?”


    Bolitho watched Cairns’ face as he returned to the deck. He could almost see his mind working. A sail. What did it mean? Unlikely to be friendly. Even a lost and confused ship’s master would not fail to understand the dangers hereabouts.


    “Not yet.” Cairns glanced meaningly towards the poop. “He’ll have heard the masthead anyway. He’ll not fuss until we’re ready.”


    Bolitho thought about it. Another view of Captain Pears which he had not considered. But it was true. He never did rush on deck like some captains, afraid for their ships, or impatient for answers to unanswerable questions.


    He looked at Cairns’ quiet face again. It was also true that Cairns inspired such trust.


    Bolitho asked, “Shall I go aloft and see for myself ?”


    Cairns shook his head. “No. I will. The captain will doubtless want a full report.”


    Bolitho watched the first lieutenant hurrying up the shrouds, the telescope slung over his shoulders like a musket. Up and up, around the futtock shrouds and past the hooded swivel gun there to the topmast and further still towards the look-out who sat so calmly on the crosstrees, as if he was on a comfortable village bench.


    He dragged his eyes away from Cairns’ progress. It was something he could never get used to or conquer. His hatred of heights. Each time he had to go aloft, which was mercifully rare, he felt the same nausea, the same dread of falling.


    He saw a familiar figure on the gundeck below the quarterdeck rail and felt something like affection for the big, ungainly man in checkered shirt and flapping white trousers. One more link with the little Destiny. Stockdale, the muscular prize-fighter he had rescued from a barker outside an inn when he and a dispirited recruiting party had been trying to drum up volunteers for the ship.


    Stockdale had taken to the sea in a manner born. As strong as five men, he never abused his power, and was more gentle than many. The angry barker had been hitting Stockdale with a length of chain for losing in a fight with one of Bolitho’s men. The man in question must have cheated in some way, for Bolitho had never seen Stockdale beaten since.


    He spoke very little, and when he did it was with effort, as his vocal chords had been cruelly damaged in countless barefist fights up and down every fair and pitch in the land.


    Seeing him then, stripped to the waist, cut about the back by the barker’s chain, had been too much for Bolitho. When he had asked Stockdale to enlist he had said it almost without thinking of the consequences. Stockdale had merely nodded, picked up his things and had followed him to the ship.


    And whenever Bolitho needed aid, or was in trouble, Stock-dale was always there. Like that last time, when Bolitho had seen the screaming savage rushing at him with a cutlass snatched from a dying seaman. Later he had heard all about it. How Stockdale had rallied the retreating seamen, had picked him up like a child and had carried him to safety.


    When Bolitho’s appointment to Trojan had arrived, he had imagined that would be an end to their strange relationship. But somehow, then as now, Stockdale had managed it.


    He had wheezed, “One day, you’ll be a cap’n, sir. Reckon you’ll need a coxswain.”


    Bolitho smiled down at him. Stockdale could do almost anything. Splice, reef and steer if need be. But he was a gun captain now, on one of Trojan’s upper battery of thirty 18 -pounders. And naturally he just happened to be in Bolitho’s own division.


    “What d’you think, Stockdale?”


    The man’s battered face split into a wide grin. “They be watching us, Mr Bolitho.”


    Bolitho saw the painful movements of his throat. The sea’s bite was making it hard for Stockdale.


    “You think so, eh?”


    “Aye.” He sounded very confident. “They’ll know what we’re about, an’ where we’re heading. I wager there’ll be other craft hull down where we can’t see ’em.”


    Cairns’ feet hit the deck as he slid down a stay with the agility of a midshipman.


    He said, “Schooner by the cut of her. Can barely make her out, it’s so damn hazy.” He shivered in a sudden gust. “Same tack as ourselves.” He saw Bolitho smile at Stockdale, and asked, “May I share the joke?”


    “Stockdale said that the other sail is watching us, sir. Keeping well up to wind’rd.”


    Cairns opened his mouth as if to contradict and then said, “I fear he may be right. Instead of a show of strength, Trojan may be leading the pack down on to the very booty we are trying to protect.” He rubbed his chin. “By God, that is a sour thought. I had expected an attack to be on the convoy’s rear, the usual straggler cut out before the escort has had time to intervene.”


    “All the same.” He rubbed his chin harder. “They’ll not try to attack with Trojan’s broadsides so near.”


    Bolitho recalled Pears’ voice at the conference. The hint of doubt. His suspicion then had now become more real.


    Cairns glanced aft, past the two helmsmen who stood straddle-legged by the great double wheel, their eyes moving from sail to compass.


    “It’s not much to tell the captain, Dick. He has his orders. Trojan is no frigate. If we lost time in some fruitless manoeuvres we might never reach the convoy in time. You have seen the wind’s perverse manners hereabouts. It could happen tomorrow. Or now.”


    Bolitho said quietly, “Remember what the Sage said. Fog.” He watched the word hitting Cairns like a pistol ball. “If we have to lie to, we’ll be no use to anyone.”


    Cairns studied him searchingly. “I should have seen that. These privateersmen know more about local conditions than any of us.” He gave a wry smile. “Except the Sage.”


    Lieutenant Quinn came on deck and touched his hat.


    “I’m to relieve you, sir.”


    He looked from Bolitho to the straining masses of canvas. Bolitho would only go for a quick meal, especially as he wanted to know about Pears’ reactions. But to the sixth lieutenant, eighteen years old, it would seem a lifetime of awesome responsibility, for to all intents and purposes he would control Trojan’s destiny for as long as he trod the quarterdeck.


    Bolitho made to reassure him but checked himself. Quinn must learn to stand on his own. Any officer who depended on help whenever things got awkward would be useless in a real crisis.


    He followed Cairns to the companionway, while Quinn made a big display of checking the compass and the notes in the log.


    Cairns said softly, “He’ll be fine. Given time.”


    Bolitho sat at the wardroom table while Mackenzie and Logan endeavoured to present the meal as best they could. Boiled meat and gruel. Ship’s biscuit with black treacle, and as much cheese as anyone could face. But there was a generous supply of red wine which had arrived in New York with the last convoy. From the look on Probyn’s face he had made very good use of it.


    He peered across at Bolitho and asked thickly, “What was all that din about a sail? Somebody getting a bit nervous, eh?” He leaned forward to peer at the others. “God, the Navy’s changing!”


    Bunce sat at the head of the table and intoned deeply without looking up, “It is not His doing, Mr Probyn. He has no time for the Godless.”


    Sparke said unfeelingly, “This bloody food is swill. I shall get a new cook at the first chance I can. That rogue should be dancing on a halter instead of poisoning us.”


    The deck tilted steeply, and hands reached out to seize plates and glasses until the ship rolled upright again.


    Bunce took out a watch and looked at it.


    Bolitho asked quietly, “The fog, Mr Bunce. Will it come?”


    Thorndike, the surgeon, heard him and laughed. He made a braying sound.


    “Really, Erasmus! Fog, when she pitches about in this wind!”


    Bunce ignored him and replied, “Tomorrow. We will have to lie to. There is too great a depth to anchor.” He shook his massive head. “Time lost. More knots to recover.”


    He had spoken enough and stood up from the table. As he passed Probyn’s chair he said in his deep voice, “We will have time to see who is nervous then, I’m thinking.”


    Probyn snapped his fingers for some wine and exclaimed angrily, “He is becoming mad in his old age!” He tried to laugh, but nothing happened.


    Captain D’Esterre eyed him calmly. “At least he seems to have our Lord on his side. What do you have, exactly?”


    In the cabin above, Captain Pears sat at his large table, a napkin tucked into his neckcloth. He caught the gust of laughter from the wardroom and said to Cairns, “They seem happier at sea, eh?”


    Cairns nodded. “So it would appear, sir.” He watched Pears’ bowed head and waited for his conclusions or ideas.


    Pears said, “Alone or in company the schooner is a menace to us. If only we had been given a brig or a sloop to chase off these wolves. As it is . . .” He shrugged.


    “May I suggest something, sir?”


    Pears cut a small piece of cheese for himself and examined it doubtfully.


    “It is what you came for, surely.” He smiled. “Speak out.”


    Cairns thrust his hands behind him, his eyes very bright.


    “You have heard the master’s views on the chance of fog, sir?”


    Pears nodded. “I know these waters well. Fog is common enough, though I would not dare to make such a bold prediction this time.” He pushed the cheese aside. “But if the master says a thing it is usually right.”


    “Well, sir, we will have to lie to until it clears.”


    “I have already taken that into account, damn it.”


    “But so too will our watchdog. Both for his own safety and for fear of losing us. The fog might be an ally to us.” He hesitated, sensing the captain’s mood. “If we could find her and take her by boarding—” He got no further.


    “In God’s name, Mr Cairns, what are you saying? That I should put boats down, fill them with trained hands and send them off into a damned fog? Hell’s teeth, sir, they would be going to certain death!”


    “There is a chance there may be another vessel in company.” Cairns spoke with sudden stubbornness. “They will display lights. With good care and the use of a boat’s compass, I think an attack has a good chance.” He waited, seeing the doubts and arguments in Pears’ eyes. “It would give us an extra vessel, and maybe more. Information, news of what the privateers are doing.”


    Pears sat back and stared at him grimly. “You are a man of ideas, I’ll give you that.”


    Cairns said, “The fourth lieutenant put the thought in my mind, sir.”


    “Might have guessed it.” Pears stood up and walked towards the windows, his thickset frame angled to the deck. “Damned Cornishmen. Pirates and wreckers for the most part. Did you know that?”


    Cairns kept his face stiff. “I understood that Falmouth, Mr Bolitho’s home, was the last place to hold out for King Charles against Cromwell and Parliament, sir?”


    Pears gave a tight grin. “Well said. But this idea is a dangerous thing. We might never find the boats again, and they may not discover the enemy, let alone seize her.”


    Cairns insisted, “The fog will reach the other vessel long before us, sir. I would suggest that as soon as that happens we change tack and close with her with every stitch which will draw.”


    “But if the wind goes against us.” Pears held up his hand. “Easy, Mr Cairns, I can see your disappointment, but it is my responsibility. I must think of everything.”


    Overhead, and beyond the cabin doors, life was going on as usual. The clank of a pump, the padding of feet across the poop as the watch hurried to trim a yard or splice a fraying halliard.


    Pears said slowly, “But it does have the stuff of surprise about it.” He made up his mind. “My compliments to the master and ask him to join us in the chart room.” He chuckled. “Although, knowing him as I do, I suspect he is already there.”


    Out on the windswept quarterdeck, his eyes smarting to salt spray, Bolitho watched the men working overhead, the shivering power of each great sail. Time to reef soon, for the captain to be informed. He had seen the activity beneath the poop, Pears with Cairns entering the small chart room which adjoined Bunce’s cabin.


    A little later Cairns walked out into the drizzle, and Bolitho noticed that he was without his hat. That was very unusual, for Cairns was always smartly turned out, no matter how bad the circumstances.


    “Have you had further reports from the masthead?”


    “Aye, sir.”


    Bolitho ducked as a sheet of spray burst over the nettings and soaked them both. Cairns barely flinched.


    Bolitho said quickly, “As before, the stranger is holding to wind’rd of us, on the same bearing.”


    “I will inform the captain.” Cairns added, “No matter, he is here.”


    Bolitho made to cross to the lee side as was customary when the captain came on deck, but the harsh voice caught him.


    “Stay, Mr Bolitho.” Pears strode heavily to the quarterdeck rail, his hat tugged down to his eyes. “I believe you have been hatching some wild plan with the first lieutenant?”


    “Well, sir, I—”


    “Madness.” Pears watched the straining main-course as it billowed out from its yard. “But with a grain, a very small grain of value.”


    Bolitho stared at him. “Thank you very much, sir.”


    Pears ignored him and said to Cairns, “The two cutters will have to suffice. I want you to hand-pick each man yourself. You know what we need for this bloody work.” He watched Cairns’ face and then said almost gently, “But you will not be going.” As Cairns made to protest he added, “I cannot spare you. I could die tomorrow, and with you gone too, what would become of Trojan, eh?”


    Bolitho watched both of them. It was like being an intruder to see the disappointment showing for the first time on Cairns’ face.


    Then Cairns replied, “Aye, sir. I’ll attend to it.”


    As he strode away, Pears said bluntly, “But you can send this one; he’ll not be missed!”


    Pears returned to the poop where Bunce was waiting for him, his straggly hair blowing in the wind like spunyarn.


    He barked, “Pass the word to the second lieutenant to lay aft.”


    Bolitho considered his feelings. He was going. So was Sparke. Take that man’s name.


    He thought of Cairns as his one chance of showing his mettle had been taken from him. It was another measure of the man, Bolitho thought. Some first lieutenants would have kept all the credit for the idea of boarding the other craft, hoarding it for the final reward.


    It was getting dark early again, the low cloud and steady drizzle adding to the discomfort both below and on deck.


    Cairns met Bolitho as he came off watch, and said simply, “I have selected some good hands for you, Dick. The second lieutenant will be in command, assisted by Mr Frowd, who is the ablest master’s mate we have, and Mr Midshipman Libby. You will be assisted by Mr Quinn and Mr Couzens.”


    Bolitho met his even gaze. Apart from Sparke and Frowd, the master’s mate, and to a lesser extent himself, the others were children at this sort of thing. He doubted if either the nervous Quinn or the willing Couzens had ever heard a shot fired other than at wildfowl.


    But he said, “Thank you, sir.” He would show the same attitude that Cairns had displayed to the captain.


    Cairns touched his arm. “Go and find some dry clothing, if you can.” As he turned towards his cabin he added, “You will have the redoubtable Stockdale in your cutter. I would not be so brave as to try and stop him!”


    Bolitho walked through the wardroom and entered his little cabin. There he stripped naked and towelled his damp and chilled limbs until he recovered a sensation of warmth.


    Then he sat on his swaying cot and listened to the great ship creaking and shuddering beneath him, the occasional splash of spray as high as the nearest gunport.


    This time tomorrow he might be on his way to disaster, if not already dead. He shivered, and rubbed his stomach muscles vigorously to quell his sudden uncertainty.


    But at least he would be doing something. He pulled a clean shirt over his head and groped for his breeches.


    No sooner had he done so than he heard the distant cry getting louder and closer.


    “All hands! All hands! Hands aloft and reef tops’ls!”


    He stood up and banged his head on a ring-bolt.


    “Damnation!”


    Then he was up and hurrying again to that other world of wind and noise, to the Trojan’s demands which must always be met.


    As he passed Probyn’s untidy shape, the lieutenant peered at him and grinned. “Fog, is it?”


    Bolitho grinned back at him. “Go to hell!”


    It took a full two hours to reef to the captain’s satisfaction and to prepare the ship for the night. The news of the proposed attack had gone through the ship like fire, and Bolitho heard the many wagers which were being made. The sailor’s margin between life and death in this case.


    And it would all probably come to nothing. Such things had happened often enough on this commission. Preparation, and then some last-minute hitch.


    Bolitho imagined it was going to be an almost impossible thing to find and take the other ship. Equally, he knew he would feel cheated if it was all called off.


    He returned to the wardroom to discover that most of the officers had turned into their bunks after such a day of wind and bustle.


    The surgeon and Captain D’Esterre sat beneath a solitary lantern playing cards, and alone by the streaming stern windows, staring at the vibrating tiller-head, was Lieutenant Quinn.


    In the glow of the swaying lantern he looked younger than ever, if that were possible.


    Bolitho sat beside him and shook his head as the boy, Logan, appeared with an earthenware wine jug.


    “Are you feeling all right, James?”


    Quinn looked at him, startled. “Yes, thank you, sir.”


    Bolitho smiled. “Richard. Dick, if you like.” He watched the other’s despair. “This is not the midshipman’s berth, you know.”


    Quinn darted a quick glance at the card players, the mounting pile of coins beside the marine’s scarlet sleeve, the dwindling one opposite him.


    Then he said quietly, “You’ve done this sort of thing before, sir—I mean, Dick.”


    Bolitho nodded. “A few times.”


    He did not want to break Quinn’s trust now that he had begun.


    “I-I thought it would be in the ship when it happened.” Quinn gestured helplessly around the wardroom and the cabin flat beyond. “You know, all your friends near you, with you. I think I could do that. Put up with the first time. The fighting.”


    Bolitho said, “I know. The ship is home. It can help.”


    Quinn clasped his hands and said, “My family are in the leather trade in the City of London. My father did not wish me to enter the Navy.” His chin lifted very slightly. “But I was determined. I’d often seen a man-o’-war working down river to the sea. I knew what I wanted.”


    Bolitho could well understand the shock Quinn must have endured when he was faced with the reality of a King’s ship with all the harsh discipline and the feeling that you, as a new midshipman, are the only one aboard who is in total useless ignorance.


    Bolitho had grown up with it and to it. The dark portraits which adorned the walls and staircase of the old Bolitho home in Cornwall were a constant reminder of all who had gone before him. Now he and his brother Hugh were carrying on the tradition. Hugh was in a frigate, now probably in the Mediterranean, while he was here, about to embark in the sort of action they often yarned about in the taverns of Falmouth.


    He said, “It will be all right, James. Mr Sparke is leading us.”


    For the first time he saw Quinn smile as he said, “I must admit he frightens me more than the enemy!”


    Bolitho laughed, wondering why it was that Quinn’s fear had somehow given him strength.


    “Turn into your cot while you can. Try to sleep. Tell Mackenzie you’d like a tot of brandy. George Probyn’s cure for everything!”


    Quinn stood up and almost fell as the ship quivered and lunged across the hidden sea.


    “No. I must write a letter.”


    As he walked away, D’Esterre left the table, pocketing his winnings, and joined Bolitho by the tiller-head.


    The surgeon made to follow, but D’Esterre said, “No more, Robert. Your poor play might blunt my skill!” He smiled. “Be off with you to your bottles and pills.”


    The surgeon did not give his usual laugh, but walked away, feeling for handholds as he went.


    D’Esterre gestured towards the silent cabins. “Is he worried?”


    “A little.”


    The marine tugged at his tight neckcloth. “Wish to God I was coming with you. If I can’t put my lads to a fight, they will be as rusty as old pikes!”


    Bolitho gave a great yawn. “I’m for bed.” He shook his head as D’Esterre flicked the cards between his fingers. “I’d not play with you anyway. You have the uncomfortable knack of winning.”


    As he lay in his cot, hands thrust behind his head, Bolitho listened to the ship, identifying each sound as it fitted into the pattern and fabric of the hull.


    The watch below, slung in their close-packed hammocks like pods, the air foul around them because of the bilges, and because the gunports had to be tightly sealed against sea and rain. Everything bloomed with damp, the deckheads dripping, the pumps clanking mournfully as Trojan worked her massive bulk over a stiff quarter-sea.


    On the orlop deck beneath the waterline the surgeon would soon be asleep in his sickbay. He had only a handful of ill or injured men to deal with. It was to be hoped it remained like that.


    Further forward in the midshipman’s berth all would be quiet, although probably a flickering glim would betray somebody trying to read a complicated navigational problem, with a solution expected in the forenoon by Bunce.


    Their own world. Seamen and marines. Painters and caulkers, ropemakers and gun captains, coopers and topmen, as mixed a crowd as you could meet in a whole city.


    And right aft, doubtless still at his big table, the one who ruled all of them, the captain.


    Bolitho looked up at the darkness. Pears was almost directly above him. With the watchful Foley nearby, and a glass at his elbow as he pondered over the day’s events and tomorrow’s uncertainties.


    That was the difference, he decided. We obey and execute his orders as best we can. But he has to give them. And the reward or the blame must be on his shoulders.


    Bolitho rolled over and buried his face in the musty pillow.


    There were certain advantages in remaining a mere lieutenant.
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