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Prologue


The Corsairs
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April, 1797


It was the last ship out of Venice before the French landed. Caterina was lucky to find a berth. She had never seen such panic. The harbour was crammed with people trying to flee the city by the only means remaining to them. Pushing, shoving, shouting, swearing . . . it was like the worst days of Carnival. Some even wore masks, presumably to avoid being picked out by the French agents among the crowd, or more likely so they could push and shove and shout and swear without much risk of being recognised by their neighbours.


Everybody who was anybody was here. Masked or not, Sister Caterina identified some of the most illustrious names in the Golden Book: the noble elite of the Serene Republic of Saint Mark reduced to the status of refugees or brawling fish-wives in the marketplace. Anyone with the means to make their escape before the arrival of the invaders was doing so – with good reason to fear the fury of the mob if they stayed behind.


Caterina was ashamed. Ashamed of Venice, ashamed of her fellow Venetians, ashamed of herself. As a leading member of the Patriot Party, she had played an important role in the fight against the French – and had publicly announced her intention of continuing that struggle, even in a city under occupation. The Doge, however, had persuaded her to think again. It would, he said, invite reprisals.


And the French were very good at reprisals.


‘We must greet them with dignity and restraint,’ he had told her – shortly before announcing his abdication and making off with whatever he could salvage from the wreck of the Republic. The last Doge of Venice.


So Caterina had gone, too, in her plainest, drabbest attire and without so much as a single servant to accompany her. She left the convent and her nuns to make what accommodation they could with their conquerors, and parted with a not insignificant portion of her savings for a passage on the Saratoga, an American ship, homeward bound for Philadelphia after a profitable cruise in the Levant.


Caterina had no intention of going so far, of course. There were some things worse than the French. For an additional outlay the Captain was prepared to land her in Naples, where she had influential connections. People who shared her political sympathies. People who would help secure the defeat of Bonaparte and restore her beloved Venice, if not to its former greatness, then at least to a position which would sustain a life of luxury and elegance for those with the wit and the charm to embrace it.


In the meantime, she did not get a great deal for her money. Her cabin was the size of a small wardrobe, which she was obliged to share with one other passenger; her bed a cot which resembled an instrument of torture in the Doge’s prison; the sanitary arrangements would have disgraced a hovel in the poorer parts of the Veneto; the food was unspeakable.


Caterina made no complaint. Some level of inconvenience was inevitable in the circumstances, and it was nothing to the discomfort she would have had to endure at the hands of the French.


Her only real concern was the flag.


She ventured to mention this on one of her rare encounters with the ship’s Captain on that restricted area of the upper deck where she and the other passengers were permitted to take the air.


It was their second day out of Venice. The wind was from the north-west – or so Caterina had been informed by an admiring officer who mistook her casual enquiry for passionate interest and embarked upon an elaborate discourse on the subject of winds and compass points. It did, however, reassure her that they were heading more or less in the right direction. The flag in question was streaming from a rope or some such fixture halfway up the mast – an especially large flag of vibrant design and colouring, not unlike the wrapping on a fruit candy.


‘A fine spectacle, is she not?’ the Captain remarked, as he noted the direction of her gaze. ‘And a fine history, for all that it is a short one.’


Or something of the sort. Caterina spoke adequate English – as well as French, Spanish, Latin and the Venetian dialect – but it was not English as the Captain spoke it. In fact, Caterina was not at all sure that what the Captain spoke was English at all. Certainly it was very different from that of the English Ambassador and those of his compatriots whom Caterina had encountered in Venice. She inclined her head politely, but something in her expression alerted him to a measure of doubt.


‘Or do you not think so?’ his tone was challenging.


The Americans were a sensitive race, Caterina had observed, especially where their nationality was concerned. Possibly because their independence had been so recently and violently wrung from the English, for whom they were loath to be mistook. And they displayed a particular reverence towards their flag. The one outside the American Consulate on the Grand Canal had been the biggest in Venice, bigger even than the flag of St Mark which had flown from the Doge’s Palace – before it was flung down and trampled underfoot by the Revolutionists.


Caterina hastened to explain that she had nothing against the flag in principle and was appreciative of its history. But was it wise to flaunt it so openly, she wondered, in such perilous waters?


‘Flaunt?’ he enquired, tilting his head and scratching his jaw. ‘Perilous?’


He was a large man, his features gaunt and leathery from long exposure to the elements and his long greying hair unbound and unpowdered in the fashion of the French regicides. He looked a veritable ruffian, but then so did most Americans of her acquaintance, and yet she had heard it said that he was a Quaker and serious in his devotions. Captain Fry.


Might it not attract the attention of certain undesirables, she persisted, shading her eyes to gaze up into his face and assuming an expression of anxious regard.


‘Undesirables?’ the Captain repeated with a frown.


She put it in the vernacular. ‘Pirates,’ she said.


The frown cleared. He chuckled agreeably. She was given to understand that she should not worry her pretty head about such things, which were more properly the concern of those with intimate knowledge of the maritime world.


‘Say an Ave Maria, if you wish,’ he advised her, being aware of her status as a nun. ‘Myself, I will rely upon those objects there,’ indicating the twin rows of cannon upon the main deck, ‘in the unlikely event that we will have to use them. Ha ha.’


Caterina was not impressed. It would take more than eight small cannon to deter the undesirables she had in mind. But the Captain made it plain that he considered her opinion to be of little value. She was a nun; what did she know of the sea and those who sailed upon it?


Caterina was tempted to inform him that she knew a great deal more than he imagined – and a great deal more than she wished, in fact, for her last lover had been an Admiral and was inclined at times to be dogged in his instruction. But, of course, she did not tell the Captain any such thing. Americans, she had discovered, adhered to a strict moral code and were intolerant of any lapse in others. And though for the most part heretics, they appeared to have a far greater expectation of those in Holy Orders than most Catholics of her acquaintance – certainly in Venice where her activities had achieved some notoriety over the years.


As Deputy Prioress and effectual head of the Convent of San Paolo di Mare, Sister Caterina Caresini had presided over one of the most successful and profitable casinos in the Serenissima. Indeed, it had been described, by detractors and admirers alike, as a ‘den of iniquity’ where almost every vice known to man or woman might be indulged – for the right price – and where the Devil himself would have blushed at some of the excesses permitted within its walls.


This was something of an exaggeration.


Whilst the convent did possess a magnificent gaming room and the Sisters had been known to grant their favours to chosen admirers, some of the entertainments reportedly on offer were extremely fanciful. Suora Caterina prided herself on her high standards, in vice as in any other indulgence of the flesh. Under her guidance, the nuns of San Paolo di Mare would never be guilty of lapsing into the supreme sin of bad taste.


Though widely revered as a woman of fashion and distinction, Caterina had, in fact, risen from the most humble of beginnings. Her father had been a shepherd on the hillsides of Treviso in the Veneto, and their family name was not Caresini but Chodeschino – Sheep’s Head. He had died of the ague when Caterina was ten years old, and her mother had sold what was left of his flock and contrived to keep the wolf from the door by practising as a herbalist. There were some who called her a witch – Strega Rosa. From her, it was widely believed, Caterina had inherited an extensive knowledge of love potions and poisons. This was another nonsense. Caterina had not yet resorted to the use of poison and had no need of love potions to attract an admirer. Her face had always been her fortune and she had done what she could to make the most of it, initially as an actress in Verona where she had first announced herself to the world as Caterina Caresini – leaving Chodeschino back in the hills with her father’s grave and the sheep. Her success had been spectacular. She had soon established herself as the most beautiful, the most famous actress in Verona. And the most notorious.


Scandal, of course, was grist to the actor’s mill, but there had been one too many – Caterina had been less circumspect in those days – and the Inquisitors had become involved. Caterina had bribed her way out of a flogging or worse, but she could not obtain a complete remission. She was given the choice of prison or a convent.


Strange that she had needed to think about it. For in the event, the Church had proved even more lucrative than the stage. So much so that even after her recent troubles Caterina was in possession of a considerable fortune, the bulk of which was invested in the English banking house of Coutts & Company. But for travelling expenses – and she knew she might be travelling for some time – she carried about her a small purse of gold coins, and another of cut diamonds, cleverly set in wax and disguised as rosary beads. Having saved them from the French, she was not minded to hand them over to the Beys and Bashaws of the Barbary Coast, especially when such an event might so easily be avoided by flying a different flag.


Caterina was as well-versed as any Venetian concerning the perils of the Barbary Coast. Named after the Berbers who had been its original inhabitants, it extended from Tripoli in the east to Morocco in the west, and since the time of the Crusades it had been ruled by a succession of Regents or satraps, nominally under the control of the Grand Sultan in Constantinople, but in reality answerable only to themselves and their warlike followers – and, of course, God and the Prophet.


In pursuit of their war against the infidel, these princes had given licence to a particularly rapacious breed of pirates known as the Barbary Corsairs, who had become the scourge of Christian shipping the length and breadth of the Mediterranean. The prizes were brought into the ports of Algiers and Morocco, Tunis and Tripoli, where the ship and its cargo were impounded – and the passengers and crew either ransomed or sold as slaves.


Naturally, this provoked a measure of protest – and in some cases violent retribution. The corsairs found it advisable to steer clear of vessels flying the flag of any nation possessed of a large enough navy to exact revenge for any transgression. And they bestowed immunity upon the ships of several other nations who were willing to pay them an annual subsidy. But for the rest it was open season – especially for those flying the flag of the United States, which was notoriously reluctant to pay the necessary bribes and had neglected to build a single ship-of-war to protect its maritime interests.


Thus it would have been expedient, in Caterina’s view, to fly the flag of some other country, preferably that of France, Spain or England, which would give the marauder pause for thought. Having failed to impress the ship’s Master with this argument, however, she sought backing from her fellow passengers, not least the young woman with whom she was obliged to share her cabin, and who happened, coincidentally, to be the daughter of the American Consul in Venice.


Although Caterina would have preferred the cabin to herself, Louisa Jane Devereux was as amiable a companion as she could have wished. She was young, charming and lovely. She did not snore, she did not smell, and she did not take up too much room. And she showed Caterina almost as much respect and admiration as the novices at the Convent of San Paolo di Mare. Had Caterina still been Deputy Prioress there, she could have put her in the way of earning a considerable stipend.


Of course, being American and a Protestant, Louisa had little knowledge of the diversions available in the convents of Venice. She had, by her own admission, lived a sheltered life. Her mother had died within a few months of her arrival in Venice, and since then Louisa had rarely left the American Consulate, her only excursions being a weekly visit to the Lutheran Church and the occasional trip along the Grand Canal to attend a concert at the house of Carlo Goldoni. The rest of her time was devoted to study and prayer – and providing a comfort to her poor father. She was just seventeen.


‘Bless you, my child,’ sighed Caterina. ‘There are many nuns who do not live so reverent a life.’


Louisa was now bound for England to stay with a cousin, her father having deemed it safer for her than remaining in Venice during the present disorders. He would send for her when some measure of normality was achieved, he promised; and if the turmoil continued, he would join her in London and they would return to Virginia where she had been born and raised.


Louisa did not seem overly impressed by this prospect. Her life in Venice, for all the restrictions placed upon it, had given her a taste for the exotic. She would like to see more of the world, she confided.


‘Be careful what you wish for, my child,’ Caterina warned her – she had assumed an armour of propriety for the duration of the voyage, there being little else to amuse her – ‘or the Devil might be tempted to indulge you. There are parts of the world, not so very far from here, which are a great deal more “exotic” than you would care to imagine.’


But of course, she then proceeded to supply the child with enough material for her imagination to run riot. So much so, that after listening with rapt attention to Caterina’s tales of corsairs and slave-masters, eunuchs and concubines, and asking a great many supplementary questions concerning the conditions she might be expected to endure should the worst happen, Louisa was moved to voice her concerns to the ship’s Master – a consequence which Caterina had foreseen and which had, to some extent, motivated her narrative. She considered that the gentleman in question might prove more receptive to the petition of an American Consul’s daughter than he had been to the former Deputy Prioress of the Convent of San Paolo di Mare.


This proved unduly optimistic.


He did, however, deign to give Louisa a more fulsome explanation for his confidence, which she dutifully reported to Caterina in the privacy of their cabin. The American government had apparently swallowed its pride and its principles to the extent of paying a subsidy to the worst and most dangerous of the corsairs. The remnant possessed nothing more startling than a few lightly-armed galleys manned by starving slaves. The Saratoga could see them off with a stout broadside, he assured her. Besides which, her present course, down the western edge of the Adriatic and through the Strait of Messina, would keep them well clear of the danger zone. As for the practice of flying under false colours, this was a stratagem more to be expected of the English and the Venetians.


And so, much to Caterina’s irritation, the Stars and Stripes continued to fly from the masthead. And for four days the Saratoga continued her steady progress towards the heel of Italy.


And then the wind changed.


This was not immediately apparent to Caterina, but she was informed by the first officer that it was no longer possible, with the wind in its present quarter, to navigate the Strait of Messina. Instead, they were obliged to sail much further south and would not be able to land at Naples as promised. Caterina and several of the other passengers would be put ashore in Sicily and obliged to find another vessel to take them to the mainland.


Caterina was sorely displeased by this information, but in the event she was spared the inconvenience it would almost certainly have caused her.


On the morning of the fifth day, she and Louisa were taking the air on deck when a sail was sighted some little distance to the south-west. This appeared to cause some agitation among the officers and crew, and the Captain’s steward shortly came over and advised them to return to their cabin. The approaching vessel was thought to be an Algerine, he confided, and ‘purely as a precaution’, the Captain had determined to run for the port of Masala, some several leagues to the north-west. As the women were ushered below, they saw the guns run out.


They remained in the gloom and stench of the lower deck throughout the ensuing encounter, news of which was conveyed to them by the dull report of cannon fire, initially at some distance but growing increasingly closer. Louisa was now quite fearful, Caterina only slightly less so, though her annoyance far outweighed her apprehension.


‘Idiot,’ she berated the Captain. ‘I’ll give him an Ave Maria. I hope they bend him over one of his precious guns and take turns.’


Certainly the guns did not seem much use for any other purpose. Possibly the ship was heeling too far over for them to bear – a mishap of which her Admiral had warned her during one of his weighty expositions – but for whatever reason they remained silent. The only sounds that carried to the two women were the wails of their fellow passengers, the occasional drumming of feet upon the upper deck, and, of course, the distant guns of the enemy. They became less distant as time went by and finally there was another, sharper report, and the crash of something large and solid hitting the hull. Shortly after, the vessel made a violent lurch and appeared to stop dead in the water.


Caterina climbed irritably to her feet. ‘Be damned to this,’ she said.


Among her possessions that were not stowed out of reach in the hold of the ship was a travelling bag containing a pair of pistols which had been given her by the English Ambassador shortly before his own flight from Venice. Caterina began to load them, ramming home the wadding, powder and shot with the tool provided for this purpose and distributing the required measure of powder into the firing pan.


Louisa observed these preparations with some astonishment.


‘What are you doing?’ she enquired at length.


‘I am doing whatever may be necessary to defend our honour,’ Caterina replied, more to shut her up than anything, for the loading of a pair of pistols required considerable attention.


‘You do not consider that a prayer would help?’


Caterina detected the irony in this remark and was impressed.


‘It would do no harm,’ she conceded, in a similar spirit, ‘if you feel the inclination.’


She cocked each of the pistols in turn and sighted along the barrels. Then she took one in each hand and led the way to the upper deck with Louisa following close behind.


She had reached the top steps when the hatch cover was thrown back and she saw a man staring down at her. His face was bearded and swarthy and he wore a turban. She raised one of the pistols and had the satisfaction of seeing the face withdraw.


Her satisfaction did not last long. There were shouted commands in a foreign tongue and the barrels of several guns appeared over the edge of the hatch. Then she heard a voice she recognised.


‘Whoever you are, you must come on deck – and without your weapons.’ It was the voice of the Captain, though somewhat more subdued than usual. ‘I regret to have to inform you that the ship has been taken.’


Caterina swore an oath.


‘What are we to do?’ Louisa hissed in her ear.


‘There is not much we can do,’ Caterina admitted. ‘Save to make the best bargain that we can.’


She mounted the last few steps of the ladder. In spite of Captain Fry’s instructions, she kept the pistols with her.


To her considerable annoyance, she discovered the deck to be filled with men in beards and turbans, all staring at her and waving an assortment of weaponry. Their vessel was drawn up alongside. It was smaller than the Saratoga but more men lined the rails and clung to the rigging, all similarly attired and armed to the teeth.


Caterina caught the eye of the Saratoga’s Captain. He looked suitably contrite. ‘I am truly sorry,’ he informed her, ‘but to avoid bloodshed I have surrendered the ship. Do please give up your pistols.’


There was another man at his side. Though he wore a turban, his face was fair-skinned and his beard was reddish-blond. Caterina kept her pistols levelled.


‘Kindly inform him, in whatever language he speaks, that I am a nun,’ she told the Captain. ‘A woman of God,’ she added, in case it lost something in the translation. ‘And that I will be treated with respect – or I will blow his brains out.’


The man grinned widely. ‘A nun, is it? Then I am Sinbad the Sailor.’ He turned and said something in a foreign tongue which caused some amusement among his fellows. Then, turning back to Caterina, he told her: ‘I’d be the more inclined to believe ye, lass, if you was to put those irons down and conduct yourself as befits a woman of God.’


Caterina frowned with displeasure, for she was not used to being laughed at.


‘I take it you are English,’ she addressed him sternly. ‘And a renegade.’


‘English be damned,’ said he, ‘and as to t’other, ye may take me for what ye like. Now put them down like a good lass, afore ye do yourself some harm.’


‘Only when I have your assurance,’ she insisted, ‘that we be treated with respect.’


Ignoring this request but giving a wide berth to her pistols, he peered past her into the shadows below the hatch and reacted with exaggerated astonishment when he saw Louisa peering back up at him. ‘Well, damn me for a bampot,’ he declared obscurely, ‘there is another of them.’ And then, stepping back a pace and bowing low to Caterina, ‘Ye have my word on it, lass. If the word of a renegade has any value to ye.’


Caterina considered for a moment, but in truth she had little choice in the matter. She raised her right hand high into the air and pulled the trigger. The subsequent explosion rather surprised her. She had not been at all sure that she had loaded them properly. She did the same with the other. A little theatrical, admittedly, but then she was still, in her heart, an actress – and besides, she had not been too confident about handing them over fully loaded in case they went off by accident.


When the smoke cleared she saw that the renegade was grinning at her, but now in something more like admiration than mockery. She tossed the empty pistols on the deck. She had made as much of a point as was available to her and was under no illusions that it would make a great deal of difference.


She was in the hands of the Devil – again – and the future would require some very hard bargaining indeed.




Part One


The Prisoner of The Rock
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Chapter One


The Black Sheep
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The British Mediterranean fleet off Cadiz, 7 July 1797. A Sunday, and the ships were rigged for church, though it was not the chaplains who read the lesson, nor was it from The Book of Common Prayer:


‘If any person in or belonging to the fleet shall make, or endeavour to make, any mutinous assembly upon any pretence whatsoever, every person offending herein, and being convicted thereof by the sentence of the court martial, shall suffer death.’


The solemn voice of the Flag Captain rang out across the sluggish waters, and in the silence that followed, other, more distant voices could be heard, as if echoing down the long line of fighting ships.


‘. . . shall suffer death . . . death . . . death . . . death.’


The Articles of War, as devised by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, left little room for compromise, and as if to emphasise the point, the four corpses hanging from the yardarms of the flagship twisted a little on their ropes to provide a creaking chorus to the sombre lesson from the book of King’s Regulations; the ships gently rising and falling on the slight swell like bobbing gulls, and the men standing grim and silent at their divisions.


The main deck of the flagship was unusually crowded, for the Admiral had ordered that every ship in the fleet should send two boatloads of seamen to witness the punishment meted out to their former comrades. And so they had. But no one looked at the bodies swinging from the yardarm. As if by common consent, every eye was averted from the bloated and discoloured faces. Instead, the gaze of a thousand men was fixed upon the quarterdeck where the Admiral stood at the side of his Flag Captain with the rest of the ship’s officers in support – and four ranks of red-coated Marines providing a solid wedge of bayonet and muscle between rulers and ruled.


Among the officers stood a man wearing the uniform of a Post-Captain. It was an ill-fitting uniform, for it had been borrowed for the occasion from one of slighter build, and this, together with certain other of his features, gave him an air of slightly awkward individuality. He was a month short of his twenty-ninth birthday but looked younger – younger than many of the lieutenants and even some of the midshipmen aboard the flagship. His hair was dark and his countenance more swarthy than was the norm among those honest, red, perspiring English faces: he might have been a Spaniard or, worse, a Frenchman – a misfortune of which he was more than usually aware at this critical moment in his career.


His name was Peake. Nathaniel Peake. But his friends called him Nathan, and despite his appearance he was an Englishman – or at least half of one on his father’s side – and as loyal a subject of King George, at least in his own estimation, as any man afloat. (He could not speak of those ashore, being but little acquainted with the breed.) Despite the uniform, he was at present without a command: his ship, the Unicorn, having run upon the Rock of Montecristo and foundered with all hands while he was on business ashore – a circumstance which could also be construed as an offence under the Articles of War.


He had been summoned to the flagship for an interview with the Admiral, and while it was unlikely to turn out as badly as it had for the four men swinging at the yardarm, he could not help but consider that the present occasion was not auspicious. Being ashore upon the King’s business should not, in all fairness, be regarded as either wilful or negligent, but there were certain ambiguities, certain subtleties, in the nature of that business which gave the Captain especial cause for concern. Besides which, he was not overwhelmed by the capacity of a naval court to dispense fairness, or even justice – the recent trial being, in his view, a case in point – and while he had every confidence in the judgement of his fellows when it came to seafaring, he was less sure of their reasoning in the finer points of the law.


As the lesson drew to a close, it was an earlier article that occupied his private thoughts:


If any officer, mariner, soldier, or other person of the fleet, shall give, hold or entertain intelligence to or with any enemy or rebel without leave from the King’s Majesty or his commanding officer, every such person so offending, and being convicted by the sentence of a court martial, shall be punished with death.


The Captain had, during his short career, entertained a great deal of intelligence with the King’s enemies, and though in his opinion he had always had the King’s leave to do so – or at least that of his commanding officers – he was not entirely sure that the present company would see it in quite the same light. Particularly not his present commanding officer, Admiral Sir John Jervis.


Nathan glanced towards this godlike figure as he gazed down upon the ship’s company – as God Himself might gaze down upon His ungrateful Creation, Nathan considered, in the days and centuries following the Fall.


Fanciful though this notion was, it could not be denied that the Admiral was in a most ungenerous mood.


A few months previously, he had presided over the defeat of the Spanish fleet – the fleet presently locked up in Cadiz by the British blockade. Nathan had played his part in this, albeit as a passenger, and was proud to have done so. He was not convinced that it was as great a victory as the British government had subsequently proclaimed – only four Spanish ships in total having struck their colours – but it was an opinion he wisely kept to himself in the present company. Back home, he had been assured, the church bells had been rung from one end of the country to the other in honour of the brave boys in blue, and there had been a mood of popular rejoicing. For a time the Admiral and his men had basked in the approval of Parliament, press and public – a rare concordance. But then Parliament, press and public were united in their hunger for victory, no matter how insubstantial.


There had been precious little to celebrate since the start of the war, back in 1793, when the great powers of Europe had also achieved a rare unity in their bid to crush the forces unleashed by the French Revolution. But Paris had stood; the Revolution had endured. And as the years went by, the tide of war had swung against the monarchists. New French armies – raised by a levée en masse – had stormed across Germany and Northern Italy. The Pope had been forced to pay tribute to keep them out of Rome. The ancient Republic of Venice, mistress of the seas, had been torn apart, the British fleet driven from the Mediterranean. Holland and Spain had even gone so far as to change sides, if only in the hope of claiming a share of the spoils, and even the Hapsburg Emperor in Vienna, brother of the murdered Queen Marie Antoinette, was now thought to be seeking a humiliating compromise with the regicides in Paris.


Little wonder that the news of a single naval victory off Cape St Vincent had caused such rejoicing back in England.


But it had not lasted long.


Early that month, news had arrived of a mutiny at Spithead, the home base of the Channel fleet. The brave boys in blue had apparently refused to sail until the Admiralty agreed an improvement in their pay and conditions. The contagion had spread to the North Sea fleet at the Nore, where by all accounts the hands had turned out their officers and refused to join the blockade of the Dutch fleet. Instead they had elected a committee of representatives on the French model, imposed their own blockade of London and threatened to sail up the Thames and lay siege to Parliament.


A terrible fear had spread through the commanders at sea. Sir John Jervis had resolved to stamp out the first signs of mutiny as soon as they appeared. And a complaint against excessive punishment had provided him with what he would doubtless consider to be just cause.


Which was why four dead bodies were now swinging from the yardarm of the flagship and the word ‘Death’ echoed down the long line of warships off Cadiz.


The shrill wailing of the boatswain’s pipes signified that proceedings had come to an end. The off-duty watch was dismissed for dinner. The visiting seamen returned to their own ships. The Admiral and his entourage disappeared below.


Having nothing else to do, Nathan tarried on the quarterdeck. No one spoke to him. He had begun to suspect he was regarded as something of a pariah, a black sheep. His fellow officers had sympathised with him over the loss of his ship, but being as superstitious as any of the foremast jacks, they no doubt thought that misfortune was catching and wished to avoid too close a contact with a source of infection.


He did not have long to wait. A lieutenant presented the usual respects and begged to inform him that the Admiral would be happy to see him as soon as his duties permitted. The words were a mere courtesy. Bracing himself for the worst, Nathan followed the officer below.


Admiral St Vincent was at his desk, its surface entirely covered in papers. He was not alone. His secretary, Benjamin Tucker, was in attendance, and there was another man in civilian dress, unknown to Nathan, who looked upon him keenly as he entered the cabin.


The stern windows were open to the sea but the air was humid and the Admiral’s ruddy countenance was slick with sweat. He had taken off his wig, and what little hair he had was plastered thinly across his scalp. He looked older than he had on the quarterdeck and less imposing, but no more amiable. Nathan had seen a portrait of him in his youth when he had appeared every inch the dashing young officer, but there was little of that dash now. His eyes had shrunken in his skull and grown hooded, and his nose, which had always been large, now appeared more like to a beak than ever, so that Nathan, who may well have been biased, had the impression of a malevolent old buzzard glowering over the corpse of his prey.


When Nathan entered, the Admiral was dictating a note to his secretary. The part that Nathan overheard was in Jervis’s usual forthright style:


‘Furthermore, I am pained to note that all the lieutenants are running to belly. They have been too long at anchor. I have therefore issued a general order to block up the entering ports that they may be obliged to come and go by climbing over the hammocks. I have the honour to be sir, your most obedient et cetera, et cetera . . . Ah, Peake, so there you are.’


It was the first time Nathan had engaged with the Admiral at close quarters and he had good reason to feel apprehensive. Jervis was a fierce disciplinarian, famous for treating officers and men with the same harsh severity. Hangings might be uncommon, but lesser punishments were meted out with a frequency – and a disregard for human dignity – that disturbed not a few of his officers. Just a few days since, he had ordered a young midshipman to be courtmartialled for allowing his boat’s crew to plunder a Spanish fishing vessel. Nathan had no objection to that – the midshipman was entirely out of order – but it was not enough for Jervis that the court had ordered the officer to be deprived of his rank and stripped of his uniform before the whole ship’s company. He had personally intervened to order the man’s head shaved and a notice hung around his neck describing the crime – and then, as a further humiliation, made him solely responsible for cleaning the ship’s privies until further notice.


But he could be extremely generous at times, and was said to be entirely unmoved by rank and privilege. You were as like to suffer a withering rebuke if you were the son of a cowherd or a peer of the realm.


‘Well, sir,’ he growled when Nathan had made his bow, ‘I hope you are not another of these fools who think a rogue should not be hanged upon a Sunday.’


Nathan was well aware that the timing of the execution had aroused further disquiet among the officers. The men had been condemned late on Saturday night and it had been widely anticipated, even by the President of the Court, that their sentence would be deferred until the Monday, out of respect for the Sabbath. The Admiral, however, had begged to differ.


Nathan assured him that he had no strong views on the matter and was rewarded with a dismissive grunt. But at least he was invited to sit.


‘I do not believe you have met Mr Scrope.’ Jervis indicated the civilian, who acknowledged Nathan with something between a nod and a bow. ‘He is sent by their lordships on a special commission – to keep us up to scratch.’


This riposte was greeted with a thin smile. The Admiral was noted for his wry sense of humour.


Nathan viewed the stranger with renewed interest. Shortly after rejoining the fleet he had sent a confidential report to their lordships of the Admiralty detailing what he had learned, while on his ‘business ashore’, of French intentions in the Eastern Mediterranean. He wondered now if Scrope had been sent to discuss the implications of this, perhaps even to propose a plan of action. Jervis had given no indication of the fellow’s status, but it was reasonable to suppose from the Admiral’s remark that he was no mere clerk.


He was probably in his early thirties, Nathan estimated, modestly dressed but with the look of a man who has a considerable opinion of himself. It was difficult to perceive the reason for this, certainly in his appearance. His face had the unhealthy pallor of a civil servant who rarely sees the outside of a room in Whitehall and then only when it is dark. Even his eyes seemed drained of colour, though there was the merest hint of blue in them, like a dying promise in a wintry sky, and the long, sandy lashes had something of the appearance of a web.


There was much about him that reminded Nathan of one of those représentants en mission that the National Convention in Paris sent out into the provinces from time to time to ensure that the populace there kept to the path of righteousness, with the help of a large contingent of soldiers and a portable guillotine.


These reservations apart, his presence at this interview was encouraging. Nathan dared hope that it might presage a new mission for himself, either to learn more of the French plans or to forestall them. But the Admiral’s next words swiftly dispelled this conceit.


‘Their lordships have been debating how we might persuade the Dons to come out and fight,’ he said. ‘And they have hit upon an ingenious plan. I wonder that I had not thought of it myself. Perhaps Mr Scrope would be so good as to explain it to you.’


It was difficult to know if the Admiral’s tone was sardonic or not. A great many officers had made the mistake of misjudging his mood and suffered the consequence. Scrope clearly took no chances but gave another of his meagre smiles and replied that he was simply the bearer of a proposal – a mere suggestion – and that neither he nor their lordships would presume to direct the victor of the Battle of St Vincent in matters of strategy.


‘Oh come, sir, you are too diffident, too retiring by half. Tell the Captain what is proposed.’


Mr Scrope turned his pallid countenance upon Nathan. ‘It behoved their lordships to suggest that the Spanish fleet might be induced to leave the shelter of Cadiz and engage in battle if the port were to come under some form of a bombardment,’ he confided.


His voice was courteous enough but there was something in those pale blue eyes that suggested an element of disdain, as though he resented the necessity of an explanation, especially to one whom he clearly considered an underling.


Nathan inclined his head in the pretence of deliberation. In fact, his mind was entirely engaged with the question of why he was being consulted in the matter when there were several Rear-Admirals and above a score of Post Captains – considerably senior to himself – who might be summoned by means of a simple signal, if not a modest hail.


Perhaps it was a test. The kind of hypothetical problem he had dreaded when obliged to undertake his examination for lieutenant.


Let us suppose that you are close-hauled upon the larboard tack under a full press of sail when a line of breakers is reported at a distance of less than a mile about two points off your starboard bow. What is your immediate reaction?


But Nathan was no floundering midshipman. He could speak now with all the authority and presence of a Post Captain, having the benefit of several years’ experience in command of a King’s ship.


‘Interesting,’ he said.


A sound issued from the Admiral that could have been laughter or the violent clearing of his throat.


‘I dare say you would find it a lot more interesting to be on the receiving end of it,’ he said. ‘Or even to be firing the bombs.’


This was true, though Nathan had not experienced either of these misfortunes. Naval bombardments were highly specialised operations requiring the use of a bomb vessel and trained artillerymen, either of the Marines or the Army. Nathan was inclined to deplore them, both from a military and a moral standpoint, since the bombs were highly unreliable and tended to explode at the wrong time, and the mortars that fired them were notoriously inaccurate. Directed against a port, they could land almost anywhere and were almost certain to cause a number of civilian casualties.


He saw no particular reason to point this out, however, for it seemed to him that the Admiral had called him in merely to witness his own demolition of the plan.


In which supposition he was entirely mistaken.


‘I anticipate, as you are presently without a command, that you might care to be involved in the operation,’ the Admiral proposed with only the merest hint of a question in his tone.


‘By all means,’ agreed Nathan, wondering quite what Jervis had in mind. He had only the vaguest notion of how to fire a mortar. Besides, so far as he was aware, the fleet had no such weapon at its disposal.


But once more he was in error.


‘They are sending us a bomb vessel from Gibraltar,’ the Admiral confided. ‘Also a gunboat with a howitzer.’


Nathan inclined his head once more, in appreciation of this intelligence, but ventured to point out that he had very little experience of either mortars or howitzers – or indeed the vessels that carried them.


‘That is of no consequence,’ the Admiral assured him. ‘Rear-Admiral Nelson will be in overall command of the operation, and it is to be assumed that the individual commanders know what they are about. Your role will be to command the guard boats. Unless you have an objection, of course.’ He raised his shaggy brows like a pair of gunports.


‘Not at all,’ replied Nathan. Anything less would have been to invite a broadside. ‘Indeed, I am grateful for the honour.’


‘Then you may take one of the launches and report to Admiral Nelson with the inshore squadron. I am persuaded that the pair of you will devise a suitable plan of attack and that we will shortly see some fireworks. It will, of course, be a night attack.’


Nathan returned to the upper deck in an even more subdued frame of mind than when he had left it. Despite what he had said to the Admiral, he felt neither gratitude nor any sense of honour in his new commission. Indeed, it was close to being the least honourable assignment of his career. In effect, he was to assist in the shelling of the civilian population in the hope that it would so incense the Spanish authorities they would order their fleet into battle.


Nathan had no illusions about the nature of warfare. He had studied enough history to know that civilians often bore the brunt of it. And yet in recent years, wars between European nations had become rather more civilised than in the past. They had become wars of manoeuvre between professional armies or navies, rather like games of chess. Attacks on civilians had been seen more as an aberration than the norm – a crime punishable by hanging or the firing squad. But not in this war. The French Revolution – and the reaction to it – seemed to have engendered a new kind of savagery, even among people who normally commanded Nathan’s respect. The bombing of a city to make its defenders come out and fight fell into this category, as far as he was concerned. And he wanted no part of it.


The consequences of refusal, however, were likely to be severe. It would mean disgrace, even a charge of cowardice. And cowardice in the face of the enemy, as the Articles of War had so recently assured him, was a hanging offence.


When he came on deck, he saw that the bodies of the four men had been taken down and were being sewn into canvas bags for burial. He doubted they would be granted the distinction of a Union Jack, though the chaplain might say a few words before they slid off the plank into the waiting sea.


From what Nathan had heard, they had led a protest when two of their shipmates had been condemned to death for sodomy. It was said that they had planned to seize their ship and sail her back to Spithead, but the evidence at their court martial had been fairly inconclusive. It seemed to Nathan that their execution was yet another sign of the savagery to which they had all succumbed. And for what? Everyone said there would be peace before the year was out. Nothing had been resolved by the last four years of war, except to make the French stronger.


Perhaps that was the problem. A sense of frustration – and fear – had spread through the English upper classes. Frustration at their failure to crush the regicides in Paris. Fear that the Revolution might spread to their own shores. That was why they were so merciless at the first hint of disaffection in the ranks.


Nathan wondered what he felt about this. He had witnessed the Terror in Paris at first hand. He knew what revolution could mean and had every reason to fear and loathe it. But he was sickened by the violence it had provoked in his own side. He needed to feel not only that he was fighting in a just cause, but also that he was fighting in a just manner. He knew that many of his fellow officers would regard this as pathetic, deluded. They were fighting for their survival – or at least they thought they were; they could not afford to be sentimental. And yet . . . how could Jervis punish an officer for allowing his men to plunder a few fishermen, on the grounds that they were non-combatants – and yet order his fleet to bombard a city full of them?


Jervis would probably say it would help to end the war. But Nathan was not convinced.


Even so, he dutifully passed on the Admiral’s orders and waited for the boat crew to prepare the launch for his journey to the inshore squadron. He had no belongings to take with him, besides the borrowed clothes he wore. Even his sword was borrowed. He had lost everything when the Unicorn went down – even, it seemed, his self-respect.


‘Well, sir, I am very happy to have you aboard. With a bit of luck we will finish what we started at Saint Vincent and may sail home trailing clouds of glory – and a string of prizes.’


Rear-Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson greeted Nathan on the quarterdeck of his flagship, the Theseus. It was the first time they had met since Nelson’s promotion for his part in the British victory. That, and the knighthood that came with it, were richly deserved in Nathan’s opinion, for it was Nelson’s single-minded action in breaking out of line, without orders, and driving his ship into the heart of the enemy fleet that had prevented the Spaniards’ almost certain escape, unscathed, into Cadiz.


As it was, the Spanish navy had lost four ships in the resultant action. Nelson had taken two of them himself, boarding the second prize from the decks of the first – an unheard-of feat which had won the acclaim of the nation.


Nathan remembered the joy on Nelson’s face as he led the attack.


‘Glory – or a tomb at Westminster!’


Had he really said that at the time? The newspapers said he had, so it must be true. All Nathan could remember now was the dash and fury of the attack and the sense of being led by a schoolboy in Captain’s uniform, for Nelson was slight of stature and led men into battle with all the eagerness and energy – and contempt for personal safety – of a house captain on the school playing-fields. As a result, he now wore an Admiral’s uniform, with the Star of the Garter stitched to the left side of the breast. He was about ten years older than Nathan but looked surprisingly young for one so senior in rank – and appeared as keen as ever to take the fight to the enemy.


The inshore squadron consisted of ten ships of the line – enough to take on the entire Spanish fleet in Nelson’s view, before Jervis could come up with the rest of the fleet. He had them drawn up in a crescent – or a drawn bow – just out of range of the batteries on the shore and in the direct path of the enemy fleet, should the Spanish Admiral choose to lead them out from the fortified area known as the Diamond and risk another battle. The fact that Nelson’s squadron would be outnumbered by more than two to one did not seem to trouble him in the least.


‘Depend upon it,’ he assured Nathan, ‘the moment they stick their noses out of the Diamond, I will make the most vigorous attack upon them.’


Clearly, he did not share Nathan’s doubts about the bombardment of civilians, or if he did, he kept it for his more private reflections.


‘If that fellow there don’t bring them out, then nothing will,’ he observed, indicating the bomb vessel sent up from Gibraltar which was now lying at a cable’s length off their stern – the arrow to their drawn bow. The Thunder.


Nathan observed her with a professional detachment. As he had told Admiral St Vincent, his knowledge of such vessels and their weaponry was not great, but he knew a little of their history and structure. They were originally a French concept, built for the wars of the last century. The plans for their design had been brought to England by the Huguenots – French Protestants fleeing the oppressions of Louis XIV – and the first to be made in British yards had been ketches with their two masts stepped further aft and the mortars mounted side by side on the foredeck, firing forward. But they had been awkward sailors, particularly in a rough sea, and since the last war the British versions were all ship-rigged, with the weapons mounted along the centreline on a revolving platform.


The Thunder, however, was not a British design. She had been captured from the Dutch, shortly after their surrender to the French and their decision to declare war on their former allies. From where Nathan stood, she looked much like a ship-rigged sloop, her sides pierced with gunports for ten 24-pounder carronades. He could see no sign of her more lethal armament, which he assumed must be carried below decks and somehow winched into position for whenever it was required.


Nelson had already explained the basic plan. Careful soundings had been taken of the waters around Cadiz and a position had been located in what was said to be a blind spot for the Spanish batteries.


‘It will be like lobbing stones into a hornets’ nest,’ he told Nathan, ‘and if we make them mad enough, I dare say they will overcome their natural reluctance to come out and fight.’


In Nathan’s experience, Spaniards were no more reluctant than hornets to take on a perceived aggressor. But from what he had been told, their ships were manned mainly by soldiers who might have been steady enough on land but had little notion of how to sail a ship or fire a gun at sea. Besides which, their superiors seemed to be convinced that it was only a matter of months, if not weeks, before a general peace was declared, and so they had no particular desire to risk their lives for nothing.


Hence the decision to bring on the Thunder.


‘Depend upon it,’ said Nelson, ‘even if they do not care a fig for their own people, they will not stand idly by while their precious cathedral is brought down around their ears, for they have been more than a hundred years building it, and their priests have doubtless assured them they will spend ten times as long in Purgatory if they permit it to be destroyed by heretics.’


Nelson was the son of a country parson and maintained a proper Anglican contempt for Papist superstitions.


‘Never trust a Spaniard,’ he had warned Nathan, even when His Most Catholic Majesty was an ally of King George, and he considered the current ascendancy of the French Party in Madrid to be the complete justification of this prejudice. It was said that Nelson hated a Frenchman more than the Devil. In taking their part, the Spaniards had clearly invoked the wrath of God – which the Thunder was about to dispense.


The main problem, it appeared, was moving her close enough to the port to do some real damage. Her draught was shallow enough to go closer inshore than any of the other ships in Nelson’s squadron, but she would need protection from the Spanish gunboats. This was where Nathan came in.


‘You may take your pick of the ships’ boats,’ Nelson told him. ‘And we will give you whatever backing we can from out in the bay.’


Nathan had studied the position carefully on the map and he could already name most of the salient features of the port and its defences, but he begged leave to go aloft with a borrowed telescope so he might view the real thing at close hand – or as close as the Theseus was likely to get. Nelson kindly lent him his own.


Nathan climbed high into the crosstrees of the main topmast. From this lofty perch, a good 180 feet above the upper deck, he had as perfect a view of the port as he could have wished. It was at the end of a long, narrow peninsula, surrounded by a massive seawall and guarded by the fortress of San Sebastian with over eighty heavy guns at its disposal. Just beyond the fort, Nathan could see the mosque-like dome of the cathedral, still under construction, and the Church of Santiago on the opposite side of the same square. He could even see a number of the citizenry walking out on the mall – women mostly, judging from their parasols. And on the far side of the peninsula, in the channel Nelson had called the Diamond, he could just make out the masts of the Spanish fleet – twenty-six sail of the line. A formidable number, even if they were handicapped by their lack of trained seamen.


He was about to return to the deck when he noticed something else. Closer to the port, right under the guns of the fort, there was a fleet of much smaller vessels. These must be the gunboats – and there were a great deal more than he had imagined. There must have been at least a score of them, and he could see a few more in the dockyard beyond, apparently being equipped with heavier cannon.


Nathan slid the glass shut and made his way back to the deck, a little more slowly and thoughtfully than he had made his ascent.


Nelson was no longer to be seen, but in his place stood another officer of Nathan’s acquaintance, a stout, ruddy-faced individual who had been appraising him with the amused air of a spectator at the monkey-house in the zoo. He, too, wore the uniform of a Post Captain, though rather more elegantly tailored than that of his associate.


‘You’re slowing down a bit,’ he observed, as Nathan joined him on the quarterdeck. ‘Quite the staid old gentleman. Thirty next month, is it not?’


‘Twenty-nine, as a matter of fact,’ Nathan replied, trying not to breathe too hard from his exertions. ‘How are you, Thomas? You look even fatter than when I last saw you. And even more pleased with yourself. Must be marriage.’


‘Cannot speak too highly of it,’ the Captain replied contentedly. ‘You should try it yourself, Nat, if you can find someone who will have you. I’d change your tailor, though, if I were you. He ain’t doing you any favours, you know.’


Thomas Fremantle was Nathan’s senior on the Post Captain’s list by several months and they had served together in the Gulf of Genoa under Nelson. Both had been involved in the evacuation of Leghorn in ’96 and Fremantle had profited from the experience by acquiring a wife – Betsey Wynne – the daughter of an Anglo-Venetian gentleman whose family he had evacuated to Corsica from under the guns of the French. He and Nathan were friends, of a sort; Nathan thought of them more as old protagonists. He would not trust Fremantle further than he could throw him – which was not very far, given his propensity for rich food and fine wines – but their shared experiences had bonded them somewhat and they both enjoyed being able to say pretty much what they liked to each other. Most of the time.


Nathan flicked at the fibres of hemp adhering to his sleeve.


‘It’s one of Miller’s cast-offs,’ he said. ‘Lost mine. I expect you heard the Unicorn went down with all hands off Montecristo.’


‘I did. I did.’ Fremantle looked properly grave. ‘Fortunate you were not aboard at the time.’


Though his tone was sympathetic the elevation of his brow added a questionmark.


Nathan dropped his voice. ‘As you know, I had official business in Venice. The authorities decided to extend my stay with a spell in the Doge’s prison.’
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