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1804  

Aboard the frigate Hecuba, two bells in the last dog watch. 

 

 

Only a fool would barge into Stephen Hopkins’s great cabin unannounced, especially 

when he was in conference with his first lieutenant. When Midshipman Rogerson 

burst through the door, he consequently got the reception he deserved.  

“Are we beating to quarters?” The captain demanded, dark eyes glowering 

below a mass of dark hair. 

“No, sir.” Rogerson was a sensible lad of fifteen, two years now at sea and 

utterly absorbed with serving king and country, so why he’d taken such leave of his 

senses as to come in unannounced was an utter mystery. 

“Then, Mr. Rogerson, you are forgetting yourself. What is the meaning of 

this?” The lantern shadows on the captain’s face gave it an unnaturally solemn 

appearance. Barely more than ten years older than the midshipman but with all those 

years’ experience in his pocket, Hopkins seated at his own table in his own well-

furnished cabin was a formidable man 

“It’s a monster, sir. Two points off the larboard beam and very close. Mr 

Douglas said you were to be notified immediately, sir.” Rogerson was usually a 

bundle of nerves when in the presence of his superior officers but on this occasion he 

was strangely animated. 

First Lieutenant Simon Paget smiled. Despite being the same age as the 

captain, he knew he gave the illusion of being younger, less careworn, if no less a 

sailor. “I’ve always heard about other people seeing sea serpents but I never believed 

it could be true. You’re not attempting to fool us, are you?” 

The young man looked horrified. “Of course not, sir. It’s there all right, come 

and see.” 

Lieutenant Paget caught Hopkins’s eye and managed by another smile to 

defuse the anger brewing there. He picked up his hat and placed it over his short cut 

locks. The new fashion, much more practical than the long queue the captain still 

favoured. “There’s not a moment to lose, I’d say.” 

The scene on deck was like a tableau. From Douglas, the ship’s master, down 

to the meanest foremast jack, men were frozen in their places, eyes fixed on the object 

in the water. The sun had set early, being only weeks from the shortest day, but the 

steady stream of moonlight made observation easy. This was no optical illusion: this 

was indeed a monster. Huge, menacing and slowly approaching the frigate. 

A long neck rose from the water like a sinuous mast, bearing a head that 

seemed too small to grace the body carrying it. That body could be seen just breaking 

the water—a massive bulk, as big as a finner—shining sleekly. There was the 

impression of a long, strong tail following behind, prompting Douglas to mumble 

about Behemoth and whether this beast also ate grass like the ox, or if its preferred 

food was jack tars. 



“Ye Gods,” Hopkins muttered, and gripped the rail.  

Even Paget was speechless; his boyish enthusiasm had disappeared at the 

terror which permeated the crew. The beast made several more passes of the ship—

very close this time, its foul breath flooding the air—and then was gone, diving like a 

dolphin into the waves and creating a swell which rocked Hecuba like a toy.  

 

~ 

 

Back in the great cabin, Hopkins took the whisky bottle in unsteady hands and 

poured himself a stiff shot, with another for Paget and finally one for Douglas. “We 

had a bit of a fright there, gentlemen. Need to get the three of us revived.” 

Paget accepted the drink gratefully. It barely touched the sides making its way 

down, and it hardly improved the chill he felt. “What was it, Mr Hopkins? I’ve heard 

people talk about monsters—giant squid and sea dragons—but I never believed I’d 

see one.” 

“Admiral Cornwallis had a sea monster from the West Indies. A Jenny 

Haniver they call them,” Douglas chipped in. “Ugly looking thing, like a devil.” 

Hopkins snorted. “I’ve seen many of those and I’ve seen men making them, 

too. The dried skeleton of a ray, all twisted up so that the nostrils look like eyes.” 

“Yet people fall for them,” Paget said, shaking his head at such stupidity. 

“Although what we saw wasn’t anything man-made. It breathed. And you could hear 

it and smell it, couldn’t you, Mr. Douglas?” 

“Indeed, sir. In all my years at sea I’ve never come across the like. We used to 

hear the odd tale back home about lake horses but I’d no idea they were any more 

than the result of overindulgence in the water of life.” Douglas lifted his glass. “I 

never thought I’d need the same stuff to revive me after I’d seen one.” 

“Will you mention it in the log, sir? The afternoon we almost got boarded by a 

sea serpent?” Paget managed one of his usual jokes, even though his heart wasn’t in 

it—this thing had shaken him. 

“I will enter as good a description as we can muster, but I wish I had a 

naturalist aboard to help me.” 

“Young Thompson could oblige, sir.” The master nodded then finished his 

dram. “He knows all his birds and fish. I assume he wouldn’t have missed the chance 

to see the thing.”  

“Fetch him, please, Mr. Douglas. We can set to while things are fresh in our 

minds.” 

“Fresh in our minds?”  Paget said, once they were alone. “I can’t imagine I 

will ever forget that sight.”  

Hopkins shivered. “Aye. It turned my blood cold, too.”  

Paget leaned closer, hand just grazing his captain’s. “Then I feel it my 

bounden duty to offer to warm it once more. I know an excellent method. Or two.” 

“Hush,” Hopkins replied, with a grin. “Keep that service till later. In the 

meantime help me find the right words to put in the log.” 

The drafting and re-drafting was interrupted by Rogerson, knocking first, this 

time, before making a more restrained entrance. 

“Please Captain Hopkins, sir, Mr. Douglas says could you come?” 



“Is the monster back again?” Hopkins’s voice suggested this was a prospect he 

didn’t relish.  

“No, sir.” The midshipman’s earlier excitement had gone. Now he looked 

terrified. 

“What is it, then?” Paget spoke kindly.  

“It’s Thompson, sir. He’s disappeared.” 

 

~ 

 

They found Douglas at the entrance to the middies’ mess, the air full of the 

odour of unwashed young men, something far worse than the sea serpent’s breath. 

He’d already organised a search of the vessel, especially Thompson’s favourite 

corners, places where he would go when off watch to study beetles or read. Hopkins 

nodded his approval of all they’d done—there were only so many places on a ship 

where the boy could have gone. The thought of him not actually being on board any 

more wasn’t one to contemplate just yet.   

“Mr. Rogerson.” Paget drew the lad quietly aside. “Is there anybody who has 

been unkind to Mr. Thompson? I know the middies’ mess isn’t always a friendly 

place.” He vividly recalled the difficulties of being that age. Fourteen was neither 

childhood nor manhood. 

Rogerson looked blank. “Nobody was bothering Thompson, sir. He never lets 

anything get to him.” 

A muffled shout of protest indicated something was certainly getting to 

Thompson now—two burly tars, both looking shaken. Both the seamen towered 

above the midshipman, a head taller at least, but he seemed to be making a rare fist of 

trying to get out of their iron grips as they dragged him up the ladder and into the 

lantern’s glare. 

“Found him, sir.” The sailors addressed the captain, saluted and looked scared. 

Thompson, a perky lad cursed with an expansive crop of freckles, seemed unaware of 

the upheaval he’d caused.  

“Where have you been, Mr Thompson?” Hopkins’s eyes narrowed. 

“In the cable tiers, sir.” The young midshipman answered, confidently.  

“And what were you doing there?” 

“Oh, I was talking to the White Admiral sir.”  

“Who?” All three officers’ voices joined in a single note.  

“The White Admiral, sir. He’s not one of the crew, or anything. I suppose 

you’d call him a spirit.”  

No wonder the men who’d found him appeared nervous.  

“He’s a pleasant old cove, you know,” Thompson blethered on, seemingly 

unaware of the sensation he was creating. “He always has a word in season as they 

say,” the young man added, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to 

converse with ghosts. 

“Always?” Paget echoed. “Have you met him before?”  

“Oh yes, sir. He appears quite regularly and wants to have a chat.” 

Hopkins shot his lieutenant a glance which shouted, The boy’s gone mad. 

Paget simply shrugged. 



Douglas recovered his tongue first. He’d often said he’d heard Drake’s Drum 

at the battle of Cape St. Vincent and understood the effect of the supernatural on 

sailors. “Are you sure this isn’t just one of the foremast jacks playing a trick on you? 

I’ve known all sorts of dodges to be played on midshipmen.”  

“Oh no, Mr. Douglas. It wasn’t like the time I was sent to ask for a ‘long 

weight’. No foremast jack could walk through a solid bulkhead like it was made of 

mist, could he?” That seemed conclusive, assuming it had happened. “The Admiral 

fought under the old Queen—Elizabeth the first I mean, begging your pardon—and 

what he says about the olden days rings true. Apparently, he was a wicked old cove.” 

Paget couldn’t help but see the ludicrous side of the situation. A ghost who 

dropped in for a friendly chat? “Wicked? What did he do?” 

“Ah, he’s never very clear about that. Something about being too pally with 

the Spanish. But his spirit has to stay here on earth until he’s earned the right to enter 

his eternal rest. Leastways, that’s what he says.” 

An insidious cold atmosphere had spread through those present, much more 

rapidly than it had done at the sight of the monster. Sea serpents were one thing, but a 

ghost—a voluble, frequently appearing ghost, on their very own ship—was quite 

another.  

Hopkins’s wan face showed this matter clearly bothered him even more than 

the beast had. “Are you saying...”? The captain’s question was interrupted by the 

arrival of the lieutenant of marines, with two of his men in tow. “Yes, Henman?” 

If those who’d heard Thompson’s story of the admiral had turned pale, then 

Henman’s face out-ashened them all.  

“Could you come with us to the hold, sir? Now. It’s important.” 

“I will.” Hopkins passed a hand over his brow. “Mr. Douglas, can you make 

sure Thompson gets a hot meal inside him? Ask my steward to rouse out the last of 

the chicken broth. That’ll settle him down for a reasonable night’s sleep.” 

The expression on the faces of the rest of the midshipmen indicated Thompson 

might be the only one of them in that happy position. What if this White Admiral, 

whoever he was, might want to have a word in season with them? 

“Mr. Paget?” Hopkins motioned for his first officer to join him as they 

followed the marines along the deck and down the nearest ladder. “What is it I’m 

being taken to see?” he asked, once they were out of earshot of the crew. 

“A dead man. The surgeon’s with him, but he’s beyond even Mr. Cowan’s 

care. Here.” Henman pointed, as they reached the hold. Two marines were standing 

watch, holding a lantern, while Cowan bent over a twisted body. 

“Who is it?” Hopkins asked. 

“Ponting,” Cowan said, easing himself up off his haunches. “The side of his 

head’s been stoved in. With this, I suspect.” He pointed to a blood smeared belaying 

pin, which Paget—gingerly—picked up and held at arm’s length. 

“When might this have happened?” the captain continued, eyeing the wooden 

pin with distaste. 

“Sometime during the last couple of hours, I’d say. Perhaps when we were all 

busy looking at the beast.” The surgeon wiped his hands on a towel. 

“Not all of us. Two at least would have been here, meaning Ponting and his 

killer. But who’d have noticed who wasn’t present when all eyes were on the 



monster?” Paget looked down at the body. Ponting had joined them at Portsmouth and 

had proved not a bad sailor, nor an unpopular man. “Why?” 

“I can’t divine that.” Cowan smiled, ruefully. “But if he could be moved into a 

better light, he might tell me more.” 

“Make it so. And report to me as soon as you can. Gentlemen,” Hopkins said, 

looking at each man in turn. “If anyone asks, you will say that Ponting has suffered an 

accident, is dangerously ill and that the surgeon is treating him. Otherwise I would 

expect you to keep your eyes open and your mouths shut. You’ve been admirably 

discreet so far,” he added, nodding his approval at the marines. “If you hear anything 

which might cast light on the matter, make me or Mr. Paget aware of it.” 

Cowan nodded, slowly and thoughtfully. “Will you tell the men the truth 

tomorrow?” 

“I’ve not decided. Perhaps if whoever did this thinks Ponting is still alive, 

he’ll try again. It would be as well that perhaps one of your burliest men might have 

to be confined to sick bay for a few days, Mr. Henman.” 

“I’ll ensure that happens,” Henman replied, with a grim smile. 

“A monster, a ghost and a murder,” Paget said, airing all their thoughts. 

“Please God there’ll be no more alarums tonight.” 

 

~ 

 

“Do you believe in ghosts, Simon?” Hopkins’s hand had at last steadied itself 

enough to pour out another stiff measure of whisky for the both of them. 

“Do you, Stephen?” The great cabin had always felt a place of retreat, of quiet 

calm, although now the brooding atmosphere had penetrated even here. Paget sat 

alongside his captain, by the great window. The night was dark, but the mood was 

darker. “It goes against my sense of logic, yet what does one do when spirits raise 

themselves and come visiting on board, like some poor old yellow admiral from 

Plymouth paying us a social call?” 

“This is no laughing matter.” The captain shuddered, tossing back half his 

drink. “Thompson isn’t the only one on this ship who sees ghosts.” 

“What do you mean?” 

 “Three times this last month I’ve thought I saw my father and he’s been dead 

near a twelvemonth now.” 

“Good God.” Paget took a hefty swig of whisky. “Why didn’t you tell me this 

before?” For a captain not to confide such a thing to a junior officer he could 

understand, but his relationship with Hopkins went beyond the ship. They might never 

show any hint of it aboard, but they’d been lovers this last three years, so why hadn’t 

Stephen mentioned these visitations?  

“Because I thought I was going insane. No-one else saw him, only me. And 

now this ship is beset with things I do not understand.” Hopkins drained his drink, 

reached for the bottle then pushed it away. 

“When did this happen?” 

“The first time was when we passed through that dense fog off Ushant. I 

thought I saw him pass across the quarterdeck. I decided it was merely my 

imagination—I’d not slept well and wasn’t at my best.”  



Paget cradled the last of his whisky, trying to keep his wits about him. “But 

you saw him again?” 

Hopkins nodded. “Once he was up in the shrouds. The third time was,” he 

hesitated, then shivered. “The third time was here in the great cabin. I wonder...I 

wonder if he’s unable to rest. If something ails his spirit.” 

“But he wasn’t a wicked man, like Thompson’s admiral confesses to have 

been.” 

“Not as long as I knew him, no. Although he’d been wild in his youth, before 

mother tamed him, or so he said.” 

“Tomorrow we should head back for Plymouth and seek a priest.” Paget raised 

his hand to stifle protest. “Let me speak. There’s more than one spirit to deal with 

here. The men are already unsettled by this White Admiral, so were they to get wind 

that another ghost walks abroad they’d all be running once we hit the first friendly 

port.” 

“You’re proposing an exorcism?” 

“Of sorts. Perhaps he could lay troubled souls to rest, as well. It would 

certainly help to calm the men’s minds.” Paget rubbed his hands against the cold. 

“We’ll ask for plenty of ceremony, incense and all. The men need the reassurance of 

seeing an outward manifestation of something happening, even if the priest speaks the 

actual service quietly, here in your cabin.” 

“And would your priest find a murderer?” 

Well, there was the rub. “No. That’s a matter for the secular authorities, not 

the spiritual.” 

“In that case, we don’t touch land until we know who killed Ponting. Then you 

can have your exorcism, but not before.” Hopkins’s frown melted into a pale smile as 

he reached over and briefly caressed his first officer’s hand. “I will not believe this 

ship is cursed. There’ll be a prosaic explanation for everything. None the less grim for 

that, but prosaic.” 

“I wish I had your faith.” Paget rose. Time to try to catch some sleep. He 

wasn’t convinced their adventures were over. 

“My faith? It’s not big enough to warm your hands at.” 

“Then I’ll have to be content with your trust.” Paget’s voice dropped to a 

whisper. Sentries might not be able to see through doors, but their hearing could be 

acute. “And the part of your heart I know is mine.” 

 

~ 

 

When Paget woke from dreams invaded by both Hamlet and Lear, Hopkins’s 

words wouldn’t shift from his mind.  

The third time was here in the great cabin. 

Why should Hopkins’s father choose to haunt his son? He knew of no strain 

within the family—the two men had got along as well as father and son might, the 

only regret on Stephen’s part being that his sire hadn’t lived to see him made Post 

Captain.  

A prosaic explanation for everything. 



There could well be, for that element at least. Was Stephen conjuring up a 

vision of his much lamented father so he could show the man what a success he’d 

made of his career? The sea monster could be easily explained, too. Perhaps these 

things were as real as sperm whales or giant squid, but modern naturalists had simply 

not captured a specimen to dissect, stuff and display, yet. 

Which left the White Admiral, who might just be a figment of overactive 

imagination—Paget remembered the tales he’d told his family and friends as a child 

and how he’d believed half of them—and a murdered man, who definitely wasn’t 

anything but real. Maybe the surgeon would provide some much needed illumination. 

However, it soon became apparent—once Paget had joined Cowan, Douglas 

and Hopkins in the great cabin for breakfast—that the surgeon had nothing new to add 

as far as the corpse was concerned. The only other marks it bore were evidence of a 

vicious flogging administered under a past captain. That was not of itself unusual, 

especially as Ponting had served with Hardy, a captain notorious for his love of the 

“cat.” 

“Did anybody try to visit him in the sick bay?” The captain asked, pouring 

himself a scalding hot coffee. 

“Two of his messmates, who seemed genuinely concerned for the man’s 

welfare,” Cowan said. “I’ve treated him before, for a rotten tooth, and there were 

plenty of volunteers to look after him then. He always struck me as both civil and 

popular.” 

“But he was clearly unpopular with somebody.” Hopkins sipped his coffee, 

mind clearly whirring as intently as if he were eyeing up a pair of French corvettes. 

“I have a better idea of when he died,” Cowan said, ladling sugar into his own 

cup. “His messmates said he’d been on deck with them when the monster was first 

sighted. He’d laughed and said they were imagining things. Then when it became 

clear there really was something to be seen, he said if they wanted to waste their time 

watching some toothless old whale that was up to them, but he had no interest in it. 

He went off about his business, although what that might have been they couldn’t say. 

They weren’t on watch.” 

“No,” said Paget. “Douglas and I checked, earlier. Are you confident he was 

killed while the creature was attempting to board us?” 

“Mr. Paget, this is serious.” Hopkins frowned disapproval at such levity.  

“I know it is. I’m sorry, sir.” Was there to be no more humour until this 

business was put to rest? As Ponting himself would soon have to be. 

Cowan, at least, was smiling, if ruefully. “Although I can’t be entirely sure, I 

believe that to be so. In which case, those of us who were watching the creature all the 

while—and that must have been a good twenty minutes or more—would not have 

been able to do the deed.” 

“Mr. Paget, will you arrange for each man to be asked about who he can 

account for during that time?” 

“Yes, sir, if I can have Mr. Henman to help me or it’ll take from here to 

kingdom come. Do I explain why I’m asking?” he added, aware that the news 

couldn’t be kept from the crew for much longer. “If I tell them he’s dead then your 

plan to flush out his killer will become redundant. But if I just say he’s been attacked 

they’ll wonder why we’re keeping him hidden.” 



“He’ll make his presence known soon enough, especially in this heat,” Cowan 

remarked, drily. 

Hopkins looked out of the window, maybe seeking inspiration from his 

beloved ocean. “Tell them he died in the night. That we believe he had an accident but 

can’t be sure. That we hope somebody may have seen what happened to him.” 

“And if someone produces an elaborate tale of his falling down and striking 

his head on some sharp object, then presumably we have a trail to follow?” Paget 

nodded. “Yes, that might be the best strategy.” 

“Thompson wasn’t on deck when we saw the monster,” Douglas said, quietly. 

“That’s when the midshipmen first became concerned about him—they knew the lad 

would have loved to see such a thing.” 

Hopkins spun round. “Are you suggesting he had something to do with 

Ponting’s death?”  

“I am not, sir,” Douglas bridled, as always protective of his brood of young 

gentlemen. Indeed, it seemed unlikely, given that Ponting was a handbreadth taller 

than Thompson, and twice the girth but they couldn’t discount the idea. The element 

of surprise and a convenient step or barrel could tip the odds. “Simply that he may 

have seen someone else who did.” 

“I’ll talk to him when I get round to the midshipmen,” Paget said, quickly. 

“He might be more forthcoming with me.” 

“Recognises a fellow whippersnapper?” Hopkins hadn’t entirely lost his sense 

of humour. “You’re probably right. But you’ll report what’s said straight back to me.” 

“Of course. Word for word.” Unless, perhaps, if it concerned any further 

ghostly apparitions.  

 

~ 

 

Paget, who’d questioned three dozen jacks without discovering anything other 

than that they’d all been gawping at the sea monster, even the ones who swore they 

were keeping a watch for French sails, decided it was time to tackle Thompson. He 

cut the lad out of a navigation lesson, for which Rogerson seemed more than grateful, 

not least because it made his fellow middies envious. They found a quiet corner—or 

what passed for one on a working ship. 

“How are you feeling today?” Paget asked, in his most avuncular fashion. 

“Cross, sir.” Thompson replied, although his impish grin suggested anything 

but anger. “I missed seeing that sea monster. If only the White Admiral had been 

slightly earlier or later.” 

“Admirals always keep to their own plans, with no consideration of junior 

officers. You need to learn that.” Paget grinned. “What was so important that he had 

to keep you from your beastie?” 

“He was warning me, sir. He’d told me before that there was great evil aboard 

this ship but I didn’t believe him. You and Captain Hopkins wouldn’t stand for that, 

would you?” 

“Not if we could help it, no.” Paget tried to look cheerful, despite the cold dart 

shooting up his spine. 



“This time he said that something had to be done. That he’d been sent to warn 

us.” The impish grin was fading, and seemingly not just at the thought of having to 

return to his sines and cosines. 

“Was that all? He didn’t tell you the nature of this evil?” 

“No, sir. There was a lot of stuff about redemption and him making amends 

for the treasonable wickedness he’d committed by warning us about the same, but I 

didn’t really follow a lot of it. It’s all tied up with him being in purgatory or wherever 

he is and having to do something or other to get out of the place.” 

“How extraordinary. He’s seeking redemption?” 

“Redemption, yes, that’s the word he used.” Thompson looked at Paget as if 

the man were a genius. “It was about having to save other people from evil thoughts 

and deeds so he could be saved himself.” 

“He didn’t specify whom he meant?” 

“No.” 

“Nor how this redemption might be worked out?” 

“Well, sort of, but he used such big words that I got completely lost. He 

normally just tells me about the engagements he fought.” Thompson seemed suitably 

ashamed at not having paid attention to the theological details, which would be less 

appealing to a boy. “He can still cut a caper with his sword. Not that he has a sword, 

but he makes all the moves.” 

Paget sighed. Had he been so frivolous as a midshipman, only interested in 

fighting and battles and missing the important stuff? “So you don’t know what he was 

warning us about?” 

“No, sir. Only that it threatened us all.” 

No point in pursuing that, then. Better to turn away from the paranormal to the 

all too real matter of murder. “Did you see anyone below decks when you were 

entertaining your guest?” 

“We try to find somewhere we won’t be disturbed, sir. That’s what the admiral 

prefers. He says,” Thompson lowered his voice, conspiratorially, “that he might still 

have enemies. People who want revenge on him for what he did. Although what they 

could actually do to him, given his present situation, I don’t know.” 

“Quite.” Paget tried not to show his frustration at the way this conversation 

kept meandering off course. It wasn’t the admiral’s enemies that bothered him. “You 

saw nobody?” 

“Ah, now I wouldn’t say that, sir. I didn’t see anyone, but I heard an argument. 

Two men, voices raised.” 

Now they were getting somewhere. “Did you recognize the voices?” 

“I’m afraid not, sir. I think one of them might have been Ponting, and the other 

one sounded younger than him, but I couldn’t swear to it. And I couldn’t rightly hear 

what was being said. I’m not being a lot of use, am I?” Thompson’s lower lip—still as 

downless as a baby’s bottom and a reminder he was barely more than a lad—began to 

tremble. 

“Not at all. You’ve been very helpful.” Paget smiled, encouragingly. “Cast 

your mind back to yesterday. Think about what you heard.” 

Thompson, eyes tight shut in concentration, said, “They were angry. Like 

somebody making a threat and somebody else laughing—yes, he was laughing in 



reply.” He looked up, in wide-eyed admiration. “You’ve helped me remember. That’s 

right, because the admiral began to complain about a man not being able to hear 

himself think with that bloody noise—beg pardon, sir—rattling on. I had to bite my 

lip to stop myself laughing, as he’d never sworn before. I think I offended the old 

cove, because he didn’t stay long after that.” 

Paget did some quick mental arithmetic. “So what did you do? Not hare 

upstairs to see the beast?” 

“I would have done had I known, sir.” Thompson looked offended. “But like 

an idiot I sat and had a bit of a think.” 

“With all that arguing going on?” 

“Oh, no, sir. It had stopped by then.” 

Paget nodded, slowly. “Right. Well, thank you, Mr. Thompson. Back to your 

sums, now.” 

The midshipman gave a disappointed salute and went. If he’d told a pack of 

lies then he was as consummate an actor as any a person might see at Drury Lane. 

And if he was telling the truth at least one other person had been below decks and 

none had yet admitted to it. 

 

~ 

 

Lowering clouds and threatening skies gave the great cabin an air of gloom 

over and above that shared by its occupants. If Paget hadn’t managed to put a name to 

the voice Thompson had heard, Henman had come up with a possibility and it wasn’t 

one either lieutenant or captain wanted to hear. Rogerson’s presence on deck could 

only be briefly accounted for, the other midshipmen having been told he’d been called 

away to fulfil an errand. 

“What did he have to say for himself by way of explanation?” Hopkins asked. 

“He said it was a mistake.” Henman’s narrowed eyes showed what he thought 

of the story. “He’d thought he was wanted by one of the officers—you, Mr. Paget—

but had been in error. He’d watched the monster on his own, not wanting to appear 

stupid in front of his friends for imagining you wanted him to perform some task. 

They tease him for being in awe of you.” 

“In awe of me? God help him.” Paget tried to summon up a smile, but this 

seemed no laughing matter.  

“Maybe you could use that sense of awe to get the truth out of him.” Hopkins 

looked at the notes his officers had made although he didn’t appear to find either 

enlightenment or comfort there.  

“It might not have been him arguing with Ponting,” Henman said, clutching at 

straws. “You’d have thought Thompson would have definitely recognised his voice.” 

“You would, but Rogerson’s at the stage he can flit between soprano or basso 

profundo at any two minutes together.” Paget felt guilty at acting as devil’s advocate, 

yet the truth had to emerge. “I’ll question him now.” 

“No, bear with me a moment. I have another matter to discuss. Thank you, Mr. 

Henman.” Hopkins dismissed the marine. 

“Aye, sir.” Henman saluted and left them to it. 



“Yes?” Paget asked, warily. He’d a feeling they were about to set off down a 

path he’d rather leave untrod.  

“What do you make of this White Admiral business? The message about great 

evil aboard. Do you believe any of it?” Hopkins drew them as far from the door as 

could be managed in the confines of the cabin and kept his voice low. 

“I believe that Thompson thinks he was told it. I’d have said it was just a lad’s 

imagination, but he seems entirely in earnest.” Paget shrugged. “You know, if it lay 

entirely in his head then surely the whole thing would be less...strange. A ghost who 

by turns regales him with tales of derring-do and makes dire warnings, when he’s not 

spouting theological matters. It makes no sense.” He stared out of the cabin window, 

unwilling to face his captain’s piercing and perceptive gaze.  

“What is it you’re thinking? Out with it.” Hopkins voice was smooth and 

tender, yet the hard edge to it couldn’t be hidden. 

“Am I to have no secret thoughts?” Paget grinned, but he felt sick to the 

stomach. He whispered, “I was wondering if the evil alluded to was...us. Breaking his 

Majesty’s articles of war as often as we get the chance. At risk of bringing scandal to 

the ship and to the service.” 

“Do you think we’re evil?” Hopkins clasped his hands together, as if afraid 

they might reach out to touch his lover if not kept under control.  

Paget looked up, appalled. “Never.” He quickly lowered his voice again. “No. 

Nor do I think we’re a threat to the wellbeing of this ship, or any other we’ve served 

aboard. Although some people would believe it.”  

“There’s more. I know there is.” Hopkins slumped into his seat, head in hands. 

“You’re thinking that my seeing my father’s ghost is linked in with this. That he’s 

come back to condemn me.” 

“No.” Paget ached to take Hopkins in his arms and assure him he’d thought no 

such thing, even though the thought had crossed his mind more than once. To promise 

him that all would be well, that they’d weathered storms that would make this look 

like a spring shower, even though there was the chance they’d founder this time. “He 

was immensely proud of you. Remember that time in Portsmouth, when your mother 

dragged you off to look at items for your sea chest and your father and I shared a glass 

of wine? He was fit to burst with tales of what a fine sailor you were.”  

“Would he still be proud of me if he knew what we did that night in my bed?” 

Paget took a deep breath. He’d kept a certain coin for his lover’s lowest 

moment. It seemed the right time to spend it.  

“In amongst all the tales he regaled me with of your cunning and valour—I 

think we may have been on our third glass by then—your father said something quite 

extraordinary. That he couldn’t describe how much he valued our friendship. At least 

that’s what I’d assumed, at the time, he’d meant, the usual sort of platitude. But when 

I remembered his exact words, the meaning could have been subtly different. ‘I 

cannot express how I value the particular nature of your friendship to Stephen. It 

exceeds all worth.’ I can’t help thinking he was trying to say that he knew our 

relationship went beyond camaraderie and he literally couldn’t express himself in the 

circumstances.” 



Hopkins looked up, the faintest glimmer of hope in his eyes. “That’s just how 

he would have worded it, if he’d meant that. This is the truth? You’re not just being 

kind?” 

“Stephen, have we not known each other long and well enough to see if we’re 

being served a dish of lies? Even in the cause of kindness? And anyway,” Paget 

added, smiling, “I hadn’t spent enough time with your father to be able to imitate 

him.” 

This time Hopkins smiled—a real, almost-happy smile. “I was foolish to doubt 

you.” 

“You were indeed. If that isn’t mutinous talk, implying my captain is a fool.”  

“We’ll call it semi-mutinous and I’ll make you pay for it next time we make 

shore.” Hopkins grinned. 

“Maybe I should be mutinous more often if that’s the punishment.” 

The captain’s grin turned briefly lascivious then was quickly hidden. “Right, 

back to duty. Back to Ponting. We must do all we can for the man. Not least the final 

services, which are imminent.” He rose from his seat, breathing deeply and girding 

himself against the ordeal to come. Neither of them liked to commit a man to the 

deep.  

Paget nodded. “Once he’s settled, I’ll resume my questioning.” 

“During the service, it might be instructive for you and Douglas to keep watch 

on the men’s faces.” 

“In case of too pleased a reaction? That sounds sensible.” 

“Good. I can’t have a murderer on my ship, Simon. Nor the uncertainty of my 

crew looking over their shoulders wondering who might be next. It must be resolved.” 

“It will be,” Paget said, with more conviction than he felt.  

 

~ 

 

There was even less conviction after Ponting had been sent into the arms of his 

maker. Neither lieutenant nor master had spotted anything untoward among the crew 

during the service, although the midshipmen had seemed even more unsettled than 

one would expect at making the final parting with a shipmate.  

Now the ship had returned to normal, with the everyday business of setting 

sails, keeping watch and maintaining an orderly vessel.  

Paget steered the master towards a quiet corner of the deck and asked, “Might 

I pick your brains?”  

“You may, for all the good they’ll do you.” Douglas said, good humouredly. 

“Ponting’s messmates seemed genuinely sorry to lose him, did they not?” 

“Aye, sir. I haven’t seen evidence of anything but loss among them.” 

 “You hear these men talk more than I would. What do they say of him?” 

“That he was a quiet man. A good sailor and a good friend. As I’d have 

described him, before this. The only thing...” 

“Yes?” Paget was keen to hear anything, however small, which might help 

point the finger of guilt in the right direction, especially if that was away from 

Rogerson. 



“He bore a grudge toward a man who’d had him punished. Not Hardy, but 

another flogging captain. He said he didn’t mind honest punishment, but this had been 

something else. He felt the man had taken a touch too much pleasure in watching him 

suffer.” 

“It happens, alas.” Especially if the sailor in question suffered from being too 

bold or too handsome. Ponting had been both. 

“There’s more.” Douglas lowered his voice. “Last time we touched shore he’d 

been in his cups. Started going on about how life might be better under the Frogs. His 

friends shouted him down, of course, and it all ended amicably enough, but if he 

voiced those sorts of thoughts with some of the men here...” He shrugged. 

“Indeed. Thank you,” Paget added, trying not to think of the ruthlessly 

patriotic streak he’d seen in some of his most valued shipmates. Not least Rogerson.  

He left it until the next set of bells before he tackled that young man—enough 

time for the middie to get over the unease of their shipmate’s committal to the deep, 

but not enough time for him to get his mind entirely clear and his story straight. Paget 

found him practising his knots under his sea daddy’s watchful eye. The deck being 

too busy for ease of private conversation, they went down to the sick bay, which 

Paget knew was empty and which Cowan had agreed to make available. 

“What’s this about, sir?” Rogerson asked, an indecipherable look in his eye. 

Was it fear? Dissembling?  

Paget ploughed on. “That evening the monster came. When Ponting died. You 

followed him below decks and had words with him. We know this. What was the 

quarrel about?”  

Rogerson didn’t deny it—maybe, given his awe of Paget, it would seem 

natural to him that the lieutenant knew so much of what went on. “I wanted to know 

where he was going and why he was moving, so furtively, against the flow of men. 

Everyone else wanted to be on deck. I thought it was my duty to find out.” 

“Go on,” Paget said, not wanting to interrupt the account with either praise or 

rebuke.  

“When I found him in the hold, he said it was none of my business what he 

was up to. I begged to differ. And then...” Rogerson flushed, full of anger, “he said 

despicable things. About the captain. Things that couldn’t be true.” 

“What were these things?” The cold spike had reappeared in Paget’s spine. 

“I couldn’t possibly repeat them, sir. Vile slurs.” 

“I’m sure they’re not true. Captain Hopkins is as fine a sailor as ever set foot 

on a frigate and I can’t believe him capable of anything bad.” Paget could say that 

with confidence, not believing that what they did together was in any way vile. And 

he’d clearly not been implicated, so maybe he was jumping to the wrong—if 

obvious—conclusion. 

“Exactly, sir. I told him to hold his tongue if he didn’t want to end up at the 

grating, but he just laughed. He said he knew all about being flogged. He’d taken it 

then and he’d take it now and it wouldn’t make a scrap of difference.” Rogerson 

looked supremely uncomfortable. 

“What is it? There’s more, isn’t there?” 

The middie swallowed hard. “He’d served under one of those sort of men 

before. The sort of men he implied the captain is.” 



Paget clenched his hands, trying not to let emotions show. The obvious 

conclusion it was, then. “A wicked implication indeed.” 

“I know. To compare Mr. Hopkins to a man with no scruples. Ponting said 

he’d been singled out for harsh treatment because he hadn’t...” Rogerson suddenly 

flushed scarlet and seemed to have lost his ability to speak. 

“Hadn’t what?” Paget asked, gently, although he could guess the answer.  

“Hadn’t agreed to be...um...especially friendly...I mean...” The scarlet flush 

had spread across the midshipman’s face and over his ears. 

“Are you trying to say that Ponting had refused to go to bed with this captain 

and the man had him punished because of it?” Paget asked. 

“Yes, sir,” Rogerson said, sighing in relief at being rescued.  

“But Ponting didn’t imply that Captain Hopkins might do the same thing?” 

“Oh, no, sir. He just said he knew by now how to recognise such men, and he 

was sure the captain was from the same mould.” 

“This is serious.” That was stating the bleeding obvious. “Do you know if he’d 

told anyone else of his ludicrous suspicions?” 

“No, sir. He said he wasn’t going to do that until he had all his facts. He said 

he hadn’t got proof yet, but he’d find it one way or another.” 

Unless somebody stopped him first, of course.  

“And what did you say to that? You’re a good officer. You’d have stood up 

for what’s right.” 

“I did, sir. I was furious with him.” 

“Furious enough to kill?”  

“Of course not, sir!” The scarlet flush had become one of indignation, not 

embarrassment.  

“All right, all right,” Paget said, raising his hands in surrender in the face of 

such passionate denial. “But something puzzles me. What was Ponting doing in the 

hold?” 

Rogerson rolled his eyes. “He’d got it into his head that there was a place 

down there where—by some strange trick of the ship’s construction—he’d be able to 

hear what went on in the captain’s cabin. It was part of his wanting proof.” 

“How extraordinary.” 

“Madness, I think you might mean, sir, if I can be so bold. Even if you could 

listen in on the cabin, which I doubt, and if Captain Hopkins was as wicked as 

Ponting painted him, which I refuse to believe, he’s too clever and honest to do 

anything aboard ship to bring it into disrepute.” Rogerson’s lower lip began to waver. 

“He loves Hecuba, sir.” 

“Of course he does. As do we all.”  

So Rogerson had clearly thought this through, and he’d been completely 

accurate with his conclusion. Paget could—had it been in any way appropriate—have 

reassured him that Hopkins would never make a mess on his own doorstep. Such 

business was kept for behind thick wooden doors, ashore. Ponting must have been 

clutching at straws, desperate to find any way to have his theory vindicated. 

“Rogerson, you’ve always struck me as a man of your word.” Even though 

those words might be spoken in a voice that veered between a man’s and a boy’s. “Do 



you swear that Ponting was still alive when you left him? Alive and well and having 

suffered no injuries?” Paget added, closing the loophole. 

“I swear it, sir. I’ll lay my hand on the Bible and say it if you want.” 

“No need for that. There’s no place where God’s not already our witness.” 

“Then I’ll state it again, sir. We argued, but I didn’t lay hand on him.” 

And Paget felt largely convinced that he hadn’t laid a belaying pin on the man, 

either. 

 

~ 

 

 

Paget stopped by the taffrail, trying to get his thoughts clear. Thompson’s 

admiral had warned of evil: was that about his relationship with the captain, or 

Ponting’s plans to expose Hopkins’s nature, or simply the murderous urge that lay in 

someone or other’s heart? He almost wished the admiral would manifest himself now, 

on the deck, so he could cross examine him.  

Better to stick with the people he could interrogate. Rogerson had been the 

man arguing, unless there’d been another who came after. But why multiply entities 

unnecessarily? Thompson had only mentioned one argument. Except there must have 

been somebody else in the offing, the man who’d whacked Ponting, unless he’d done 

the thing to himself. Was that even possible? The wound had been on the side of the 

temple, after all. 

Paget just managed to stop himself recreating the action required. No point in 

risking the crew thinking their first lieutenant had gone mad in the face of all the 

strange occurrences which had beset them.  

Why would Ponting kill himself anyway? The man had a mission to fulfil, 

even if that mission was evil in thought and deed.  

Evil thoughts and deeds. 

Somebody else had used those words, somebody who’d been down below at 

the time Ponting was killed. Somebody who’d been guilty of treasonable wickedness 

himself. Had Paget been chasing the wrong vessel all this time? Was it Ponting’s 

treacherous talk about France which had made him a victim?   

And was Paget being a fool for considering asking Thompson if the White 

Admiral could open doors—and pick up objects—as well as walk through the ship’s 

walls? 

 

~ 

 

When Paget located Thompson, the lad looked as though he’d lost a sovereign 

and found a groat. 

“Are you feeling quite well?” Paget said, sitting beside him on the bench. 

“Yes, sir. It’s just...he’s gone, sir.” 

“Who’s gone?” Paget wasn’t sure his poor brain could cope with any further 

complications, alarms or incidents. 



“The White Admiral. He came this morning, to say goodbye. He said he’d 

done his duty to King and country as he should have done it for his Queen, so his 

work was done.” 

What work? Had it involved that belaying pin? “He didn’t tell you what that 

work was?” 

“No, sir. He just said I’d been a good lad for listening to him and that I’d hoist 

my admiral’s flag rather than being hoisted at the yardarm, so long as I knew where 

my loyalties lay.” 

“Your loyalties lie with your ship, first and foremost, so that’s excellent 

advice.” Paget chose his words carefully. “I’ve never met a ghost, so you have the 

advantage of me. Would you say that he was capable of, let us say, handling earthly 

objects? Or was he all spirit and no substance?” 

“Ah, that I can tell you. I once asked him to show me some of his swordplay 

with a real weapon, because I wanted to learn how to have as deft a hand as his, but 

he said that he normally couldn’t use something from our dominion. ‘Only in extreme 

circumstances and for the greater good.’ That’s what he said.” 

If getting rid of Ponting had been an extreme circumstance, and for the greater 

good, then maybe his death had hastened the admiral’s redemption. 

 

~ 

 

“You’re honestly telling me you believe Ponting was killed by this ghost of an 

admiral.” Hopkins clearly didn’t believe a word of it. 

“It seems the only solution. Henman and I just conferred, and every other man 

jack is accounted for, except Rogerson and Thompson. And Cowan reckons there’d 

have likely been blood on one or other of them if they’d done the deed.” Paget had 

checked and doubled checked, wanting as watertight a case as he could present. 

“Do either of them accept your identification of the murderer?” 

“They haven’t had the chance. It’s only right you should know first.” 

“Hmm.” Hopkins rose from his chair, turning to look out of the stern window. 

“What do you propose we tell the crew?”  

“What we’ve told them so far. That we’re satisfied Ponting’s death was a 

terrible accident, falling onto the instrument of his death. Or perhaps self-inflicted. 

Guilt over his treasonable thoughts.” 

“Stick with the accident. It’s more convincing.” 

“It’ll have to be convincing or they’ll all mutiny!” Paget raised his hand to 

stem his captain’s protest. “If we’ve missed something obvious and let a murderer go 

free then the crew can’t know that.” 

“I know,” Hopkins said, after an awkward pause. “And if he strikes again then 

we’ll be left in no doubt of our error.” 

“I’ve thought of that, Stephen. Believe me.” 

 

~ 

 

Three weeks had passed. Three weeks without monsters or ghosts or anything 

worse than unwashed midshipmen affecting the ship. Three weeks in which no further 



incidents happened, apart from the taking of a pair of French corvettes, which raised 

the crew’s spirits and turned everyone’s minds from Ponting’s demise to prize money.  

It had taken most of those three weeks for Paget to work out the best way of 

asking the question he needed to, yet dreaded. A good dinner shared in the great 

cabin, excellent coffee and dessert to follow, created the sort of atmosphere that it was 

a shame to spoil even if it would be conducive to candour. 

“Will I need to look for a priest when we hit Plymouth?” Paget asked, blithely, 

while he peeled an orange, one of the literal fruits of their recent successes. 

“Only to absolve you of your manifold sins and wickedness,” Hopkins replied, 

cradling his coffee and rocking with the easy movement of the ship. “I spoke to 

Thompson and his friend’s still not been back. Clearly he has been redeemed, so 

perhaps your outlandish theory is vindicated. I think Rogerson misses him.” 

“I bet he does. When I was a boy I’d have relished that sort of thing. No other 

ghosts who’d need gently persuading to move on?” 

“No. I’ve not seen him since that last time, when he was here in the cabin.” No 

need to say who he was. “Funnily enough, I miss him, too. I thought I’d be glad of his 

being gone, but I miss seeing his face again. And his smile.” 

“A smiling ghost? You never told me that.” 

“As you said, am I to have no secrets?” Hopkins savoured his port. 

“Only those we must keep from the rest of the world.”  Paget watched him 

drink, fondly. He’d been incubating a new theory these last few weeks. If ghosts 

could use earthly weapons in extremis, then that rule would surely apply not just to 

the White Admiral but to other spirits, as well.  

If Ponting was about to expose Hopkins to disgrace, then another spirit also 

had a motive to get rid of the man before he could speak out. A spirit with a deep, 

abiding affection for Hopkins, one who valued his friendship with Paget rather than 

decried it. Maybe that other ghost had even worked in concert with the admiral, two 

spirits steering a joint course to redemption. 

Paget looked out the window to the sea, the wonderfully calm sea which didn’t 

reflect his inner turmoil. Should he tell Stephen what he suspected or keep it buried 

within his heart? He’d long been prepared to sacrifice everything for his captain, for 

his lover. His right arm, his life if need be, and perhaps—now—his peace of mind.  

Paget raised his glass. “To secrets. Long may we have them.” 

Hopkins raised his port, too. “To secrets.” 

 


