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PROLOGUE

Sark stopped, sank to his knees and listened, but the only sounds he could hear were the pounding of his own heartbeat and the rasping wheeze at the back of his throat as he fought desperately to draw air into his burning lungs. He tried to delay his inhalations in an attempt to slow down his breathing, but the effect was marginal. Moisture from the soggy ground had begun to soak into his breeches, adding to his discomfort. He raised himself into a squat and took stock of his surroundings, eyes probing the darkness for a familiar landmark, but to his untutored eye one stretch of featureless marshland looked much like any other.

A hooting cry came from behind and he stiffened. Owls hunted across the levels at night. Sometimes you could hear the beat of their wings if you were quiet enough. Sark remained where he was, crouched low. It had probably been an owl, but there were other creatures abroad, Sark knew, and they were hunting too.

There was movement to his left, accompanied by a soft grunt. The short hairs rose across the back of Sarks neck and along his forearms. He turned slowly, not daring to exhale, and found himself under close scrutiny from a large sheep. For several seconds, man and beast regarded each other in eerie silence. The animal was not alone. Sark could make out at least a dozen more, huddled behind.

The ewe was the first to break eye contact. Backing off, it ambled away and began to herd its companions towards a clump of bushes. Sark breathed a sigh of relief.

Then he heard the distant baying and the bile rose into his mouth.

They were using dogs.

Sark glanced out of the corner of his eye and saw the sheep pause in their tracks as their ears picked up the unearthly ululation. Then, as if with one mind, the animals broke into a brisk trot. Within seconds they had vanished into the deepening gloom.

Sark turned and tried to locate the direction of the sound, but the darkness, allied to the dips and folds in the ground, made it difficult to pinpoint the exact bearing.

Ahead of him, the land had begun to rise. Sark inched forward, hoping the slope would provide the advantage of height and enable him to see further than his current position. Reaching the top of the bank, he elevated himself cautiously and stared back the way he had come. The first thing he saw was the bright flickering glow of a torch flame, then another, and another beyond that. From his vantage point he could see that the torchbearers were still some way off and that they were proceeding haphazardly. He suspected they were following the creek lines, but there was no doubt they were moving towards him, drawing inexorably closer with each passing second.

There were more lights in the far distance. They were no more than pinpricks, and stationary, and he guessed these were the masthead lanterns of ships moored in the estuary. He wondered briefly if he shouldnt have been heading towards rather than away from them, but he knew that hadnt been an option. His pursuers were sure to have cut off that line of escape.

He looked around and found he was at the edge of a dyke. The ditch stretched away from him, merging into the moonlit wetlands like a snake into the undergrowth. The smell from the bottom of the dyke was foul; a pungent, nostril-pinching mix of peat and stagnant water. There was another strong odour, too. He could see a heaped shape lying close to the waters edge; the remains of a dead sheep. Presumably the animal had placed its foot in a rabbit-hole or some similar burrow, stumbled down the bank and become stuck in the bog, unable to extricate itself.

Sark wondered how long it had taken the beast to die. He tried to ignore the mosquitoes whining about his ears, knowing even though he could not feel their bite that they had already begun to feast upon his blood.

Another drawn-out howl came looping out of the night. Sark felt the cold hand of fear clutch his heart and he cursed his inactivity. He shouldnt have remained so long in one place. He got to his feet and began to run.

He had a rough idea of where he was and the direction in which he was travelling. He had the vague notion that the Kings Ferry House wasnt much more than half a mile away. If his navigation was correct and he could reach the landing and find a boat, there was a possibility that hed be able to cross the river and hide out on the opposite shore and thus give his pursuers the slip.

Keeping low, he continued to follow the dykes path, ignoring the stitch in his side, which was beginning to stab at him with all the tenacity of a red-hot rapier.

Another cry sounded; human this time, not more than a few hundred yards off. Sark was uncomfortably aware that the men on his trail knew the ground far better than he did. Despite the unevenness of the terrain and the latticework of waterways that crisscrossed the island, they were catching up fast.

His foot slipped and he swore as he started to slide down the side of the gulley. The desire to enter and wade through the murky water in a bid to confuse the hounds was tempting, but he knew it would hamper his progress. All they had to do was steer the dogs along each bank and theyd soon discover where he had left the stream, and theyd pick up his trail again in no time. It was best to keep moving and try to reach the ferry landing; as dry as possible, preferably. He slithered to his feet and scrambled back up the slope.

He could hear his pursuers calling to each other now, driven by the excitement of the chase. In his minds eye he saw the hounds, eyes bright, tongues slavering, straining at their leashes as they followed his scent. Sark quickened his pace.

The dyke began to widen. Sark hoped it was a sign he was close to its joining with the main channel. Pressing down on the edges of his boot heels to give himself purchase, he pushed his weary, mud-splattered body towards what he hoped was his route to salvation.

There was a shout. Glancing over his shoulder, Sarks stomach lurched when he saw how quickly the gap had shortened. The torches were a lot closer. Beneath the fiery brands, he could make out the dark figures of men running, perhaps half a dozen in all, and the sleeker, four-legged, shapes moving swiftly across the uneven ground before them.

Another urgent cry went up and Sark knew that they had probably seen his fleeing form outlined against the sky. He ducked down, knowing it was far too late to do any good. He drew the pistol from his belt.

Then the ground gave way and he was falling.

As his feet shot from beneath him, he managed to twist his body and discovered that he had almost reached his destination. It was the edge of the river bank that had collapsed beneath his weight. He barely had time to raise the pistol above his head to avoid mud clogging the barrel, before he landed on his back in the ooze.

He struggled to his knees and pushed himself upright, and then saw the light. It was less than one hundred and fifty yards away, at the edge of the reeds. He strained his eyes. A small building began to take shape and he realized it was the ferry keepers cottage. His gaze shifted to the landing stage jutting out into the water; in its lee, a small rowboat resting on the mud and held fast to a thin wooden post. His spirits lifted. There was still a chance he could make it.

With the mud sucking greedily at his boots, Sark struck out for the landing stage. He had gone but a few paces when the consistency of the mud changed. It was less firm now and his boots were sinking deeper with each step. It was like wading through molasses. He looked out at the river. This was one of the narrower stretches, hence the ferry crossing, but the tide was out and there was a wide expanse of foreshore separating the jetty from the water. He would have to drag the boat a good few yards before he could float it. But he could make out the horizontal black shadow that was the opposite shore and that spurred him on. He pushed himself forward.

Behind him, the noises had diminished. There were no more cries, no howling from the dogs. The night was strangely quiet, save for the squelching of Sarks laborious passage through the mud. Curious, Sark looked around and his blood froze.

They were ranged along the edge of the bank and they were watching him; a line of men, the shadows cast by the torches playing across their unsmiling faces. At their feet, secured by leashes, the hounds stood silently to heel.

The dogs were huge mastiffs, with broad heads and muscular bodies; each one the size of a small calf. As still as statues, they regarded the solitary figure below them with rapt attention. Their only movement was an occasional backward glance at the faces of the men who controlled them.

It was the moment that Sark knew he had nowhere to run.

But it didnt stop him trying.

Sark estimated he still had about fifty paces to go before he reached the boat. His legs felt as heavy as lead, while the pain behind his ribs suggested his heart was about to burst from his chest. Gamely, he tried to pick up speed but while the spirit was willing, his body was telling him it had reached the point of exhaustion.

Sark did not hear the command to release the dogs, but a sixth sense told him it had been given. He turned. A close observer might have witnessed the look of weary resignation that stole across his face.

The handlers had not followed the hounds down on to the foreshore, but were holding to firmer ground, following the line of the river bank, the flames from their torches flaring like comet trails behind them. They ran in silence.

For the second time that night, Sark dropped to his knees.

The dogs were loping rather than sprinting towards him. With their agility, and their weight distributed between four legs instead of two, making them less susceptible to sinking into the mud, it was as if they knew they had all the time in the world.

All thoughts of escape stifled, Sark gripped the pistol firmly and watched the dogs approach.

He glanced to his side. He saw that the men were now parallel to him, torches raised. They were close enough for him to make out their expressions by the light from the flames. Four of them had faces as hard as rock. The other two were grinning.

Sarks chest rose and fell. He looked back towards the dogs and raised his pistol. He aimed the barrel at the leading beast and tracked it with the guns muzzle.

He heard one of the men on the bank curse and saw that they had all drawn weapons of their own.

Sark could hear the dogs paws scampering across the mud. They were coming in very fast; close enough for him to see the light of anticipation in their eyes.

The lead hound was less than a dozen paces away when Sark thrust the barrel of the pistol under his own chin and pulled the trigger.

The back of Sarks head blew apart. The powder smoke barely had time to dissipate before the still kneeling body was engulfed in a frenzy of snapping jaws and thrashing limbs. As the men on the bank ran towards the mle, the snarling of the hounds rose into the night and carried, like the devils chorus, down the muddy, bloodstained foreshore.
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Outlined against the gunmetal sky, the ships blackened hull towered above the men in the longboat like some enormous Hebridean cliff face.

The men were silent, wrapped in their thoughts and awed by the grim sight confronting them. Only occasionally was the silence broken, by the dull clink of manacles, the splash and creak of oars and the wash of the waves against the side of the boat as it was pulled through the cold grey water.

Someone was sobbing. At the sound, several men crossed themselves. Others bowed their heads and, in whispers, began to pray.

There were fifteen men in the boat, excluding the oarsmen and the two marine guards. With few exceptions their clothes were ragged, their faces pale, unshaven and etched with fear; fear caused not only by the ships forbidding appearance, but also by the smell coming off her.

It had been with them even before they had embarked, carried across the river by the light easterly breeze. At first, the men had paid little mind, assuming the odour was rising from their own unwashed bodies, but then understanding had dawned. As the longboat had pushed away from the harbour wall they had become transfixed by the grim nature of the fate that was about to befall them. As if to emphasize their passengers rising sense of horror, the marine guards traded knowing looks and raised their neck scarves over their lower faces.

The longboat approached the rear of the ship. High above, embedded beneath the stern windows, a nameplate that once had been embossed in gold but which was now tarnished beyond repair proclaimed the vessel to be the Rapacious.

Close to, the ship looked even more intimidating. The dark-hulled vessel had all the appearance of a massive smoke-stained sarcophagus rather than a former ship of the line. There was no mizzen mast and the main mast and the foremast had been cut down to a third of their original size. Only the lower yards remained. Between them, festooned from a web of washing lines running fore and aft, was an array of what, from a distance, might have been taken for signal flags but which, on closer inspection, turned out to be a selection of tattered stockings, shirts and breeches. Age, wear and constant washing had turned every visible scrap of clothing a universal shade of grey, with the majority of the garments exhibiting more holes than material.

These were not the only refurbishments that had been inflicted upon the once proud ship. Her bowsprit had been removed, and where the poop deck had been, there now stood a clinker-built, soot-engrained shack, complete with sloping roof and chimney stack, from which grey smoke was billowing. A similar construction adorned the ships forecastle. It was obvious from her appearance that a great many years had passed since Rapacious last experienced the roar and thunder of battle in her search for prey. This was further confirmed by the lack of heavy ordnance; her open gun ports revealed that cannon muzzles had been replaced by immovable cast-iron grilles.

The truncation of her masts and the lack of armament had lightened the ships weight considerably. As a result, she was riding much higher out of the water than was normal for a vessel her size. A walkway formed from metal gratings followed the line of the orlop deck. From it a series of wooden stairs rose towards a small platform, similar to a church pulpit, affixed adjacent to the boarding gap in the ships handrail.

Huge chains at bow and stern secured Rapacious to the riverbed. Beyond the ship, four more vessels in a similar state of disrepair sat moored in mid-stream, line astern and a cables length apart, their blunted bows facing downriver.

All around, a bewildering variety of other vessels lay at anchor, from brigs to cutters and from frigates to flush-decked sloops, their yellow and black hulls gleaming, masts rising tall and straight, while pennants, not grubby pantaloons, fluttered gaily from their yardarms. They were Britains pride and they were ready for war.

By comparison, isolated from the rest of the fleet, Rapacious and her four sister ships looked as if they had been discarded and left to rot; victims of a terrible and terminal disease.

Seated in the waist of the longboat, one man ignored the lamentations of his companions and gazed at the ship with what could have been interpreted as interest rather than dread. Two scars were visible on the left side of his face. The first followed the curve of his cheekbone, an inch below his left eye. The second scar, less livid, ran an inch below the first. His long hair was dark save for a few streaks of grey above the temple. His jacket and breeches were severely worn and faded, though in a better state of repair than the clothes of many of the men huddled around him, some of whom were clad in little more than rags. And while the bulk of his companions were either barefooted or else wearing poorly fitting shoes, his feet were shod in what appeared to be a pair of stout but well-scuffed military boots.

A sou for your thoughts, my friend.

The words were spoken in French. They came from an aristocratic-looking individual dressed in a dark grey jacket and grubby white breeches, seated on the dark-haired mans right.

Matthew Hawkwood remained silent but continued staring over the water towards the black-hulled ship.

Heard she fought at Copenhagen, the speaker continued in a quiet voice. She was a seventy-four. They took the idea from us. Extended their seventies. They use them as standard now. Cant blame the bastards. Good sailing, strong gun-power, what is there not to like?

The speaker, whose name was Lasseur, grinned suddenly, the expression in marked contrast to the unsmiling faces about him. The neat goatee beard he wore, when added to the grin, lent his features a raffish slant.

The grin disappeared in an instant as a series of plaintive cries sounded from beyond the longboats prow.

Ahead, another longboat was tied up against the boarding raft in the shadow of the ships grime-encrusted hull. A cluster of men had already disembarked. Huddled on the walkway, under the watchful eyes of armed guards, they were preparing to ascend the stairs. Several of the men had difficulty walking. Two were crawling along the grating on their hands and knees. Their progress was painfully slow. Seeing their plight, their companions lifted them to their feet and with arms about their shoulders shepherded them along.

There were still men left on the first boat. From their posture, it was clear that none of them had the strength to make the transfer on their own. Their cries of distress floated over the water. The two marine guards on the boat were looking up towards the ships rail as if waiting for orders, breaking off to jab the barrels and butts of their muskets against the supine bodies around them.

Lasseur bared his teeth in a snarl.

His reaction was echoed by dark mutterings from the men seated about him.

Silence there! The order came from one of the marines, who stared at his charges accusingly and brandished his musket, bayonet affixed. Or so help me, Ill run you through! Adding, with ill-disguised contempt, Frog bastards!

A face had appeared at the ships rail. An arm waved and an inaudible command was given. One of the marines in the boat below responded with a half-hearted salute before turning to his companion and shaking his head. At this the rowers raised their oars and they and the two guards climbed out on to the boarding raft. Turning, one of the rowers used his oar to push the boat away, while one of his fellow boatmen unfastened and began to pay out the line connecting the longboat to the ship. Caught by the current, the longboat moved slowly away from the ships hull. When the boat was some thirty or so yards out, the line was retied, leaving the boats pitiful passengers to drift at the mercy of the tide.

Angry shouts came from the line of men on the grating. Their protestations were met with a severe clubbing from the guards. Retreating, the quietened men began their slow and laboured ascent of the stairway.

Hawkwood watched grim-faced as the men made their way up the side of the ship. Lasseur followed his gaze and murmured softly, Wed have been better off with the damned Spanish.

Bastards, a voice interjected bitterly from behind them. Ive seen this before.

Hawkwood and Lasseur turned. The speaker was a thin man, with sunken cheeks and watery eyes. Grey stubble covered his jaw.

I was in Portsmouth last winter, on the Vengeance. They had a delivery of prisoners transferred from Cadiz. About thirty, all told. As thin as rakes they were; ghost white, not an ounce of flesh on their bones and not so much as a set of breeches between them. Only ten of them made it on to the Vengeance on their own. The rest were too ill to leave the longboat. The Vengeances surgeon refused to take them. Ordered them to be delivered to the hospital ship. Only the commander of the Pegasus refused to have them on board, not unless they were washed first. So the Vengeances surgeon ordered them thrown into the sea to clean them and left the Pegasus to pick up the bodies. Most of them were dead by the time the Pegasuss boat got to them. The man nodded towards the drifting longboat. Looks to me, thats whats happening here.

My God, Lasseur said and fell into a reflective silence as their own longboat, its way now clear, began to manoeuvre towards the ships side.

Hawkwood regarded the manacles around his ankles. If the men on the drifting boat, who presumably had also been wearing shackles, had been thrown overboard they would have been beyond help, sinking to the bottom of the river like stones.

He took a look at his fellow passengers. No one returned his gaze. They were too preoccupied, staring up at the ship, craning their necks to take in the vast wooden rampart looming above them. The sense of unease that had enveloped the boat was palpable, as if a black storm cloud had descended. Behind their masks, even the guards looked momentarily subdued.

He could still hear weeping. It was coming from the stern. Hawkwood followed the sound. The boy couldnt have been much older than ten or eleven. Tears glistened on his cheeks. He looked up, dried his eyes with the heels of his hands and turned away, his small shoulders shaking. His clothes hung in rags about him. Hed been one of a consignment of prisoners, Hawkwood and Lasseur among them, picked up earlier that day from Maidstone Gaol. A midshipman or powder monkey, Hawkwood supposed, or whatever the French equivalent might be, and without doubt the youngest of the longboats passengers. It seemed unlikely that the boy had been taken alone, but there didnt appear to be anyone with him, no shipmates to give him comfort. Hawkwood wondered where the boy had been captured and in what circumstances he might have been separated from the rest of his crew.

The order came to boat oars. A dozen heartbeats later, the longboat was secured to the raft and the transfer began.

The odour from the open gun ports was almost overwhelming. The river was bounded by marshland. On warm days with the wind sifting across the levels, the smell was beyond ftid, but the malodorous stench issuing from the interior of Rapacious eclipsed even the smell from the shore. It was worse than a convoy of night-soil barges.

Hawkwood shouldered his knapsack. He was one of the few carrying possessions. Most had only the clothes they stood up in.

The marines set about prodding the prisoners with their musket butts. Goddamn it, move your arses! I wont tell you again! No wonder youre losing the bleedin war! Useless buggers!

Legs clanking, the men started to climb from the longboat on to the raft.

Shift yourselves! The guards continued to use their weapons to herd the men along the walkway. Movement was difficult due to the shackles, but the guards made no allowance for the restraints. Lively now! Christ, you buggers stink!

The insults rained down thick and fast, and while it was doubtful many of the men shuffling along the grating could understand the harsh words, the tone of voice and the poking and prodding made it clear what was required of them.

Slowly, in single file, the men clinked their way up the ships side.

Keep moving, damn your eyes!

Hawkwood stepped from the stairs on to the pulpit, Lasseur at his shoulder. A jam had formed in the enclosed space. Both men stared down into the belly of the ship. Lasseur recoiled. Then the Frenchman leaned forward so that his mouth was close to Hawkwoods ear. His face was set in a grimace.

Welcome to Hell, he said.
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I should have bloody known, Hawkwood thought.

Ezra Twiggs face should have given the game away. Hawkwood wondered why he hadnt picked up the signals. The little clerks head had been cast down when Hawkwood entered the ante-room in reply to the Chief Magistrates summons. Normally, Twigg would have looked up from his scribbling and passed some pithy comment about the marks on the floor left by Hawkwoods boot heels, but this time Twigg had barely acknowledged the Runners arrival. All hed done was look up quickly, murmur, Theyre waiting for you, and return to his paperwork. The omens hadnt been good. Hawkwood chided himself for not being more observant. Though he had absorbed the warning that the Chief Magistrate had company.

As Hawkwood entered the office, James Read stepped away from the tall window. It was mid-morning and sunlight pierced the room. Hawkwood wondered why the Chief Magistrate, a man who made no secret of his dislike for cold weather, looked so pensive. Given his usual disconsolate manner when confronted with inclement skies, he should, by rights, have been dancing across the carpet.

The second man looked around. He was heavy-set, with short, sandy hair, a broad face and a web of red veins radiating across his cheeks. He was dressed in the uniform of a naval officer and clearly suffered from the habitual stoop, characteristic of so many seamen, which, Hawkwood had come to realize, was more a testimony to the lack of headroom in a man-of-war than any lingering defect of birth.

The officer looked Hawkwood up and down, taking in the scarred face, the unfashionably long hair tied at the nape of the neck and the dark, well-cut attire. The Chief Magistrate walked to his desk. His movements, as ever, were measured and precise. He sat down. Officer Hawkwood, this gentleman is Captain Elias Ludd. As his uniform implies, Captain Ludd is from the Admiralty.

Hawkwood and the captain exchanged cautious nods.

The Transport Board, to be exact, James Read said.

Hawkwood said nothing. The Transport Board had been created initially to provide ships, troops and supplies during the American War of Independence. But the wars against Bonaparte had seen the Board expand its range of activities far beyond the original borders of the Atlantic. Now, due to Britains vast military and naval commitments, the Board was responsible for the movement of supply ships to the four corners of the globe.

The Admiralty requires our assistance. Read nodded towards his visitor. Captain, you have the floor.

Thank you, sir. Ludd looked down at the carpet and then raised his head. Ive an officer whos gone missing; name of Sark. Lieutenant Andrew Sark.

There was a short silence.

Hawkwood looked towards the Chief Magistrate for guidance, then back to the officer. And what, you want us to find him? Isnt that the navys job?

Ludd looked taken aback by Hawkwoods less than sympathetic response. James Read said, There are other factors to consider. As you know, the Transport Boards jurisdiction extends beyond what might be viewed as its traditional bailiwick.

What the hell did that mean? Hawkwood wondered.

The Board also administers foreign prisoners of war, James Read said. You recall it took over the duty from the Sick and Hurt Board.

Hawkwood wondered if the Chief Magistrate was expecting a vocal acknowledgement. He decided it was probably best to remain silent. Better to keep your mouth shut and be thought an idiot than to speak and remove all doubt. He decided a noncommittal nod would probably suffice.

My apologies, Captain, Read said. Please continue.

Ludd cleared his throat. Over the past several weeks, theres been a sudden increase in the number of prisoners whove escaped from detention. We sent Lieutenant Sark to investigate whether these were random events or part of some orchestrated effort.

And hes failed to report back? Hawkwood said.

Ludd nodded, his face solemn.

When did you last hear from him?

Ludd stuck out his chin. Thats just it  we havent heard from him at all. Its been six days.

Not long, Hawkwood said.

In the general scheme of things, Id not disagree with you. Ludd gnawed the inside of his lip.

Captain? Hawkwood prompted.

Ludd ceased chewing. He was not the first, he said heavily.

Hawkwood sensed James Read shift in his seat. Ludd continued to look uncomfortable. The first officer we sent, a Lieutenant Masterson, died.

Died? How?

Drowned, its presumed. His body was discovered two weeks ago on a mud bank near Fowley Island.

Which is where? Hawkwood asked.

The Swale River.

Kent.

Ludd nodded. At the time there was nothing to indicate hed been the victim of foul play. We mourned him, we buried him, and then Lieutenant Sark was dispatched to continue the investigation.

But now that Sarks failed to report back, youre thinking that perhaps the drowning wasnt an accident.

There is that possibility, yes.

Forgive me, Captain, but I still dont see what this has to do with Bow Street, Hawkwood said. This remains a navy matter, surely?

Before Ludd could respond, James Read interjected: Captain Ludd is here at the behest of Magistrate Aaron Graham. Magistrate Graham is the government inspector responsible for the administration of all prisoners of war. He reports directly to the Home Secretary. It was Home Secretary Ryders recommendation that the Board avail itself of our services.

Hawkwood had met Home Secretary Richard Ryder and hadnt been overly impressed, but then Hawkwood had a low opinion of politicians, irrespective of rank. In short, he didnt trust them. He had found Ryder to be a supercilious man, too full of his own importance. He wondered if Ryder had been in contact with James Read directly. There was nothing in the Chief Magistrates manner to indicate he was talking to Ludd under sufferance, but then Read was a master of the neutral expression. It didnt mean his mind wasnt whirring like clockwork underneath the impassive mask.

Read got to his feet. He walked to the fireplace and adopted his customary pose in front of the hearth. The fire was unlit, but Read stood as if warming himself. Hawkwood suspected that the magistrate assumed the stance as a means to help him think, whether a fire was blazing away or not. Oddly, it did seem to imbue an air of gravity to whatever pronouncement he came up with. Hawkwood wondered if that wasnt the magistrates real intention.

Read pursed his lips. Its no secret that the Board has come in for a degree of criticism over the past twelve months. It has been the subject of two Select Committees. Their findings were that the Board has not performed as efficiently as expected. Further adverse reports would be mostunhelpful. So far, these escapes have been kept out of the public domain. Theres concern that, should word of its inability to keep captured enemy combatants in check emerge, the governments credibility could suffer a severe blow. With all due deference to Captain Ludd, while the loss of one officer sent to investigate these escapes might be construed as unfortunate, the loss of two officers could be regarded as carelessness. It is all grist to the mill, and with the nation at war any lack of confidence in the administration could have dire consequences.

Hawkwood stole a glance at the captain and felt an immediate sympathy. He knew what it was like to lose men in battle; he himself had lost more men than he cared to remember, and it was a painful burden to bear.

What services? Hawkwood asked.

Read frowned.

You said the Home Secretary wants the Board to avail itself of our services. What services?

James Read looked towards Ludd, who gave a rueful smile. My superiors are unwilling to commit further resources to the investigation.

By resources, you mean men, Hawkwood said.

Ludd flushed. As Magistrate Read stated, two officers have apparently fallen prey to the investigation already. I am not anxious to dispatch a third man to investigate the death and disappearance of the first two.

Everything became clear. Hawkwood stared at James Read. You want Bow Street to take over the investigation?

That is the Home Secretarys wish, yes.

What makes him think we can succeed where the navy has failed?

Read placed his hands behind his back. The Home Secretary feels that, while the Admiralty is perfectly capable of assigning officers to the field, there are certain advantages in utilizing non-naval personnel, particularly in what one might consider to be investigations of a clandestine nature.

Clandestine?

There are avenues open to this office that are not available to other  how shall I put it?  more conventional, less flexible departments of government. Would you not agree, Captain Ludd?

Im sure youd know more about that, sir, Ludd said tactfully.

Indeed. The Chief Magistrate fixed Hawkwood with a speculative eye.

An itch began to develop along the back of Hawkwoods neck. It wasnt a pleasant sensation.

I refer to the art of subterfuge, Hawkwood; the ability to blend into the background  most useful when dealing with the criminal classes, as you have so ably demonstrated on a number of occasions.

Hawkwood waited for the axe to fall.

Captain Ludd and I have discussed the matter. Based on our discussion, I believe youre the officer best suited to the task.

And what task would that be, sirexactly?

James Read smiled grimly. Were sending you to the hulks.



The Chief Magistrates expression was stern. Weve got prisoners of war spread right around the country, from Somerset to Edinburgh. Fortunately for us, the new prison in Maidstone is ideally situated for our purposes. Its been used as a holding pen for prisoners prior to their transfer to the Medway and Thames hulks. Youll begin your sentence there. From Maidstone youll be transported to the prison ship Rapacious. Shes lying off Sheerness. Better you arrive on the hulk within a consignment of prisoners rather than alone. Theres no reason to suppose anyone will question your credentials, but it should give you an opportunity to form liaisons with some of your fellow internees before embarkation.

It was interesting, Hawkwood mused, that the Chief Magistrate had used the word sentence rather than assignment. Perhaps it had been a slip of the tongue. Then again, he thought, maybe not.

Your mission is several fold, Read said. Firstly, you are to investigate how these escapes have been achieved 

You mean you dont know? Hawkwood cut in, staring at Ludd.

Ludd shifted uncomfortably. We know Rapacious has lost four prisoners in the past six weeks. The trouble is, we dont know the exact time the losses took place. We can assume the other prisoners concealed the escapes from the ships crew, possibly by manipulating the roll count. Without knowing the precise times of the escapes we havent been able to pin down how they were achieved, whether it was a spur-of-the-moment thing based on a lapse in our procedures or if the escapes were planned and executed over a period of time. All we know is that Rapacious is missing four men. What makes it more interesting is that there have been similar losses from some of the other Medway-based ships. Were also missing a couple who broke their paroles.

How many in total? Hawkwood asked.

Ten unaccounted for.

Over how long a period?

Two months, Ludd said.

As I was saying James Read spoke into the pregnant silence which followed Ludds admission. You are also to determine whether the escapers have received outside assistance. Captain Ludd is of the opinion that they have.

Based on what? Hawkwood said.

Based on the fact that we havent managed to track any of the buggers down, Ludd said.

Explain.

Ludd sighed. Escapes are nothing new. Some are spontaneous; the sudden recognition of an opportunity presenting itself: a door left unlocked, a careless guard looking the other way during a working party, that sort of thing. They generally involve a prisoner acting on his own. Nine times out of ten, hes rounded up quickly, usually because hes cold and wet and he cant find food or clothing, hes no idea where he is and he darent ask directions because he cant speak the language. They dont last long. Many end up turning themselves in voluntarily  and not just to the military. Theyve even surrendered to people in the street. But when its more than one, when two or three at a time have made a run for it, that suggests theyve devised a plan, hoarded food and spare clothing, maybe bribed a guard to sell them a map so they know how far it is to the coast, and where they can steal a boat. Even so, not many make it. All it takes is one careless word; someone overhears them speaking Frog or talking English with an accent and the games up. But these recent escapes, theyve been different.

How so?

As I said, we werent able to pick up their trail.

Which means what?

In my book, it means someones definitely helping them.

Like who?

Thats what we sent Masterson and Sark to find out.

What do you think?

My own theory? Free traders, most likely.

Smugglers?

My guess is that theyre passing the escapers down the line to the coast. Theyve got the routes all set up, theyve got the men and the boats.

That, Hawkwood, is the third part of your assignment, Read said. If there is an organized escape route, I want it disrupted, preferably disbanded.

It might explain why your Lieutenant Masterson was found in the Swale, Hawkwood said. Could be he was thrown from a vessel.

Could be, Ludd agreed. Id deem it a personal favour if, along the way, you could find out what happened to my men. If they were done away with, Id prefer to be told.

If free traders are involved, it wont be easy, Hawkwood pointed out. Theyre a law unto themselves. Anyone going in and asking questions is sure to make their ears prick up. Its more than likely theyll see me coming a mile away.

Ludd and Read exchanged glances.

Quite so, James Read said quietly. But in this case theyre going to be looking in the wrong direction.

Hindsights a wonderful thing, Ludd said. Our mistake was sending Masterson and Sark through the front door. They were competent men, but they were naval officers first and landsmen second. In this situation they were out of their depth, no pun intended. We might just as well have dispatched a marching band to accompany them. Mastersons brief was to try and infiltrate the smuggling organizations. We thought the best way for him to do that was to have him pose as a former seaman looking for work and to make it clear he wasnt too bothered whether the work was legal or not. Trouble is, the smuggling fraternitys too closely knit. My feeling is he ended up asking the wrong people the wrong questions  and that Sark made the same mistake.

You can take the man out of the navy but you cant take the navy out of the man, Hawkwood said.

Something like that, Ludd agreed unhappily.

You, on the other hand, will not be quite so obvious, James Read said. We hope.

You mean Ill be using the tradesmans entrance, Hawkwood said.

The corner of Reads mouth twitched. Providing we can manufacture a suitable history for you. The Chief Magistrate paused. My initial thought was that you should pass yourself off as a French officer, but Im not sure thats entirely practical. While I appreciate that your knowledge of the language is considerable, could you maintain the deception for any length of time? Captain Ludd and I have discussed the matter and we believe the current crisis with the United States has provided us with the perfect solution. You will pass yourself off as an American volunteer.

An American?

As you know all too well, from your recent encounter with William Lee, our American cousins are less than enamoured with us of late. Even before the recent declaration of war, a substantial number of American citizens have been drawn to Bonapartes flag; a legacy of American and French liaison during the Revolutionary War. With that in mind, we thought you could assume the mantle of an American officer attached to one of Bonapartes regiments who has been captured in the field. The fact that you are conversant in French gives us a distinct advantage.

All that remains is your identity. Something credible that will pass scrutiny, preferably based on your own expertise and, ideally, involving an engagement of which you have personal knowledge. The only problem with that, however, would be the question of your whereabouts over the past three years. The most logical choice would therefore seem to be something more recent, from which all the facts have yet to be sifted. Captain Ludd and I have perused dispatches and determined that the victory at Ciudad Rodrigo will best fit the bill. Reports of the battle are still being disseminated. Are you familiar with any of the details?

Only from what Ive read in the news sheets, Hawkwood said.

The Times had carried general reports of the battle, as had the Chronicle and the Gazette. Ciudad Rodrigo was a picturesque Spanish town overlooking the Agueda River. Only a few miles from the border, it guarded the main northern route between Spain and Portugal. Wellington had laid siege to the town at the beginning of January. The attack had been a ferocious affair. Casualties had been heavy, but Wellington had emerged victorious. Many prisoners had been taken.

Read nodded. Very good; a volunteer captain attached to the 34th Rgiment dInfanterie Lgre will be the most fitting for our purposes, I venture. The regiment was created last year, drawing men from other units, so there is every possibility they could have utilized foreign experts in the field. Ill leave you to manufacture an appropriate biography for yourself.

The Chief Magistrate reached across his desk and picked up a small canvas pouch. These are some of the reports pertaining to the siege. Make use of them. They contain details that are not public knowledge; for obvious reasons, as youll discover. Our own soldiers may well have emerged victorious, but they did not cover themselves in glory. Such knowledge could assist in fending off awkward questions. Use it to your advantage if you find yourself pressed. Attack is the best form of defence. Denigrating your former comrades in arms will help deflect attention from your alias. Read the dispatches. Youll see what I mean.

Read handed over the pouch. As an officer, youll be permitted to carry a few personal belongings. Mr Twigg will provide you with funds. French and British currency is used on the hulks. I would urge you to be circumspect in your expenditure, however. The coffers of the Public Office are not a bottomless pit.

The wounds you received in the Hyde case will stand you in good stead. Theyre recent enough to have been sustained around the supposed date of your defeat and capture. They will add to your credibility.

The scars from his encounter with the escaped Bedlamite, Titus Hyde, had healed well. But that wasnt to say he didnt sometimes wake in the small hours wondering what might have become of him had the blade of Hydes sword been an inch longer. The razor-thin weal along the rim of his left cheek was a visible reminder that the line between life and death can be measured by the breadth of a single hair or the span of a heartbeat.

Who else will know Im a peace officer?

Read hesitated before replying. No one. Aside from myself, Captain Ludd and Mr Twigg, no one else will be privy to your true identity.

Not the hulks commanding officer?

No one, Read repeated.

So, how do I send word if I discover something?

Thats why youll be listed as an officer in the ships register. It entitles you to apply for parole. Captain Ludd recommends we make it appear as though your application is pending authorization. You will thus be required to appear before a board of assessment. Your first interview will be scheduled to take place one week after your arrival. Captain Ludd will be the officer in charge. You will provide him with details of any progress you may have made.

Hawkwood stared at the dispatch pouch and then looked up. In that case, I hope you all remain in good health. Id hate to find Im stranded on the bloody ship because youve all been struck dead in your beds.
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