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Alfie’s pulse rocked against John’s encircling fingers, the only thing about him to give evidence of life....

A droplet, like an errant diamond, slid across the bunched muscles of his jaw and pooled in the hollow of his throat, making John want to lean in and lick the little ‘v’ clean of its salty taste. His mouth watered at the thought, and that discovery alarmed him. Perhaps this was not the time to attempt an explanation of his self-questioning after all. Something more basic was required.

“Please forgive me?”

Pulling his hands away, Alfie turned them over, examining his palms as if for incriminating stains. “I don’t know,” he said at last, his voice muffled and thick. “I don’t know if I can.”

He raised his head, his tawny golden eyes cold and grim as a hunting lion’s. “I have no idea what to make of you any more, Cavendish. And until I’ve decided, I’d be obliged if you didn’t assume I’m yours for the asking.”

A surge of water clear as air rushed in as Alfie wrenched himself aside. Beneath the waves the bay’s little coral fish whisked away, startled, into cover. Alfie covered his eyes with one hand, thumb and fingers digging into his temples.

“Maybe I’ve learned the lesson you chose to teach me, Mr. Cavendish, sir,” Alfie went on quietly. “Maybe I’m going to ‘amend my life’, so that I can look down on you. Now if you don’t mind, I want to be alone.”
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CHAPTER 1


HMS Termagant, standing out from France—1762


 



Beneath the Termagant’s imposing side, the newly captured  Météore wallowed like a discarded boot. John Cavendish, however, standing by Admiral Saunders’ shoulder, gazed on it with as much satisfaction as a returning husband might gaze on his young wife. Around him, the fume of smoke blew away in dirty yellow tendrils across the Bay of Biscay, revealing the squadron; a thicket of masts, a white foliage of sail as the ships filled and backed, holding station around the flagship.

After Admiral Hawke had so gloriously trounced the last invasion fleet at the battle of Quiberon Bay, Saunders’ squadron had been sent to cruise the French coast and discourage the formation of another. The little French convoy of merchant ships with their escort of two-decker and gun-boat which they intercepted this morning had put up a brave, despairing fight, but it had been all over by lunchtime. Various lieutenants, more senior than John, had been dispatched already to take the more valuable prizes back to England. But the Météore… the Météore  was to be his.

“Your temporary papers.” Admiral Saunders took the hastily written page from his flag captain and handed it to John. “Well done, Mr. Cavendish.”

“Thank you, sir.” John’s breast filled with happiness. It was  all he could do to keep a reasonably straight face—the smile would keep trying to escape. As he folded the paper and tucked it into his waistcoat, his joy got the better of him and he could not help repeating, “Oh, thank you.”

Saunders, a florid man with piercing blue eyes, paled and gave John an uncomfortable look. He pushed back his wig and rubbed at the line indented across his forehead. “Walk with me a moment.”

At this hint, the captain and the midshipman of the watch strolled away, leaving John and Saunders in virtual privacy on the windward side of the quarterdeck. Silence fell, as Saunders looked out on the fleet, watching replacement yards being rigged on the Juno.

Snatches of fife music skirled shrill across the water as the distant Hebe’s men stamped and turned the capstan to raise a new foremast. On the flagship itself the carpenters were hard at work plugging shot holes. But down on the Météore the sparse crew stood about, idle, waiting for someone to tell them to bend on a new suit of sails; to get the gore and body parts of the previous occupants off the deck, and clean her up. John itched to be there, getting on with it, as soon as was decently possible.

“Well,” Saunders sighed. “No need for thanks. You weren’t my first choice, after all.”

“I understand, sir. A shame about Mr. McIntyre.” Rightly reproved, John sent up a quick prayer for the second lieutenant whose right it would have been to have this prize, this chance. Cut in half by a French cannon ball and heaved over the side during battle, McIntyre currently lay in two pieces on the ocean bed.

“Fortunes of war.” The Admiral waved that aside with a chubby hand, a long, long history of sudden death at sea summed up in his slight shrug. “It don’t do to pretend otherwise. Good man, ’tis a shame he’s gone, but we won’t bring him back by moping, eh?”

“No, sir.”

On the flagship’s jolly boat, rowing towards the Météore  with midshipman Smythe in its bow, one of the oarsmen caught a crab. The oar tangled with his neighbor’s, knocking both men from their seats into the bilge. They picked themselves up with a roar of oaths, then launched themselves at one another. Smythe shouldered into the midst of it, yelling obscenities in his clear, boy’s voice, indiscriminately slashing both men with his cane until they separated and settled grudgingly back to their benches.

Watching this, Saunders shook his head. His gaze skittered across John’s face and a thread of anxiety began to wind its way through John’s elation. “Your crew may be a little…less than ideal, Mr. Cavendish.”

“I understand, sir,” John replied promptly. “If I were a captain, asked to make up the complement of a prize, I’d use the opportunity to get rid of my troublemakers too.”

“You are a captain,” Saunders pointed out, with a flash of ferocity from beneath his tufts of pepper-grey eyebrows. “At least for the duration of this voyage. Afterwards too, maybe, if you can pull this off.”

“Yes, sir.” Don’t smile! Glee returned, intensifying beneath John’s ribs until he was sure his chest should be glowing.

His face probably was, for Saunders gave a reluctant smile. “Well, don’t thank me again, until you hear what ‘this’ is. I’m about to give you something to do with this new ship of yours, Commander Cavendish. And it won’t be easy. D’ you understand me? I’m not offering you any kiss-my-hand sinecure here. I’m setting you a challenge.”

“I am quite ready for a challenge, sir.”

But Saunders’ smile faltered again and, as he fidgeted with his watch fob, that pinprick of anxiety drove further in through John’s joy, puncturing it. John’s feet, once floating, seemed to settle back to the deck and his weight to bear down on him as he slowly deflated.

Saunders glanced sideways, eyes dulled with distaste. He  lowered his voice. “You’re a religious man, aren’t you?”

John straightened up, defensively proud. “Yes, sir. Very much so.”

“Well, that may help.” The Admiral reached out and patted the Termagant’s railing, as if he comforted her. Above, the sun came out, lighting up the naval equivalent of carrion crows—a towering spiral of seagulls. They soared above the fleet, silver and raucous, fighting over scraps of dead men in the water.

From a splintered gun port below seeped the heathery, bitter smell of tobacco as the master carpenter leaned out to assess the damage to the hull, pipe between his teeth.

Saunders looked up. “I’m unleashing you on the heathen, lad. While we’ve been patrolling here, trying to keep Louis’ hands off London, the Barbary Corsairs have had a free run at the coasts. Devon and Cornwall devastated; thousands of English men and women stolen away to become slaves; uproar in Parliament; papers proclaiming the end of the world. The King himself asking pointed questions of the First Lord of the Admiralty. Something has to be done.”

“Yes, sir.” The glory of captaincy faded in the light of its responsibility, and John looked at the Météore with a new eye. She might be his—and marvelous because of it—but she was totally inadequate to the task being set. “Do I comprehend you correctly, sir? I am to take on the armed might of the Ottoman Empire in a bomb ketch?”

From ill at ease, Saunders turned instantly harsh. “Are you questioning your orders, Mr. Cavendish?”

“No sir! Clarifying, sir. Forgive me.”

“What is there to make clear? Stop them, Cavendish. Talk to them. Blow them up—that’s what you have a damn mortar for! I don’t give a fig how you do it, but stop them. Afterwards you may rendezvous with the rest of the fleet at Gibraltar. If you pull this off, you’ll be a hero from Cornwall to the Orkneys, with mothers of Christian babies kissing your feet wherever you go. I’d like to see the Admiralty turn you down for a ship after that.”

John studied the Météore, examining her eight guns and the two stubby mortars which weighed down her bows. The racing currents of the Channel met the deep waters of the Atlantic here and choppy waves broke over her rail, washing some of the filth from her decks. ‘Purge her with hyssop and let her be clean,’ he thought, surprising himself, ‘wash her and let her be whiter than snow.’ He could only imagine she was being sent as a sacrifice, and all her new crew with her. No wonder she was being fitted out with the rejects of half a dozen ships—the men no one minded losing.

“I understand, sir,” he said, sober at last.

Saunders bent a little at the waist and peered at John’s face. Then he smiled. “I see you do. Well…” Straightening his wig once more, he placed his hat carefully atop it. “I can at least give you a lieutenant to serve under you. He’ll be some use to keep your untried crew in order. A volunteer, no less.”

“I had rather not, sir.” It was the closest John could decently come to acknowledging the reality aloud, but he’d be damned if he took a fellow lieutenant with him on what must surely be a doomed mission. One victim was enough.

“You were not asked for your opinion, Mr. Cavendish. If I deign to give you a lieutenant, you will take a lieutenant and be grateful for him, God rot you.”

In the face of such a command what could he do? A volunteer? Who would be idiot enough to give up the prospects of advancement that came from a ship of the line in order to volunteer for a position on a bomb ketch, under a man with little more seniority than himself? Perhaps such a prodigy had been sent for the purpose by God himself. Perhaps the Navy was better off without so great a fool? Whatever the case, he could not turn down a direct order. Better to die in the execution of his duty than to be hanged for mutiny. He bowed his head. “Aye, aye, sir.”

 



Eighty pairs of eyes watched John as he came up the side and  strode stiffly to the Météore’s small quarterdeck. Taking off his hat, he turned to face his crew, noting the slack, bruised faces of men with scurvy, the nose-less, crusted features of those whom pox was slowly consuming from within. The Master was barely being held up by his mate, his linen drabbed with wine stains. The single midshipman picked his nose as he slouched by his division, then spat over the side. Only the new lieutenant stood straight and alert, in newly laundered dress uniform, his wig powdered, his buttons gleaming and his pale brows arched a little in amusement as he watched John struggle with hat and paper in the increasing wind.

John fumed inwardly at the slackness, the disrespect as well as the waste of lives. Opening Admiral Saunders’ letter, he read it aloud in a firm, positive tone, reading himself in as captain, telling them whence his authority came and warning that he had the right to govern and punish as he saw fit. Some of his anger wound its way into his voice, making it snap like the cat, and the more alert members of the crew stood straighter by the end of it.

Hoping to find at least one other person aboard competent to do their job, John was about to quiz the volunteer, when his thoughts were instantly dashed as the huddle of warrant officers parted to reveal the modest black dress and white lace bonnet of an elderly lady. John bowed over the twigs of her fingers, reeling. “The Doctor’s wife, Mrs Harper,” a voice informed him, and “Charmed,” he said mechanically. They’d sent a woman on board! In God’s holy name—knowing what they knew—they’d allowed not merely a woman, but a lady on board! The blood drained from his face, then returned, thundering and stinging in his ears. A victim. Are we to put up a plucky resistance and then be sunk, so that the outrage may provide an excuse for war? So that the First Lord may say, ‘See, we don’t scruple to spare even our women in the pursuit of this menace?’ It was despicable.

His head throbbed suddenly, pain winding up from his  clenched teeth to lance through his temples into his eyes. Giving orders to set sail, to clean the decks, and paint a properly anglicized Meteor over the name on the stern, he waited until the life of the ship around him settled into its routine, then ducked into the captain’s cabin to think. But the ruin he found seemed to mock him. The French captain’s cot lay slashed on the floor, stern lockers and all the chests broken open and ransacked.

“A right fucking pig’s ear they’ve made of this, sir,” the voice of his steward grated along his spine, making him straighten up, instinctively. Turning, he found Japheth Higgins looming behind him with John’s portmanteau propped against his hip and his sea-chest dragged by one handle from the other hand. An orange brute, Higgins had a tendency to appear out of random shadows, like the Borneo wild man.

“I thought I told you to stay on the flagship, Higgins.”

“You was having a little laugh, though, right sir? ’Cos you wouldn’t leave me behind, not was you Admiral of the White.” Higgins dropped the sea-chest by way of final punctuation and scratched his ginger sideburns with a tobacco-stained finger.

John laughed around the queasiness in his throat. Higgins made an unusual fairy gomother, to be sure, but it was true. Assigned to him as a sea-daddy on his first ship, set by the captain to teach the infant young gentleman the ropes—and to make sure he was not too homesick, too lonely, or too much picked on—Higgins had been with him ever since. Now he couldn’t even say “I was trying to keep you safe, you fool,” without spreading rumors he did not need the rest of the crew to hear.

“Not a very good joke, I’m afraid,” he said instead. “I’m sorry Higgins. I’m glad you’re here. See what you can do to sort this mess out, would you? I’m going for the tour.”

Choosing not to notice the Master retching into a bucket as he passed, John paced the length of the gun-deck. Lighting the lantern he had taken from the midshipmen’s berth, he descended to the lightless lowest deck, past the carpenter’s workroom and the gunner’s stores, and so back again to the grated  area where the anchor cables were laid to dry. Trying to calm his mind, he strode out nervous and filled with a lightning of energy he had to out-walk before he could think.

On the cable tier, absolute darkness pressed inwards around the circle of his light. Water trickled, glistening, down the Meteor ’s flexing sides, the sound of it sweet in the silences between waves. A stench came from the hold, seeping up through the holes of the deck. Below the latticework of planks on which he stood, the ballast of gravel below stirred with a great hiss, like the tide rolling over a beach. Not all the anxiety in the world could prevent him from making a note to order the pumps set working at once.

Around him, on either side, the anchor cables lay coiled, water dripping from them, falling as an indoor rain through the gratings to join the water in the hold beneath his feet. Footsteps knocked on the deck above him, but down here the dark, quiet, and solitude calmed him. Breathing in, he sighed, the spring of his anger easing enough to allow thought. It was too early to despair. Somehow, he would complete this mission and return as the hero Saunders described. Or at the least, he would complete the mission while keeping his crew alive, from the old lady to the youngest powder monkey. Here in this waiting space, this space between worlds, as he thought of it, it was easier to believe.

Straightening his back even further, an ache like a fist between his shoulder blades, he picked his way back through the coils of hawser. They rose like cliffs on either side and, as he walked, his lantern light mingled with a growing brown gloom that spilled in from the doorway. There, in the narrow gap between John and the main companionway, stood the volunteer—Lieutenant Donwell, he reminded himself from the orders—with his wig off and his bold eyes glimmering gold as John raised his lantern to look at him. Walking forward, John expected the man to yield, to step back and let him out. Mere inches separated them by the time it dawned on him that Donwell was not going to move. Confusion striking through him, he  pulled himself back from a collision only just in time. The skirts of their coats brushed, sending a jolt of invasion through him from thigh to shoulders. What the devil?

His mouth dried as a wave of prickly embarrassment swept over him, bringing guilt in its wake. Yet what had he done wrong? It was Donwell who should flinch, who should feel guilty, who should not be smiling so! John could not wrench his gaze away from Donwell’s face. Limned with gold, it was perfectly nondescript; round, pleasant, and completely lacking in self-conscious guilt. Donwell’s mouth quirked up at one side into a slow, charming smile. And his presence! It was extraordinary. It beat on John’s skin like strong sunshine. He fought the urge to close his eyes and bathe in it. His pulse picked up, waiting, waiting for something....

Returning sanity hit him in the face. He snapped, “Get out of my way! Don’t you know who I am?”

Donwell’s smile only broadened. John thought the man would at least salute, but he just passed a hand through the loose blond curls of his hair and stepped away. “I’d know you anywhere, sir.”

“I’ll have a little more respect from you in future, Mister.”

“You may have whatever you like.”

Speech deserted John once more. Aware he should act now to regain the initiative, he had no idea what to do. Instead he pushed past, feeling the man’s gaze on the back of his neck like warm breath, and tried to tell himself that he made a dignified exit. But if the truth be told it was a flight, spooked as a partridge from the covert.

 



“Anything I can do for you, sir?”

Having gone to ground in his cabin, where—his writing slope on top of a couple of casks and a plank—he was trying to come to terms with the endless paperwork, John looked up, glad for the interruption. Glad for a second chance to establish his authority—to do this right this time. When he saw Lieutenant Donwell standing entirely too close, sleeves rolled up to bare tar-smudged forearms, he did not wait to wonder why it was hard to draw breath, but raised an eyebrow. “Did your last captain have a lax attitude towards dress, Mr. Donwell? Because I do not. Nor do I consider it appropriate for you to enter my cabin uninvited.”

Donwell duly straightened up, rolled his sleeves down and said, “My apologies, Captain,” in an unruffled, cheerful tone. John noticed that he had not been mistaken in his first impression. The young man’s healthy vigor seemed to radiate from him like warmth from a fire.

“But is there nothing you want, sir?” Donwell asked with a wry, friendly grin.

John set down his quill, flipped the top of his inkwell closed, and rose to meet the smile as if it was a challenge. It must be a challenge of some sort, even a threat, for some of the exaltation of battle—a death or glory brilliance—colored his reaction as he replied. “I assure you I am not without a servant, Mr. Donwell. If you can curb your sudden desire to be my steward, I suggest you go about your business.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Bowing with an easy, indolent grace, Donwell turned away and shut the door behind him as he left.

Walking over to the stern gallery, John looked out into a black night that turned the glass into a wall of mirrors. Rather than lose his troubles out there on the waves, he found himself gazing at a floating lighted image of himself and the captain’s cabin around him. It seemed appropriate. His thoughts too, searching for inspiration, kept being flung back upon themselves as if by a wall of mirrors. There had been such a comfort, in many previous tight spots, to firmly believe that his captain had a plan. He wondered if, each of those times, the captain had in reality felt like this: paralyzed by responsibility and doubt.

Returning to the desk, he gathered the papers into a bundle, tapped their edges together and stowed them in the slope, before pulling out his personal journal. The cane seat of his chair sagged beneath him, half the latticework cut away by a pike, but  he perched on the edge, dipped his quill and wrote:
If ever a man needed divine guidance, I am he. It matters not in the great scheme of things, I know, if this small vessel never returns from Algiers. If she is sunk, it will serve the Admiralty’s purpose well enough. But it will not serve mine. There must be some means to accomplish this task without the loss of any of the lives that have been given into my care. I will strive with all my might to find that means, and I pray that God will deliver us all from the mouth of Leviathan.





Dipping the quill again, he watched the excess ink bulge into a droplet and splash into the inkwell, tempted to write nothing more. But he must not be a coward.


What is it in me that makes the nearer problem seem so much the sharper? I find myself grateful to Mr. Donwell. His unaccountable behavior occupies my mind and drives out thoughts of the future. I am mystified by it, and yet strangely comforted. Do I take him into my confidence? I would welcome a friend’s counsel. But how can I call him anything of the sort, while his actions dance on the very edge of insubordination?



“What am I to do?”

Closing the book, he tucked it into his pocket, took down the lantern that swung overhead, and ducked into the tiny cubbyhole to starboard that was his sleeping cabin. The wind was blowing about four knots, beautifully steady just abaft the beam, and the newly renamed Meteor murmured in return. Her creak of ropes and timbers had a cadence specific to herself and John listened to her voice with proprietary interest, learning what she  sounded like when she was running sweetly happy before a fair wind.

If he strained his ears he could also hear the far off sounds of the men of the Royal Ordnance Corps, keeping themselves to themselves, somewhere beyond where the wardroom would be. But the wardroom itself was hollow and silent as a grave.

Perhaps, with only the warrant officers for company—on this ship as disagreeable a set of swabs as ever struggled up through the hawse hole—Donwell was just lonely. Perhaps he had sensed John’s preoccupation, and sought only to encourage him to speak? Or perhaps he thought himself better suited for captaincy, and was testing how far he could go before John would punish him. Bucks vying for territory, heads dipped and antlers locked, testing one another’s strength? If that is the case, let him watch himself. John would not stand for that.

Yet… yet it was also possible that John was making too much of simple friendliness.

And at this moment he had a great need of a friend.




CHAPTER 2

Alfie Donwell reported for his watch just as the sun came up. The bell sounded out, sweet and forlorn, ringing across the deep water of the Bay of Biscay, and the midshipman on the quarterdeck stifled a yawn as he saluted.

“Nothing to report, sir. No sail sighted. Wind’s held steady all night.”

They stood in silence, watching as the sun’s early rays made the sea at the edge of the world glow green. The thankless to and fro of patrolling the French coast lay forgotten behind them, and Alfie smiled as he looked up at the headsails, pointing like arrows toward a new horizon.

“Very well then. Goodnight, Armitage.”

The boy favored him with a look of disapproval, as if to say that whether he had a good night or not was none of Alfie’s business. But he rubbed a hand over his pimply chin and gave a grudging, “Night, Sir,” before departing to his hammock in the solitary splendor of a midshipman’s berth that contained only himself.

Armitage’s surliness did nothing to dampen Alfie’s mood. It might be his general contrariness, but he liked the foreign-made  Meteor with her bow-heavy mortars and her awkward aft-stepped masts. While he was aware that below decks men from ten different ships were eyeing each other speculatively, not knowing what to expect, he rather liked that too. Better than  being trapped in a regime of singular cruelty. There was time yet for hope, time to set an example of kindliness and expect it to be followed. Alfie knew that his own preference—formed by his first captain—was for a style of command so unique he could not hope to meet it anywhere else in life. But still, Cavendish did not seem the sort of man to stamp on every spark of life, as long as the job was being done.

He had them throw the log, measured off speed and time and wind direction, penciling in the dead reckoning, to be checked by noon observation, and thought about the captain.


John Cavendish! Everything from his name on down was elegant. Unhappy with the tight discipline, the unbending rigidity and the lack of respect for the men on his own ship, Alfie might have volunteered for service on the Meteor anyway, but once he had seen its captain to be, they could not have paid him to stay away.


Oh true, I am an abomination, a sinner, a boil on the backside of polite society, but is it any of their business? And how could any of them find it in themselves to rebuke me? Have they not seen the man? With his classical Greek looks, the wing-like black brows over pewter eyes that he kept narrowed, and the pale scar that glimmered on his left cheek, as if to make the point that this was a fighting man’s beauty, not that of a fop. With his posture and his well bred nerves and that slight uncertainty that just begged to be taken advantage of....

If there was a man in the world who could look at that and not be stirred, well, Alfie felt sorry for him, his must be a poor life.

But how to act, now he’d seen what he wanted? Checking the compass again, he had a word with the steersman, who admitted to being grudgingly pleased with her lack of leeway. Then he leaned on the rail and devoted himself to wondering what he ought to do now.

It would have helped had he been a man of some grand accomplishment—handsome as the devil, powerful as the First  Sea Lord, influential as an Earl with a father in Parliament and a brother the archbishop of Canterbury. But he was not. An old country lawyer’s son with nothing more to his name than his sea-chest, he would have to do this the way he did everything—by hard work and charm.


Yet it’s sheer folly to try at all. All the men of his persuasion Alfie had ever known—bar one—insisted it was too dangerous to try anything at sea. An unspeakable vice carried on in the dark could protect itself, to a certain extent, by the willingness of the respectable not to speak of it. But when it began to show in one’s daily actions, one’s choices and career, it had an unpleasant habit of becoming visible enough to condemn.

Even Alfie—the kind of man who would take a lit candle into the powder magazine, confident in his natural invulnerability—found himself unwilling to risk everything on unsupported desire. But, he smiled into the rising sun, remembering that moment down on the cable tier, his desire had support. What devil had got into him then, urging him to press his suit so early, he didn’t know. He snorted in soft laughter at the line of foam curling away from the Meteor’s plunging bow. Now that is not true, Alfie. It was the same devil as always—your own damned impulsiveness. One of these days it will get you hanged. Still, thank God he had yielded to it in this instance. For the world had seemed to stop around them both, drawing in to intimate solitude, while Cavendish stood, dazed by his resistance, lips slightly parted and breathing hard, exactly like a man expecting—hoping—to be kissed.

Alfie re-lived that moment on a regular basis, taking the step, pulling the captain close by his lapels, making him drop the lantern in shock and kissing him there in the utter dark until he stopped struggling and started begging for more.

Only dreams, of course. In truth, if Cavendish had rebuked him then, and really sounded like he meant it, that would have been the last of it. Even on Alfie’s reckless nature, the threat of the noose worked a certain restraint. But he saw neither revulsion,  nor anger, nor even indifference. When he ducked into cover beyond the door, let down the shutters on his dark lantern and looked back, concealed, he had seen—just for one instant—Cavendish’s fierce expression melt into a puzzled smile, and his long, slim fingers reach up to adjust the bow in his hair, even as his worried frown returned.


So, not disgust by any means. Alfie rather thought it was innocence. The innocence of a man who did not know what had just happened, but who liked it nevertheless. Doubtless Cavendish thought of inverts as mincing, womanish creatures, easy to spot by their affected gestures and foppish clothes. Really the broadsheets with their satires of the “third sex” formed an honest sod’s best defense. No one expected it, Alfie smiled wryly, in so bluff and manly a chap as himself.

But it did add a hundredfold to the difficulties of courtship. Though Alfie very much hoped to be the one who turned Cavendish’s naivety into experience, who showed him what his nature clearly yearned for, it would take gentle handling and a great deal more caution than came naturally, if he was not to go too far too early, and altogether frighten the captain away.

 



Four hours of watch ended in as much peace as they had begun. Alfie handed the quarterdeck back to a sleepy Armitage and went below to the wardroom, where Mrs. Harper, the Doctor’s loblolly girl, was laboriously serving tea from the mess’s big brown pot. Her arthritic knuckles were twisted and bleached as driftwood. Her hands trembled, and tea spattered over the tablecloth. It did not give him great confidence in her ability to hold down a shrieking sailor for amputation. But he said nothing and accepted a half full cup with thanks, while the wardroom servant brought in a breakfast of hard tack fried in slush, and a glorious dish of bacon from the galley.

From the gun-deck, further forward, separated from the officers’ mess only by a canvas screen, came the homely sound of spoons scraping on wooden plates, and a periodic roaring of  laughter as the off-duty watch shoveled up their porridge.

Slumped in a chair by the door, filling the room with the scent of stale rum and staler smoke, the Master punctuated his snoring with retching coughs, but did not wake. The Boatswain haunted the deck already with his mates, looking for someone to hit, and Hall—the Purser—would not rise for another three hours, thank God.


It is a good time to be here, Alfie thought, listening to Mrs. Harper’s account of the various accidents of the night—two bursten bellies and a wrenched wrist caused by almost falling from the rigging. With no one but the pleasant old relic for company he could forget the shortcomings of his other colleagues and concentrate on his own thoughts.


Cavendish will be getting up around now. Alfie wondered about the man’s routine; did he sleep in his uniform in case of emergencies, or in a nightshirt? Did he mumble into his pillow and rise groggy, having to be revived by coffee, or was he one of those cheery souls who hummed an aria while they shaved?

Alfie wanted to know. He wanted to know if John Cavendish preferred Handel to Bach, if his parents were alive and whether they were close, if he had had a puppy as a child and if so, what it was called. Where he had been schooled, what made him laugh, which books to read to engage his mind, how he could bring back that furtive but unconscious smile, and broaden it.

“You look happy, Mr. Donwell.” Mrs. Harper pushed away her plate to make room for a ghastly pickled thing in a glass jar, just as her husband dithered his way through the door and favored all three of them—the two humans and the tadpole-like creature with a human head that swam in its bottle between them—with a near blind but benevolent smile.

“I am,” Alfie agreed. “I’ve put a right hard horse of a captain behind me, and I love the beginnings of things; when it’s all to do, and you can believe this time... this time it’s all going to work out fine.”

“Ah,” Harper gave him a dusty smile, “the optimism of youth.”

“But sometimes it does go well, my dear.” His wife rose to give him the brush of an age-worn kiss on his cheek, her hair white and shining as his powdered wig. “Sometimes it does.”

Alfie’s heart twisted, seeing what he wanted, so close and yet—for him—so seeming unattainable. A life-long love. Even if he could take advantage of Cavendish’s innocence to seduce him, how likely was it still that the man would want him to grow old with?

 



Passing through the straits of Gibraltar into the heat of a Mediterranean summer, the Meteor left behind the fog and cloud where the North Atlantic current met the coast of Morocco. After a morning spent trimming the sails to catch every elusive breath of breeze, John leaned against the rail of his small quarterdeck and decided to allow the men to enjoy this last day of peace before Algiers. There would be tension enough tomorrow. For today, let them drift easily and gently east on the warm African current.

Over the past weeks, sailor-like, he had achieved a certain detachment from the future. Today’s tasks demanded attention today, whether or not there would be a tomorrow. The period of grace thinned. It drew to a close. If he let himself, he could imagine the future as a reef and feel the breakers surge towards it. Yet even now there was nothing at all to be done to mend the situation. Over the past few nights he had studied his maps and pondered until sleep overset him, left him slumped over his plank desk, hair-ribbon in the ink. He knew the disposition of the harbor, the currents, reefs, rocks and even the color of the sea-bed in exhaustive detail. He had done all he could. Worrying would not achieve any more.

Setting aside the problem of Algiers until such time as he could act on it, he fetched a crowbar from his cabin and decided to check the provisions which Hall, the purser, had suspiciously condemned. How likely was it that all the beef brought aboard— the beef that had weathered three months patrolling with little more than a change of color—should have become inedible overnight? More likely the man intended to sell it and line his own pocket as soon as they made port.


Meteor trotted through the seas like a well-bred horse. Even at this relaxed pace, with a following wind, she dug her head into spray with each wave. Beneath their lashed tarpaulins the mortars glistened like basking seals by her bow. In a cabin below decks someone played a flute. A thread of music wound its way up the stairs. So quiet at first, it could have been the Meteor herself given voice, echoing with breathy woodwind sweetness in the hollow spaces of her hold.

Resting his crowbar on his foot, John listened, enchanted, as the melody bundled together the sunshine and the spray, ran up into the sky with them and burst in a firework of notes. When the passage ended, John’s cheeks ached with a smile. Thank you, he addressed the empty horizon, and the Spirit who rested between earth and sky, God and man, life and death. Thank you for this moment; for the knowledge that you are here with me.


He’d thought the piece ended, but now it came again; a rush of notes like a dryad shaking out the leaves from her hair. Even the impulse to pray deserted him in the desire to laugh aloud for joy. Only the knowledge that the men would think him insane restrained him from doing so. Instead he padded down on carefully silent feet onto the Meteor’s one gun deck, stalking the music.

Tables hung from the deck above on ropes, and with the off-duty watch drinking their grog, smoking their pipes, and telling tall tales, the long room had something of the look of a summer pub scene. Reflections from the sea dazzled through the open gun ports, through which fresh air also streamed, cutting through the usual reek of wet wool and unwashed sailor. The sound of the flute—louder now—trailed from aft, high and sweet—complex with a mathematical perfection that John’s navigationally trained instincts sensed with delight. He continued  his pursuit.

Donwell’s door stood slightly open—it had to, for sitting on his sea-chest, he couldn’t fit his outstretched legs into the tiny room otherwise—but his eyes were closed and he frowned with concentration as he played the rosewood flute. Charmed, John drifted closer until he could prop a shoulder against the frame of the door and settle into silent appreciation.

With a strong love of music, but raised in perfect ignorance on the subject, he could not think of anything intelligent to say. Nor would he have wished to interrupt the piece’s transcendence with mere speech. But its rushes of notes, and the long, strong passages in between, resonated through him like the power of a full spread of sail. As always, his ignorance and the enchantment combined to open up a world of light beneath John’s breastbone, to fill him with awe and incompleteness combined. A sweet torment; for if he was seeing angels dancing, he had not the wings to join in.

Donwell’s wig lay crumpled on the mattress, beside a book, an old shirt and a half eaten ship’s biscuit. Brilliant sunshine gave the whole scene the oil painting vividness of a Dutch master-piece, outlining Donwell’s hands, the turn of his throat, his messy flaxen hair as though they were numinous.

As everything paused on a high note, clear and perfect, John’s delight escaped in a gasp of breath, and at the sound Donwell’s eyes snapped open. With a convulsive heave backwards, he drew the flute to his chest as if to protect it, slamming his heels into the sea-chest and scrabbling to rise. “Oh! Oh, I’m…I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t know you were there!”

“No need to apologize, Mr. Donwell.” John smiled, not only the music making him radiant. It was pleasing to have the upper hand for a change; to wrong-foot his over-bold lieutenant. “Rather I should ask your pardon for disturbing you in the middle of a performance. I have a most untutored reaction to music. What was it, may I ask?”

“Surely you know Telemann, sir?” Donwell’s sandy brows  arched with surprise as he straightened up, freeing space enough for John to walk in. In his new mood of confidence, John did so, and found it pleasant to revert to the comradely visiting he had done on board the Admiral’s first rate. There, they had been in and out of one another’s cabins all the time, borrowing books and stockings, taking a cup of coffee or a glass of wine with each other. It had been, indeed, a little too sociable for John’s tastes, but now, after a fortnight of solitude, he thirsted for company.

“It is not possible to underestimate what I know about music.” The canvas partition wall creaked beneath John’s weight as he cautiously leaned against it. A small part of him quailed at opening the details of his family life to such a stranger, but Alfie’s honest, good-humored amusement encouraged him. Whatever else he felt—this itch of over-awareness which made every conversation a little too intense—distrust was not part of it.

Indeed, the desire to put Donwell on the next ship to China weighed equally against the desire to tell him all and keep him close. If it puzzled John which instinct to trust, he thought he should probably choose the more humane. “My mother did not approve of it. ‘Snare of the devil,’ she said. It was not played in our house.”

“Your mother did not approve of music?” Donwell had clearly been very startled indeed; his face only now began to change from boyish openness to the urbanity of an adult. In all the layers thus revealed, John was startled to see pity.

Instantly his temper flared. “Why should she? Is it not used to set the scene for debaucheries? Balls, where young people may lose their innocence. Theatre and opera and dancing that dazzle the senses and make the heart forget true morality? It would be a more steadfast, sober world without music.”

In his zeal, John stepped forward. Donwell did not retreat, but stood there, apparently relaxed, his thumb moving gently over the curve of the flute. “And a poorer one.”

Fists tightening almost against his will, physical fury swept through John, clear and glorious as the music. Breathing hard,  he could almost feel the smack of his knuckles into Donwell’s mouth, where a small, startled smirk turned in the end of the man’s lips. Infuriating! How dare he? How dare he laugh at me?  They stood so close he could feel the warmth of Donwell’s thigh against his own.

Watching that little knowing smile light up Donwell’s smoky amber eyes, John breathed in sharply and turned away, fighting down the urge to wrap his hands around the other man’s neck and choke some reason into him.


What the…? Where had such violence come from? Shame flooding him, he stepped back, head bowed, appalled at himself. It wasn’t even as though he didn’t agree.

“Forgive me. ‘And a poorer one, sir.’” Donwell too retreated, hopping up to sit on his cot, ceding John the two paces of floor and the sea-chest seat.


For a man who has given in, he looks altogether too triumphant, John thought, sitting down on the chest with trembling legs and a tender conscience. “You might be right.” As his racing heart slowed, he attempted a reassuring smile. God alone knew what Donwell must think of him! He himself had no idea. “Though it shows a filial impiety in me to allow it.”

John’s mother disapproved of many things in which he himself could not see the harm. Had the music not—only a moment ago—made him feel closer to God? Prompted him to worship? How then could anyone say it was a snare? It disturbed and grieved him that she made her life more unhappy than it needed to be, but at times it was hard to avoid the thought. “I do sometimes fancy it is ungrateful—in our quest for purity—to disallow ourselves the things which were created to give us joy.”

 



Alfie licked his lips. Cross legged, sheet music bundled in his lap to hide his inappropriate state of arousal, he tried to get his breathing under control. Just for a moment there, he’d thought…. Oh! How glorious to find that the captain’s uncertainty covered such passion. Misdirected passion, true. But that could be remedied.

“I couldn’t agree more,” he said at last. “Would a good God have created an appetite within us and then forbidden us to satisfy it? Would he have given us no choice but to hunger and then demanded that we starve? I think not.”

“My mother would say the appetite itself was debased.” John looked up. The blaze had died from his eyes; they were now dark grey as his wig, from which all the powder had been blown by the morning’s breeze. The right hand side-curl unraveled, strands hanging down to brush his jaw. “‘Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word which proceeds from the mouth of the Lord.’”

Alfie tugged his shoes off and dropped them over the side of the bed. He wriggled his toes in luxurious freedom, digging them into the coarse wool of his blanket and smiling at the tickle. The cot bumped against the hull as his movement set it swinging, and he wrapped his hands around the supporting ropes to still it. From here he was looking down on Cavendish, which was also an amusing luxury. What a man! Nervy and sharp and on some deep emotional level just aware enough of what was going on to react against it with terror. A pox on it, but he’d set himself quite a task here! If he had any sense he should give up now. He really should.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But then again man does not live by the word of God alone, but also by bread. She was very religious then, your mother?”

“Still is, as far as I’m aware.” Now they were unable to touch one another, some of the tension in the room ebbed. John relaxed enough to lean back against the hull, and a softer side of him shone out as he looked up at Alfie with a wry smile.

“I didn’t mean…I’m sorry,” Alfie said, unused to thinking of parents in the present tense.

“She is a member of the Society of Friends,” John admitted, unexpectedly, scratching his jaw. Taking off his wig, he looked with faint distaste at the state of it, winding the horse-hair around his finger before pushing it back into its curl “And believes in silence, sobriety, hard work and the scriptures.”


A Quaker? Alfie looked down at the bent head and rueful smile, the chocolate-dark hair modestly, severely cropped. Oh, but that made a lot of sense—restraint, restraint and restraint, all their passion channeled into one stream, making their piety roar like a mill race. “Yet you plainly admit you love music yourself,” he said. “Are you then terribly lapsed?”

The wig on his knee like a sleeping cat, John rested a hand on it. He scrunched his face together, pulling his generous mouth into a grimace that conveyed how difficult it was to explain. “My father,” all the lines hardened for a moment, implacable, “is Church of England, naturally. And so in theory am I. In truth, however, I am some mixture peculiar to myself. If one can lapse from the most permissive church in the world, my father managed it. It isn’t given to every son to be embarrassed by the ridiculous behavior of his parent.”

Alfie put down the music gently, no longer needing its shield. He recognized the look on Cavendish’s face—the steel and ice in those gray eyes. No pain in the world equaled that which your family could inflict. I should say something, but what? What could I say that would not be trite? ‘I understand’? But I don’t. He is at least still in possession of parents.


“Yet,” John interrupted his musing with a sudden smile, “when he brought his whores and actresses to the house, and I was still a child, I would creep from my bed, downstairs, to listen to the music through the closed doors of the ballroom. And if I would be switched soundly for it in the morning, all that achieved was to give it a certain illicit thrill. I could not be stopped.”

“I can picture it.” Alfie smiled, seeing in his mind’s eye the small form of a barefoot boy, draped in a white nightgown, like a stained glass saint, trapped between cheerless piety and cruel mirth. The thoughts conjured up as a result gave him a pang. “Should you like to sing?” he asked, feeling his way between the two extremes. “This is a cantata. I’m told it’s very suitable, sacred  music. I can’t aver it positively, though—I don’t understand a word.”

John’s eyes widened. He drew himself together, very prim and contained, but Alfie didn’t miss the flickering glance at the stacked white pages on his cot. Picking up the top sheet, Alfie raised his head and sang the melody in his own inadequate bass, then held it out in offering. “It’s a hard piece—it’s not within anyone’s range of course, because….”

Standing up, solemn as a choirboy, John breathed in and sang, and Alfie’s apology stopped mid-sentence. For a moment he floated, born up like a petrel on a storm, for the captain’s voice—untrained, unsure—rang out in perfect counter-tenor, plumb square within the middle of the range for which the piece had been written. An inhuman voice; all the sweetness of a woman’s combined with the strength of a man’s. If there truly was a music of the spheres, this perfect, sexless cadence was it; honey and swords, snow and summer, male and female alike reconciled into a sound more complex and beautiful than either. Speechless, Alfie fumbled for the flute, picked up the golden thread and wound about it his own more earthy notes. Bodiless for a moment, reduced to glorious sound.

Then John struck a flat note, coughed, and the world settled itself back into the mundane. “I cannot remember how it goes on.”

Certain that the cabin should be glowing, the water-stained brown canvas walls and the grey wool blankets of his bed washed clean and covered with white seraphic feathers, Alfie gave a shaky laugh. “By God, you’d be a sensation in Italy, sir. The girls’d be running after you down the street, ripping into one another behind your back to be the first to demurely say ‘good day’ to you, clipping little pieces out of your coat for souvenirs, and offering to bear your children whether you would or no.”

“I thank Providence I’m not in Italy, then,” John laughed, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “But you exaggerate, Mr. Donwell. It is a weak, unmanly voice, unsuitable for an Englishman.”

“I’ve never heard the like.” Alfie’s tact rose to the occasion; he did not mention that the counter-tenor voice was so prized on the continent that—being in nature so rare—men emasculated themselves to achieve it. He doubted the argument would have an encouraging effect. “May we practice the piece, though? Tomorrow, perhaps? If you have the taste you claim to have, you must have heard how incredible that was.”

Sitting down again, John studied his hands, frowning. Wondering what moral scruple afflicted him now, Alfie was not prepared when, after a brief silent struggle, he looked up and said quietly, “I would be glad to know there would be a tomorrow. For us, at least.”

“Sir?”

“The Admiral has sent us to find a way of dissuading the Dey of Algiers from engaging in the time-honored piracy he regards as a divine right of his nation. A piracy—preying upon the Infidel—he undoubtedly feels is his religious duty. We must put it to him that Britain wishes him to stop his sovereign activity on the sea. And we must represent this to him, while having under arms approximately eighty men, boys, and one old woman, and in the proud possession of one rather elderly bomb ketch.”

Having been momentarily displaced, Alfie’s stomach caught up with him, lurching into place as though he had just jumped a high wall on horseback. “Oh…best not to make plans then?”

“Indeed.” But John’s small smile had elements of amusement and even triumph. “There are some consolations in religion after all, Mr. Donwell. Whatever happens, I have no doubt it will all work out for the best.”




CHAPTER 3

The Casbah, Algiers

 



“You will come with us please.” The Janissary officer was one of the most opulent things Alfie had seen in his life. He might have been inclined to laugh at the tall, white, wimple-like hat, and the sweep of scarlet robe with—God love him—an embroidered apron on top, had not the man’s heavily bearded face been grave and proud and very obviously accustomed to command.

“I’m not at liberty to do so, sir,” he said, putting down the bread he had been haggling over and drawing himself up, with unconscious respect, one soldier to another. “If the Dey has finally agreed to a meeting, then I am obliged to him. I will return to my ship and tell my commander at once.”

He didn’t like the way the troops surrounding the red-coated man eyed him. They too might have looked amusing in a painting, with their dome-like turbans and ballooning pantaloons, but Alfie had seen enough strange things in his life to recognize the look of a well-drilled and trained body of killers, no matter what they were wearing. With a nervous glance, he searched the market for his own men. Armitage had been buying sweets, his fingers sticky with rose-flavored jelly, his sullen eyes all the darker when Alfie called him to heel. Alfie didn’t know if he should be furious or relieved to find the youth had disappeared again. Hopefully he would have the sense to lie low and avoid whatever trouble this looked like becoming.

Mr. Hall, the purser—trying to buy enough green-stuff to stave off scurvy for eighty hungry men—had also mysteriously melted from view. But Kelly, one of the tars he had brought with him to carry burdens, stood in the sharp shadow of the awning, with a peach in one hand, a plum in the other, plum juice down his chin and fingers, and a sudden worried look that must, Alfie thought, be the mirror of his own.

“You will come with us.”

The soldiers closed in, not comical at all any more, their hands on their long, curving scimitars, their faces grim.

“My captain will gladly talk to the Dey or his representative,” Alfie tried again, keeping his voice from rising into a squeak of panic with some effort. If half of what everyone “knew” about the Turks was true, then placidly going with them was the last thing he wanted to do. “He said as much a fortnight ago and you’ve done nothing but fob him off since. I do not have the authority to negotiate for him, and I am under orders to report back at once if the situation should change.”

His answer was the nudge of a rifle in his back. “I also am under orders,” said the officer, with a gleam of cold humor, “and your captain must be taught that the Dey has better things to do than to jump at the command of every British Lieutenant with nothing but a gunboat and his arrogance to his name. We can make this point peacefully, or with bloodshed. It is your choice.”

Alfie licked his lips—his mouth suddenly dry as the desert sand on which he stood. Not for the first time he damned John’s Admiral; the one who expected miracles and provided a pittance to achieve them with. This Janissary officer was right, Admiral fucking Saunders should have sent more than one little ketch to do this job. From the Dey’s point of view it must look like an insult, and from his own it looked like suicide. “I’ll come then,” he said, even as two of the janissaries got him by the arms and made the agreement moot. “But you’re making a mistake. You don’t insult the British Navy and get away with it. If you don’t treat with  the captain of the Meteor, next time it’ll be fourteen ships of the line and there won’t be anything left of your city.”

“We too are a proud maritime nation.” Beneath the extravagant mustache the officer’s smile twisted with anger. “We were a proud maritime nation when you British were painting yourselves blue and hunting heads like savages. Enough!” He gestured, and the guards’ grips on Alfie’s arms shifted to press tendon to bone. He swayed, knees almost buckling with the pain, and struggled long enough to lock gazes with the able seaman, who had dropped both fruit and stood with fists clenched.

“Kelly! Tell the captain!”

“Aye sir!”

As he fled, one of the janissaries raised his rifle and sighted.

“No, Abdy.” The officer pressed the barrel down. “Let the infidel be our messenger. He can spare us the unpleasantness of further dealings with these dogs.”


That told me, Alfie thought, filled with ridiculous, terrified laughter as they dragged him away. You don’t reason with dogs. But what do you do with them? What are they going to do with me?


God, he hoped Cavendish would think of something, before he had to find out!




CHAPTER 4

The Algerian ship—a long, sleek galley, her great banks of oars beating like a fish’s fins—turned to cut across the Meteor’s course. She maneuvered like a fish, John thought, nimble and fleet. Or more like a shark. Barely a hundred feet of sea separated him from his counterpart on the enemy deck. He could feel the mouths of a score of muskets trained on his face, see the pirate gun crews mustered about their cannons, standing ready, slow match smoldering in their hands. The Algerian captain made a gesture with his forearm that required no translation and the laughter of her crew floated over waves stained red with sunset.

“Fucking rag-head,” Sergeant Richardson muttered with indignation beside John. “One mortar, sir. Just the one, that’s all I’d need if we aimed it right.”

Behind the galley he could see the Meteor’s pinnace tacking for another attempt to slip past. Hall was just visible in the bow, clutching a writhing goat to his buff waistcoat, his powdered face whiter still with fear. A net full of chickens squawked at his feet among the baskets of oranges and green-stuff, eloquent of a successful reprovisioning trip now gone horribly wrong.

“They’re playing with us.” John ground his teeth with a little squeaking noise. “I am so tempted to do as you suggest, Sergeant. But if it’s war they want, let them start it themselves. I’ll not be goaded into ceding the moral high ground.”

The wind veered. Kelly, in the pinnace, put her about in a flash and surged past the stern of the galley, the little craft heeling so that the boom almost trailed in the sea and water ran clear like varnish down her port gunwale.

“Stand by to haul those men aboard. Lively now!” cried John, watching the scramble on deck with a slow inward burn of annoyance. By the time the boatswain had whipped some order into the brawl of over-eager hands the pinnace lay alongside and the galley had turned about her centre, coming straight for them. Bleating and kicking on the end of a rope the goat swayed in mid air, and men hauled hand over hand to bring the pinnace aboard, Hall and the boat crew scrambling up the side like reckless monkeys. Closer now, oars beat against the water as the beakhead of the galley drove like a spear at the Meteor’s head.

“All aboard!” Armitage shrieked.

“Go about!”

Turning away from the harbor, John put the Meteor before the wind, spreading all the sails she would carry. For ten long, humiliating minutes, the galley kept pace, but then even her seasoned oarsmen began to flag. The ketch—still gathering speed—pulled away. Running away, John thought sourly, out into the safety of the open sea. Not a shot had been fired, but it was plain from the crew’s ugly faces and bitter whispers that they too felt the sting of defeat.

Wondering if he could call honor satisfied now, head to the rendezvous at the naval base in Gibraltar and report to Saunders that he had tried—and failed—John looked down into the waist of the ship. The goat baa-ed at him indignantly then made herself universally beloved by butting the boatswain. Hall brushed himself down with a sniff of distaste, while Armitage put his hand in his pocket and quickly pulled it out again, sticky pink jelly coating his fingers.
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