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Nathan’s Chart of the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico
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The Devil’s Jigsaw




Prologue

New Orleans, 1794
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The body had been brought up from the coast in a hogshead of rum, and at the governor’s request they fished it out for him and laid it on a tarp, the head lolling horribly in the glare of the new oil lamps from Philadelphia. Several of the spectators crossed themselves and the governor turned his head and held a lace handkerchief to his patrician nostrils.

Another problem. As if he did not have enough with the French and the Americans. And the Indians and the bandits and the Negroes and the spies and all the other little pleasantries that New Orleans had to offer.

He observed the young officer with dislike. Why did you not bury it, he thought, or throw it back in the sea? But oh no, he had to pollute a perfectly good barrel of rum and take it on a three-day journey through the  swamps and bayous of the Mississippi Delta just to add to the miseries of a colonial governor in the service of His Most Catholic Majesty the King of Spain.

‘I have brought something I think you will want to see, Excellency.’

Wrong, Teniente, you smirking son of a Havana whore, this is not something I want to see. What I want to see is the snow falling on a frozen lake in Flanders or the dew rising from a field of poppies on a September morning. What I want to see is a neat, ordered landscape: a vista of windmills and canals and ploughed fields and gentle rivers of clear water and silver fish – rivers that know their place and stick to that place and do not constantly move about like the murky creeks of Louisiana; and good, honest peasants who know their place and are content to abide there without complaint and are not forever promising to split your skull with a cutlass or a tomahawk or whatever other vile piece of weaponry comes to hand in this armpit of the Spanish Empire.

Baron Francisco Luis Hector de Carondelet, Knight of Malta, Governor-General of Louisiana and West Florida, Native of Flanders . . .

Who Died Far from his Home in the Service of the King of Spain . . .

Whenever he signs his name of late he sees the inscription on his tomb. If he should be so fortunate as to possess such a luxury.

‘Did I not do the right thing, Excellency?’ A frown of concern on the officer’s bovine countenance as it dawned on him that his initiative might not be appreciated in this  instance, might not provide a secure route to promotion.

Carondelet gazed over the capital of his province, easily visible from the levee now that the new street lamps had been installed. Eighty of them: his latest innovation, purchased and maintained by a chimney tax in the teeth of fierce opposition from the Cabildo, the colonial seat of government, God rot them. Already murders were down by half for the time of year. He could have wished, of course, that the streets they illuminated had been more elegant, the population more deserving, but New Orleans was a frontier town: a sanctuary for the riff-raff and renegades of the Americas, the repository of 5,000 souls long since sold to the Devil.

And now this.

The governor sighed. ‘Where did you find it?’

‘It was found floating near the shore, Excellency, near the mouth of the Rigolets.’

The Rigolets. The Gutter. A winding channel from the Gulf of Mexico to Lake Pontchartrain: the back door to New Orleans. There was a possibility that the body had been washed up from way out to sea – and the death blamed on pirates or the French – but only a faint one, given the predators native to these waters.

From over to his right, among the taverns of the waterfront under the black bulk of the eastern redoubt, came a raucous blast somewhat between a bellow and a roar of fiendish laughter which the governor identified as the sound of a conch, known locally as boca del diablo, the mouth of the devil, and normally used by the crew of a small riverboat – caboteur or goelette – to announce  their arrival in this city of sin and the certain prospect of custom for the innkeepers and whores who infested it. In its wake came an even more hellish sound, at least to the governor’s ears: a strident verse of the ‘Marseillaise’, the anthem of the French revolutionists, which he had succeeded in banning from the streets and the theatres but not – alas – from the taverns. Not yet.

Only last night, he had written to the Duke of Alcudia, Secretary of State in Madrid, assuring him that the recent report conveyed by one of his agents was misleading and alarmist. He recalled his exact words:

By extreme vigilance and sleepless nights, by scaring some and punishing others, by banishing those who were debauching the people with their Republican teaching, by intercepting letters and documents suspected of being incendiary, I have done better than I expected and the Province is now quite orderly and quiet.

Another blast from the devil’s mouth, mocking his illusions.

‘You do not think I have seen enough corpses in my time here?’ he enquired sardonically of his anxious subordinate. ‘You think perhaps I am desirous of adding to the collection?’

‘Yes, Excellency. I mean, no, Excellency. But this one . . . I thought . . .’ He made a gesture at the object at his feet. ‘I thought exceptional.’

He was right, of course, for all the inconvenience it would cause.

Exceptional it most certainly was.

For it wore the uniform of a captain in His Britannic  Majesty’s Navy, and despite the post-mortem attentions of beak and claw, it was apparent that the original cause of its discomfort was the livid gash in the throat that came close to separating the head from the body – a wound that had almost certainly been made by a knife or some such other sharp-edged instrument of human devising, making any subsequent violations entirely superfluous.




Chapter One

On the Beach
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Commander Nathan Peake of His Britannic Majesty’s Navy stood up to his knees in water, bearded, browned by the sun, his canvas ducks rolled to the thigh and a straw hat upon his head: the very Neptune of his domain, save that instead of the traditional trident he carried a large net, this being considered a more suitable implement on the south coast of England for the hunting of that native delicacy, the prawn.

A movement in the mud at his feet, the merest clouding of the pristine waters and he had it. A slender crustacean about the size and colouring of a grasshopper but by no means as pert, with twitching antennae as long as its body and thin scuttling legs. They scuttled in vain. Into the bucket it went, to join its five brothers – or sisters. All as one in the pot.

‘Encore! Et encore une fois!’

Looking up, Nathan beheld the figure of a small boy  who had scrambled to the top of a neighbouring rock with a large bucket clutched in both hands.

‘Vingt crevettes. J’ai gagné. Je suis le vainqueur, n’est-ce pas?’

He looked so happy Nathan did not have the heart to remind him to speak English, though the lapse into a foreign tongue – the tongue of their past and present enemy – would have called for a sharp rebuke in certain quarters not so very far from here.

‘Well done,’ Nathan replied in the King’s English. ‘Yes, you are the victor, Alex – for I have but six.’

‘Ça suffit, monsieur?’

‘Yes. It is enough. We will have a rare feast. Do you want to go home now?’

The boy looked at him uncertainly and Nathan knew he was trying to guess what Nathan wanted to do. Or more to the point, what Nathan wanted him to do: to carry on splashing in the rock pools in the warm September sunshine, or return to the dubious sanctuary of Windover House and the English lesson that was scheduled to start at five o’clock precisely.

‘If you wish it, sir,’ said the boy, in a diplomatic, if heavily accented English, and with an expression that pulled on Nathan’s heartstrings.

They clambered over the rocks together and dropped down on to the thin strip of sand exposed by the retreating tide. Over to the east, beyond the meagre outlet of the Cuckmere River, were the chalk-white cliffs of the Seven Sisters, curving away toward Beachy Head, almost lost in the distant haze. The sun bounced off their pale  faces and shattered into a billion gold pieces on the flatiron surface of the shimmering sea: as empty as on the third day of Creation. But no, as Nathan shielded his eyes against the glare he could make out something of a later construct: a pair of triangular red sails about halfway between Beachy Head and the Cuckmere. It stirred a distant memory and for a moment he imagined she was his old adversary, the Fortune, a big, heavily armed lugger owned by Mr Williams of Shoreham, a notorious smuggler who had plagued the Revenue officers along the south coast for a decade or more. But this was not the Fortune. The haze had misled him. She was a smaller vessel, a fishing boat or coaster. But the sight brought a flood of memories and he stayed a while gazing out to sea while his mind wandered to other places, other adversaries . . .

It was an encounter with the Fortune one dark night off the Cuckmere that had first sent him to France on his chequered career as a blockade runner and secret agent in the service of the King’s chief minister William Pitt. He glanced down at the scars on his legs, stripes almost, like the markings on a tiger, save that they were a shameful red. There were more on his chest and back and buttocks from the flaying he had received in the House of Arrest in Paris. They would heal in time, he had been assured, and indeed they were much faded already. But there were other scars that would take longer, if they healed at all.

‘Monsieur? Nathan?’ Alex tugged at his sleeve but even the voice, the accent and the way he pronounced it – Nat-Ann  – reminded him of Sara . . .

Sara, Countess of Turenne: Nathan’s lover and Alex’s mother who had died on the guillotine.

Nathan had played his part in the coup that had consigned Sara’s killers to the same fate and had promised an end to the dark days of what the French called the Terror. But the war continued and Nathan knew he should be a part of it: needed to be a part of it. He was still officially the master and commander of the Speedwell, an American barque in the King’s service, but he had been promised a captaincy and the command of a frigate by no less a personage than the Earl of Chatham, First Lord of the Admiralty. But the promise had yet to materialise and Nathan had no spirit to remind him of it. He knew this was a part of his grieving for Sara, and that the only cure for this affliction was action. But he was seized by a dreadful lethargy, a sense that nothing mattered and that in any case he could make little difference one way or another.

And so he played nursemaid to Sara’s son. And fished in rock pools. And rode the Downs for long hours alone or walked beside the meandering Cuckmere and the indifferent but curiously healing sea, comforted by the rhythms of the waves. Or at least drugged: numbed as if by some slow-acting opiate or belladonna released into his mind, calming his destructive rages.

Perhaps in time he would become as indifferent as the sea.

They walked on, up the sloping shingle to the little cluster of fishing huts and upturned boats and net-drying sheds where the beach ended and the marshes began  and where they had left their pony to graze while they scavenged among the rock pools. Now Nathan called her to them and harnessed her to the little trap, and they climbed in with their buckets at their feet and followed the raised track beside the Cuckmere, inland toward home.

Nathan’s home, if not the boy’s. Not yet.

But it was his fond hope that Alex, orphaned and in a strange land, would learn to love it as he did, or at least to make the best of it.

Nathan had been much the same age when he had first come here – from America with his mother – and had spent the happiest days of his life here, running wild with a pack of lads and dogs as reckless and as reprobate as himself. He knew it as no other place on earth, and more of its secrets – and its villainies – than his father and his tutors would have wished.

But for the moment he was content to show the boy its gentler nature, instructing him in the English names of the plants and wild flowers as they plodded up from the beach.

‘Sea Aster,’ pointing at a clump of mauve and yellow flowers that grew close by the shore, ‘and see there, that yellow plant, like a flame? We call it Toadflax. Toad. Crapaud. Because it is a weed – useless. Like Johnny Crapaud, that we call the French.’

He grinned to soften the insult. The boy looked puzzled; the English sense of humour was still something of a mystery to him.

‘I am sorry, I must not tease you. Now here is another  you should know, much more useful.’ Nathan pointed to the dark green plant growing by the river, a little browned here and there by the sun. ‘That is samphire, one of my favourites because you can eat it. L’herbe de Saint Pierre in French. I don’t know what you use it for, but we eat it with fish. It’s very salty but it will go very well avec nos crevettes.’ He stopped the pony, jumped down and leaped along by the side of the river, plucking up a great handful of samphire and bringing it back to drop in the bucket with the sad-looking prawns.

They plodded on, up through the marshland beside the placid river, past the indifferent herons stalking the shallows, and once they saw the flashing blue of a kingfisher. Up into the meadows below the deserted village of Exceat, wiped out by the Black Death 400 years ago, its stone ruins hiding beneath fields of golden celandine and great white dishes of cow parsley and other plants of God’s creation – or the Devil’s.

‘See that?’ Nathan pointed with his whip at a feathery plant with flat white flowers that grew in great profusion among the grasses on the riverbank. ‘Its real name is yarrow but the locals call it Old Man’s Mustard – the Old Man being the Devil, do you see?’

The poor boy’s frown suggested otherwise but Nathan continued regardless.

‘They say he uses it in his spells when he wants to harm someone. When I was younger and got in a scrap I’d use it to stop a nosebleed, but of course the folk around here, they always see the Devil in things.’

Nathan had learned his botany, and much besides,  from Old Abe Eldridge, his father’s head shepherd, highly spiced with legend and superstition.

They crossed the river by the little stone bridge beyond Exceat and began to climb up into the Downs towards Littlington through clouds of gossamer seeds floating in the still air and hordes of Daddy Long Legs bowling through the sun-bleached grass as if they were off to a ball.

‘Beaucoup de papillons,’ the boy pointed out. Then, struggling to correct himself: ‘So many butter-flea . . .’ Indeed, the hillside seemed to be alive with them, an ephemeral lilac-blue haze floating above the grass but almost certainly the effect of the field scabious that grew here, or vervain – or a mixture of the two.

‘Both plants are used in healing,’ Nathan explained. ‘Scabious for the scabies or dandruff. Dandruff. Pour la tête.’ Scratching the boy’s head for his better understanding. ‘And vervain for almost anything – from itchy heads to sore bums. Because it was believed to grow on Calvary, do you see, and they used it to staunch Christ’s wounds when He was taken down from the Cross, though as I explained to Old Abe, the ignoramus, “The dead don’t bleed”, I said. And he said that was blasphemous and he would tell on me to the vicar and I would be publicly denounced from the pulpit and get a beating from my tutor. But he didn’t, in case I was in the right of it and he was wrong, ha ha.’

On they climbed up through the woods, past a few lingering foxgloves – Dead Man’s Fingers in Abe’s grim lexicon – and out again, stopping once more for Nathan  to point out a plant with a purple flower that was called the Carline Thistle: ‘Named after a King of France, Charlemagne, who prayed to God for help when his army was hit by the plague. Upon which an angel appeared and told him to shoot an arrow into the air and the plant it landed beside would provide the cure.’

‘The King of France.’ The boy nodded sagely, grasping at what little he had understood of this helpful anecdote.

‘Charlemagne,’ Nathan repeated. ‘But the people here could not pronounce it as well as we scholars, so they called it Carline. The Carline Thistle, wearing the purple of the King, do you see, or an Emperor.’

‘Is it he that is call Louis Capet,’ enquired the boy, ‘that is make to die at the guillotine?’

‘No,’ said Nathan quietly. ‘No, not that one.’

The guillotine and the memory of another who had died upon it cast a shadow over their journey, and they were quiet as the pony plodded on through Littlington and out again into the high Downland, with Windover Hill rising steeply to their right, powdered with his father’s flocks.

Could the boy ever be at home here? It seemed impossible now to Nathan, in this black mood, that Alex should enjoy the same careless childhood as had he. He could not run wild with the local youth, not with that accent. They would tear him limb from limb. He was doomed to be a stranger in a foreign land. The land of the enemy.

Nathan began to consider other problems of bringing  the boy up in England. Alex had been christened a Catholic and appeared to have absorbed at least some of its teaching. How – in Revolutionary France? Nathan did not care to ask. But should it be continued? Would Sara want him to be brought up a Catholic? Was she a – what did you call it – a communiant? Nathan did not know. It was not something they had discussed. They’d had so little time together. But her family had been Catholic. Her father had been a Scottish soldier of fortune, a supporter of the Catholic Stuarts who had fled to France after the Rising of ’45. And her husband had been a member of one of the great Catholic families of France. Alex had inherited his title – at least as far as the royalists were concerned. He was Charles Louis Alexandre Tour de l’Auvergne, Vicomte de Turenne. He should at least be given the choice of a Catholic upbringing.

It was easier now in England since the Catholic Relief Act. Priests were now permitted to say the Mass in public, and there were no longer penalties for hearing it said. Catholics could even build churches – provided they did not have a steeple or a bell and did not lock the door during the ceremony so that they might plot treason. They could open schools, too.

But where to find them? Nathan did not know of any. And his father would surely be opposed to any such scheme, for he was an upstanding member of the Church of England and a Tory. He could not abide Papists. Nathan had often heard him say so.

So many problems.

‘So many sheeps,’ said the boy, making an effort to  resume their converse which, for all its difficulties, was better than silent contemplation.

‘Sheep,’ Nathan corrected him absently. ‘Yes. It is the great woolsack of England. They reckon there are two hundred thousand ewes in the thirty miles between Eastbourne and Steyning. Deux cents milles moutons,’ he repeated, to make sure the boy had understood. It was the kind of fact that, if absorbed, would impress his father.

The boy shook his head wonderingly. ‘Is many, many sheeps.’ But something seemed to be troubling him. ‘How you know this?’ he demanded suddenly.

‘How do I know? Because I have counted them.’

‘You count zem – all of zem?’

‘All of zem. Them.’

‘How long it take you?’ With suspicion.

‘Oh, all night sometimes.’

‘You count zem at night?’

‘Yes. It is the only way. They stand out, you see, with the white coats, in the moonlight. And they do not move around so much at night.’

The boy brooded on this for a while as they began to climb towards the farm, passing small flocks coming down from the high Downs, driven by the shepherds and their dogs, to feed on the clover and the mustard in the leys.

They approached the farm along a broad chalk track lined with dusty hedgerows, passing labourers walking back from the fields with their scythes and their hoes; past a team of oxen swinging their great heads and blowing gently through moist nostrils, the drover touching the  whip to his straw hat and Nathan touching his in response. On through the farmyard, scattering frantic hens and indignant geese, past a row of farm cottages where those too old or young for gainful employment sat or played in the late-afternoon sun. Round by the noxious pond and up the slight rise between stately elms and the ancient stone gateposts – one lion, one unicorn, no gate – to the house.

Windover House. Nathan’s home.

There had been a house at Windover before the Conquest, its last Saxon thane slain with the last Saxon king, it was said, on the bloody field at Senlac and the manor given to the pro-Norman Church. In whose custody it had remained until the Reformation, when the monks were given their marching orders and the long reign of the squires began.

The Tudor house of those days with its half-timbered frame and mullioned windows still remained, now a mere wing facing the farm, but a latter and more prosperous generation had built a grander house of brick and local flint, its tall windows looking out over the valley with the silver ribbon of the Cuckmere like a snail’s trail far below and the steeple of Alfriston Church just visible above the ridge that concealed the village. A stable block had been added with a clock tower. And some more sensitive soul had incorporated a sunken garden into the complex with an ornamental pool and a fountain and a wall to protect the less robust species of plant from the salt-laden wind. And then Nathan’s father had come along with his contribution – a pair of bronze cannon, taken from a  French third-rate at the Battle of the Saints – and had planted them in the herbaceous border below the terrace, pointing directly at the Long Man of Wilmington, etched in chalk halfway up Windover Hill, marching down on them with his two staves and his war helmet like a giant warrior hero of old.

It was one of the finest manors in the county but far too much of a mish-mash to be called grand. And Nathan loved it. Loved coming back to it from his travels. Loved its tall beckoning chimneys and its fungus-coated walls and its rust-coloured roof and its whims and follies, and the play of light on the warm brick and the sharp-edged flint, and the way it seemed to settle into the hillside as if its myriad parts had rolled down there and subsided with a sigh, fitting their inelegant limbs and awkward angles into the folds of a worn and comfortable sofa.

They drove into the stableyard. Two great hounds loped out to meet them – Hector and Agamemnon, known as Gammon, and a small yapping terrier with an eye-patch called Pirate. After giving them their due attention, Nathan and Alex left the pony with one of the stable boys and made their way up through the garden carrying their now noisome buckets and in through the scullery door to the kitchens. Here was the cook Mrs Madley, whom everyone called Maddie or Ma, just settling down by the range with her pipe and a mug of ale while the kitchen maids scoured the pans from dinner. She had fixed them a substantial picnic before they left and grumbled now that she supposed they would be after the leftovers from dinner and were out of luck, for ‘there ben’t  none’, but when Nathan stated his intention of boiling up a pan of water for the prawns she levered herself out of her chair and insisted on doing it herself for all that they were a plague to her and a curse on her old age.

Maddie was an odd shape for a cook: tall and gaunt with sharp angular features flinty as the house walls and a tongue that could strike sparks, but she had a soft heart and a great fondness for Nathan, treating him with the same rough affection and scandalised censure as did all the older servants, as if he was the same small savage who had arrived from the Americas twenty years ago. So she made them scrub their grubby hands at the kitchen sink and sat them at the kitchen table with a mug of ale for Nathan and of lemonade for Alex whom she referred to privately – inasmuch as there was such a thing as privacy at Windover House – as ‘the Frenchie’.

Nathan was more at home in the kitchen than in any other part of the house. Indeed, he had practically been raised here, playing with his toys on the stone floor when it was too cold or wet to play outside, manoeuvring his leaden armies and wheeling his wooden horses into the heart of Maddie’s Troy, eating scraps and leftovers at the kitchen table (for he kept no regular mealtimes) and in later years warming himself by the kitchen fire when he came home soaked from woods, shore or riverbank where he had been up to mischief with the local banditry.

‘Why thankee kindly, Ma,’ he said, as she set bowls of steaming prawns and samphire before them with a loaf of fresh-baked bread and a dish of melted butter. ‘Here is  a rare treat, eh, Alex? And a sight better than they looked in the pool.’

They ate in a convivial silence, snapping off heads and eating the rest whole with great hunks of bread to make up for the deficiency in bulk, and Nathan was about to pour himself another mug of ale when the morose figure of Gilbert Gabriel appeared at the kitchen door.

Gabriel was Nathan’s steward when he was at sea but he had served Nathan’s father in a similar capacity for many years before, and Nathan still thought of him as his father’s man. Certainly, whenever they were at Windover House he reverted to this role and treated Nathan more as a junior officer in the admiral’s service rather than a Commander in his own right. Gabriel had been a highwayman in his younger days – Nathan’s father had saved him from the gallows – and there was in his steely countenance, his abrupt appearances and his cursory address a strong suggestion of this former occupation, as if he had just ridden out from behind a bush and demanded money with menaces. Nathan’s crew had called him the Angel Gabriel, almost certainly in a spirit of irony. But he was devoted to Nathan’s father and possibly even to Nathan, though it was hard to believe it at times.

‘The admiral’s compliments,’ he now intoned in the voice that had once stopped the Royal Mail, ‘and would be pleased to see the commander in his study whenever he is at leisure.’

‘My duty to the admiral,’ Nathan responded formally, ‘and will be with him shortly.’

Though Windover House could not be managed with  the same brisk efficiency as a man-of-war, it did its best to maintain the naval tradition while remaining firmly grounded in the South Downs.

‘Whenever he is at leisure’ meant upon the instant, but not necessarily at the double. So Nathan finished his beer, packed Alex off to his tutor, then set off for his father’s study in the Tudor wing, wondering a little at the nature of the summons for he met his father often enough at mealtimes for the exchange of whatever information was considered necessary for their continuing amiable relations. He was inclined to think it concerned Alex, and was braced for a debate in which the subjects of Papists, discipline and the Protestant religion would be fully aired.

In the event, this would have been a relief compared to the subject that was uppermost in his father’s mind.

‘Ah, Nathaniel. Good day?’ Sir Michael turned from the apparent contemplation of a row of books upon his shelves, though they had been there to Nathan’s knowledge for some twenty years without evoking his father’s even passing interest. He was clearly nervous. But why?

‘Excellent, thank you, sir. We caught twenty-six prawn.’ Cursing this betrayal of his own nervousness and the occasional tendency to behave in his father’s presence as if he were five years old and not twenty-five.

‘Really? And you took the boy?’ Raising his bushy brows a trifle as if Nathan had exposed young Alex to unnecessary danger.

‘I did.’ Restraining an impulse to add that he seemed ready for it.

‘Very good, very good.’ The admiral waved Nathan to a chair and eased himself into the one opposite, from whence they continued to steer their conversation as clumsily as two rudderless hulks in a flat calm.

Father and son were rarely relaxed in each other’s presence. They shared little in common beyond a career in the Navy, though that was enough to unite the majority of those in His Majesty’s Service. Nathan’s father was a burly, handsome, ruddy-faced country gentleman of fifty-six years with a commanding presence and a decisive manner. Nathan was darker, slimmer and taller, and said to take after his mother in both appearance and character, an opinion which he found alarming. Possibly it alarmed his father, also. Sir Michael had enjoyed a distinguished career and retired from the sea with the rank of rear-admiral, having served his King and country for forty-four years and through two major wars. Surprisingly, instead of retiring to his country estate and indulging in the leisurely pursuits of other country gentlemen, he had become actively involved in its management, joining with several like-minded neighbours in the development of a new breed of sheep: the Southdown, which was considered superior to anything else in that line of creation.

Of late, as Nathan knew, there had been problems. His father had invested heavily in the breed – and in other improvements to the farm – and the returns were not as great as he had hoped. The traditional overseas markets for English wool had suffered from the war and prices had dropped considerably. From the way the conversation was going, Nathan feared the worst. Their debts had been  called in, the estate was to be sold, penury beckoned. At length, however, Sir Michael came to the point.

‘Well then, the fact is that I have something I wanted to tell you. Yes. Something, that I expect you will find extraordinary. So, not to beat about the bush, what would you say if I told you I was considering the prospect . . . well, had committed myself to the prospect . . . of matrimony?’

‘Matrimony?’ Nathan repeated, startled – and indeed, as perplexed as his ward had been by such wonders as Toadflax and Old Man’s Mustard and such other curiosities as they had encountered on the road from Cuckmere.

‘Marriage,’ his father translated for him, helpfully. ‘My marriage.’

‘But . . .’ Nathan struggled for a way of putting it more diplomatically, but there was none. ‘But, Father, you are already married. To my mother.’

Sir Michael frowned. A frost formed in the small space between them.

‘I am not yet so addled in my wits as to forget that circumstance.’ The word ‘unfortunate’, though missing from the body of this sentence, was present in spirit. ‘However, I believe you are not unaware of the situation between your mother and myself,’ he added wearily.

Nathan’s parents had not seen eye to eye for many years, nor indeed shared the same house. Not since Sir Michael’s decision to retire from the Navy and devote himself to sheep.

‘You know I cannot be doing with sheep,’ Lady  Catherine had informed Nathan subsequently, the nearest he had ever come to receiving an explanation of the rift from either parent. But although sheep had undoubtedly played a part in the breakdown of their marriage, the real reason was politics.

Nathan’s father and mother had met in New York when it was still a British colony. He was a young naval officer, she the daughter of wealthy merchants – the descendants of French Huguenots. This proved no impediment to their romance, however, and the young naval officer found himself married into one of the wealthiest families in the colony. Nathan was born in New York and spent the first five years of his life there, but throughout this period tensions were rising between the American colonists and their British governors, and his mother showed a disturbing tendency to side with the former. Such was her enthusiasm for these miscreants that her husband elected to remove her and their young son to the mother country where she might learn to keep her opinions to herself – or have none, like all good Englishwomen.

Although his wife submitted to his plans – being secretly desirous of living in London – as soon as she arrived there she began to associate with even worse villains than those in the colonies. Among the regular visitors to her home in St James’s were Mr Fox and Mr Wilkes and other dangerous radicals, men who supported the rebel cause in America even while her husband was engaged in its suppression.

Captain Peake, as he now was, served with the British  fleet that descended upon New York in the summer of 1776 and landed a large army of Redcoats and German mercenaries on the island of Manhattan. Two of Kitty’s brothers fought against them and one, the youngest, died on the Heights of Harlem.

The marriage endured but the wounds did not heal. Nathan’s father remained in the Americas for the duration of the war while his mother gave comfort to the King’s enemies in London. Meanwhile, Nathan ran wild on the family estate in Sussex, his mother’s only stricture to his tutors being to ensure that he continued to improve his French.

When the war ended, Nathan’s father and mother found it as hard to be reconciled as did Britain and her former colonies, now the United States of America. Indeed, Nathan’s mother made her own Declaration of Independence. Henceforth she would remain in London and her husband, when he was not at sea, would make his home in Sussex.

Nathan was not unduly troubled by this arrangement. It was not uncommon among couples of a certain class, and even those who shared the same roof were often as divided. He loved both his parents and declined to take sides in their conflicts – though if he stayed for much above an hour in the company of either one he was very much inclined to see the point of view of the other.

But he had not considered the possibility of either parent seeking to remarry. And, indeed, there were considerable obstacles to such a course.

‘But that would mean divorce,’ Nathan pointed out.

‘So I am led to believe,’ agreed his father, ‘if I am to avoid the charge of bigamy. Or turn Mohammedan.’

‘I am sorry, Father, but you have quite taken me aback.’

‘I am advised that I must bring a case before the ecclesiastical courts. And as a man cannot be divorced for adultery, according to canon law, I fear the blame must be placed at your mother’s door.’

‘You would accuse my mother of adultery?’ There would be no shortage of candidates. But this was scarcely the point.

‘It is very regrettable,’ his father agreed, ‘but I see no alternative at present. And, well . . . I doubt it would ruin her reputation.’

‘But – it will be a great scandal.’

‘Will it? I wonder.’ An uneasy silence. Each lost in thought. It was Sir Michael who broke it, smiling a little. ‘You have not asked me who it is I wish to marry.’

This seemed a minor consideration. ‘I’m sorry, Father, I . . .’ Nathan shook his head. ‘Who is the lady?’

‘Her name is Frances Wyndham. I believe you have met. She has hunted here once or twice.’

‘Fanny Wyndham! My God!’

‘Is that so shocking? You have gone quite pale.’

This was perfectly possible, for Fanny Wyndham was indeed known to him. A boisterous girl, rather too horsy to be considered handsome but with a fine seat. And an outstanding bosom. Once, while the rest of the hunt was otherwise engaged, they had enjoyed what was described in hunting terms as a ‘tussle’ in Windover Wood. The memory of it brought the colour rushing back to Nathan’s face.

Fanny was the eldest child of George Wyndham, Earl of Egremont, one of the greatest landowners in Sussex, in fact in all England. Though his estate at Petworth was on the far side of the county, he often visited with the Gages at Firle or Mr Ellman of Glynde, who shared his enthusiasm for agricultural improvement. And Sir Michael, Nathan now recalled, had often visited Petworth, ostensibly to discuss the perfection of the Southdown sheep.

‘Maternal loyalties aside, you have some objection to the lady?’

The ‘tussle’ in Windover Wood could not be raised as a legitimate concern – but there were others.

‘She is very young,’ Nathan commented.

‘She is twenty-three. Past the first flush of youth, I believe.’

‘Well, yes, but . . .’ Should he point out that his father was fifty-six: a good ten years older than the girl’s father? Perhaps not. ‘But . . . is it fair to put her through such an ordeal?’

‘As marriage to myself?’ Sir Michael queried mildly.

‘I was thinking more of the divorce from my mother.’ Another objection occurred to Nathan. ‘Is it permitted to marry again – if one has been divorced?’

His father sighed. ‘It is not impossible. There are precedents – though it requires an Act of Parliament in each case.’

‘You would put it to Parliament?’

‘My lord Egremont has agreed to ease the way, as it were. He is not without influence in that realm.’

Indeed, thought Nathan, he must own at least half-a-dozen  boroughs, if not more. But why would he wish to marry his daughter to a man ten years older than himself: even a man with 3,000 acres of Sussex Downland?

Egremont, Nathan recalled, had been something of a womaniser in his youth. Still was, by some accounts. And he was still unmarried. Of course. Frances – and her two brothers – were illegitimate. Nathan would never have raised this as an objection to the marriage, but he wondered if it had some bearing on his lordship’s lack of opposition.

‘Egremont has offered a very generous settlement,’ his father explained. ‘And I will not conceal from you that Windover is very much encumbered. Indeed, I fear that if matters continue as they are now, I might have to sell up or at least increase the mortgage to a point where it would be very difficult to carry on.’

So there he had it. It was not just Fanny Wyndham’s proportions that Sir Michael admired.

‘Do not look so dismayed,’ his father rebuked him gently. ‘The estate is entailed. Your inheritance is secure. Indeed, I trust it will come to you in a far healthier state than it is now.’

Nathan shook his head. ‘It is not that, Father,’ he said. ‘It would never be that.’

Windover was his home, but he had not consciously thought of it as his inheritance. He hoped his father had a long life before him. And given the dangers of his current profession, it could be a lot longer than his own.

‘This will always be your home, you know that. And for Alex, too, as long as you wish it.’

Nathan nodded his appreciation of this, but it was not the greatest weight on his mind.

‘Have you told my mother of your intention?’ he enquired.

‘Not yet. I wished first to inform my son.’

Nathan acknowledged this courtesy though it was small consolation for what lay ahead. Divorce cases were always notorious. They were lewdly reported in the popular journals and the court transcripts published in vellum-bound volumes for the edification of future generations. The marital exploits of the Spencers would doubtless entertain the reading public for centuries to come, and somewhere in this very library was an account of the divorce of Sir Charles Bunbury, which Nathan had read as a prurient adolescent. He could still recall the outraged, apocalyptic wording of the charge that Lady Sarah Bunbury being of a loose and abandoned disposition . . . did carry on a lewd and adulterous conversation with . . . He had forgotten precisely who, but he remembered that the servants had been called upon to give evidence against her.

‘I suppose you know it will take years to contrive,’ he pointed out.

‘I am aware of that. But once the process is in train there is no reason why we should not live as if we were married already. Indeed, we have spoken of it.’

Nathan stared at him in astonishment. My God, but he was a sly old fox. And as for Fanny Wyndham . . . He wondered how long he had before she moved in.

There was nothing more to be said.

Nathan walked out upon the terrace and collapsed into one of the cane-bottomed planters’ chairs his father had brought back from the Caribbean after the American War. The sun was slipping behind the clouds over Firle Beacon: a magnificent sunset that he was scarcely in the mood to appreciate.

Fanny Wyndham. Twenty-three with her childbearing years before her and his father still a vigorous fifty-six. The place would be swarming with their offspring.

It was not the loss of his inheritance that concerned him; he had been sincere in that. It was the loss of his home. Despite his father’s assurance, once Fanny Wyndham moved in, it would never be the same again.

He did not know if he could face her. He doubted that she wanted to face him.

He was being childish. Petulant. A dog in the manger. If his father wished to remarry, that was entirely his affair.

But he wished it were not Fanny Wyndham.

He wished it did not involve a divorce.

He wished he was back at sea.

And of course, that was the answer. He must remove himself from the situation. Pointless hanging about the place with a long face. He must go back to sea. Indeed, he had a duty to do so.

As if to emphasise the point, the dying sun rose from its bloodied shroud to touch the lion and the unicorn with the semblance of the glaze they bore on the royal standard . . . save that by some trick of the light or Nathan’s imagining, the unicorn’s horn seemed to be tinged with red.

Then it was gone and the beasts were plunged in shadow.

He would write to the Admiralty to remind them of his existence – and the First Lord of his promise. And if Chatham pretended it had never been made then he would seek a lesser command.

One way or another, he would go back to sea – and the war.




Chapter Two

The Tide of War

[image: 005]


London. The hottest day of the year, as if summer had been saving herself for the last. One final searing show of strength before moving on, her unruly subjects subdued, stifled, sullen: dogged pedestrians plodding through a haze of heat and dust, St Paul’s Cathedral an orb of burning gold above the silvered Thames and the City silent, somnolent, the great men of wealth slumped regardless at their desks and the clerks bent over theirs like melting candles dripping grease.

Nathan came up by chaise from Sussex, starting fresh at dawn, par-boiled by Croydon and set down at the Admiralty building in Whitehall as overdone as the lobster at the gate who rolled his poached eyes at Nathan’s pass as if he cared not whether he were the Angel of Death or one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse come to put the country out of its misery.

‘If you will follow me, sir,’ the hall porter instructed him, ‘his lordship awaits you in the board room.’

His tone, though guarded, could not disguise a note of surprise, even outrage. Access to the board room was a privilege normally confined to the Lords of the Admiralty and those worthies as enjoyed their complete confidence: the hallowed sanctuary where grand strategies were devised for the confusion of the King’s enemies, or such of his friends and relatives it was deemed advisable to confuse in these troubled times. It was not for the entertainment of mere commanders.

Up the stairs to the first floor and across the landing to a door of polished oak: the porter contriving to knock, open and step back in what was almost a single action, leaving Nathan bewildered in a sudden blaze of light.

‘Commander Peake, my lord.’

‘Ah, Peake, I trust I find you well?’

‘And I you, my lord.’ The tall windows, directly opposite, were only partly draped against the glare and Nathan saw the room through a haze of sunshine and a galaxy of dust. It was dominated by a long table covered in green leather where two gentlemen were engaged in the study of a chart.

‘Come and join us,’ said the First Lord of the Admiralty, as if Nathan had merely popped his head round the door on his way to lunch. ‘We were just looking at a map of the Caribbean.’

John Pitt, Earl of Chatham, was in his late thirties, tall and slender with the bearing of a soldier, which was what  he was, or had been, before his younger brother William, the King’s chief minister, had plucked him from the obscurity of the 86th Foot, where he had achieved the rank of captain, and made him First Lord of the Admiralty and a member of the Privy Council. He had since added to these honours a full colonelcy in the 3rd Foot Guards, a promotion apparently deemed necessary by himself or his brother or both, to impress the half-dozen or so serving admirals who shared with him the onerous duties of commanding His Majesty’s fleets in war and who might otherwise have doubted his competence.

‘I do not believe you have met Colonel Hollis.’

A gentleman approached, elderly and in the uniform of a Colonel of Marines but with more the look of a scholar about him than the military man. He peered above his spectacles with an expression that reminded Nathan of his classics master at Charterhouse during his brief period there before he joined the Navy.

After making his bow Nathan glanced briefly around the room, which he knew only by repute. The wall directly opposite was filled with a number of rolled-up charts, rather like newspapers in a coffee-house. Two bell-ropes hung down from the ceiling, presumably to summon servants and rear-admirals and other such underlings as should be necessary to take one of them down and unroll it upon the table. And on the wall to his left was a curious device very like a clock with a powder-blue face and a single hand – linked, it was said, to a weathervane on the roof so that their lordships might at any time be informed as to the direction of the wind in case they wished to set  sail and cruise down Whitehall to the amazement of the populace.

‘Your letter was fortuitous,’ Chatham assured him with a beam that singularly failed to put Nathan at his ease. ‘I am mindful that the last time we met, we discussed the possibility of your advancement to the rank of post captain.’

Nathan would not have called it a discussion. If his memory served him right – and he had called it to mind on no more than several hundred occasions over the intervening period – the First Lord had said: ‘I suppose you must have your reward,’ whereupon Nathan had been moved to thank him and been informed that: ‘We can probably find one of the older frigates for you if someone dies.’

‘Since when I have been considering how best to accommodate your considerable talents,’ the First Lord continued, glancing toward the colonel. ‘The taking of the Vestale in the mouth of the Seine, your heroic conduct aboard the admiral’s flagship on the Glorious First of June, your secret work in France, of which Colonel Hollis has been informed, all recommend you for a posting of some eminence. Which is not so easy to contrive as some of your colleagues appear to think, even in time of war.’

‘You are too kind, my lord,’ murmured Nathan, wondering a little at this unexpected eulogy, clearly designed to impress the First Lord’s companion, whose look of doubt had not escaped Nathan’s attention when he had first entered the room.

‘However, your patience is to be rewarded,’ Lord  Chatham assured him. ‘Fortune, or I should say, Fate has conspired to create a suitable vacancy at last and enabled me to offer you the command of one of our latest frigates: the Unicorn, of thirty-two guns, currently stationed in the Havana.’

Nathan was stunned beyond the power of speech. So much so, he almost missed the qualification to Chatham’s last statement.

‘Or was, when last we heard of her.’

Stumblingly, Nathan expressed his gratitude. He remembered the way the sun had struck the stone unicorn at Windover House only two evenings since, when he had been sunk in the depths of despair. He had thought it was portentous of some additional calamity, but far from it. He was to have the Unicorn – one of the new class of heavy frigates, armed with twenty-six 18-pounders and six 32-pounder carronades.

But what was it the First Lord had said?

His eyes focused finally on the point the First Lord had indicated on the map. La Habana, Cuba, the great haven of the Caribbean where the Spanish treasure ships gathered from Panama and Veracruz before sailing across the Atlantic under the heaviest escort the wealth of Spain could contrive. What was the Unicorn doing in the Havana? Had she been captured? Must he first take her back from her captors, cut her out from under the guns of the Spanish?

But the news had addled his brains. In this war, possibly for the first time, Spain was Britain’s ally. The Unicorn must be stationed there.

‘Well, I would send for a libation to celebrate your promotion,’ beamed Chatham, ‘but in the circumstances I feel it would not be appropriate.’

The beam faded. Here then was the catch.

‘But before we come to that, there is something else about which you should be informed. Shall we be seated, gentlemen?’

Ten elegant red-upholstered chairs were arranged around the table for the ease of their lordships while they plotted the discomfort of the enemy. Nathan sat in one. He did not feel any more relaxed.

‘Now – if you will permit me, Colonel, for this is familiar territory to you . . .’ Chatham returned his gaze to Nathan. ‘I expect you will have read of the recent encounter off the Île d’Obéron between Sir James Saumarez and the French squadron under Commodore Lafitte?’

As a naval officer Nathan certainly should have read of it – and he certainly would have remembered it, had he done so – but he searched his mind in vain for an account of the incident.

‘The encounter was fully reported in the press,’ Chatham assured him, ‘but possibly you were in France at the time and I do not suppose they were eager to publish the news of yet another defeat. The French squadron consisted of three frigates, one of which was taken and another driven upon the shore. The third – the Virginie of forty-four guns – escaped into the Atlantic. But from certain captured documents, and from questioning the prisoners, Sir James ascertained that the squadron had  been bound for the Caribbean. Assuming that the Virginie had continued with this objective, he sent word to Admiral Ford in Jamaica. Although the latter has quite enough to occupy him at present, it was not thought that a single enemy frigate would add greatly to his burden. However,’ he glanced again at the colonel, ‘a few days ago we received news from France which puts an entirely different complexion upon the affair.’

He contemplated the map for a moment before directing his attention once more to Nathan.

‘Even if you are not a regular reader of the journals you must know from your own experiences on the continent that the war in Europe has reached a point of stalemate. The forces of Prussia, Austria and Spain have failed to turn back the tide of Revolution, and the French appear unwilling or unable to expand it beyond their own frontiers.’

Only give them time, Nathan thought, but he merely inclined his head in tacit agreement with the supposition.

‘However, we on this small island have a reputation for looking beyond Europe – and there has been an understandable pressure from both press and Parliament for His Majesty’s Government to take advantage of the current situation in the Caribbean. It is no secret that a large force is being prepared for despatch to the region – the largest ever to leave the shores of these islands. However, it will not be ready to sail until early next year, and in the meantime our own colonies may be in serious jeopardy from a different quarter. But perhaps, Colonel, you will explain the circumstances to our friend. Colonel  Hollis,’ he told Nathan, ‘maintains contacts with certain foreign nationals whose intelligence has been of use to us from time to time.’

The colonel acknowledged this judicious description with a small smile before addressing Nathan directly for the first time.

‘You will doubtless be aware, Captain, that a number of revolts have already occurred in the region among the African slaves working on the plantations, the rebels being tutored and encouraged by agents of the Revolutionary Government in Paris . . .’

Privately Nathan doubted if the slaves of the Caribbean needed much encouragement, given the conditions they lived in, but he kept his opinions to himself in this instance.

‘It appears that the French are intent on spreading anarchy and revolution not only throughout the Caribbean but in the Spanish territories in North America . . .’ the colonel indicated them on the map . . . ‘centred on the port of New Orleans where there is a significant number of settlers of French descent, known as Cajuns.’

Nathan nodded but kept his expression carefully guarded. His mother’s family had been ‘settlers of French descent’. He wondered if the colonel was aware of this.

‘It appears that this was the particular objective of the squadron under Commodore Lafitte which contained a large contingent of infantry. And that despite his encounter with Sir John Saumarez, Lafitte has continued with his mission in the Virginie. I need hardly instruct you that the establishment of a new French colony on the  North American mainland – with a naval base on the coast of Louisiana or the Floridas – would be a serious threat to our trade in the Caribbean.’

‘More than that, I think,’ murmured Chatham dryly. ‘I believe it is no exaggeration to say that whoever possesses New Orleans possesses the key not only to the Caribbean and the Floridas – but to the vast hinterland of North America west of the Mississippi. The tide of war has shifted decisively to the west,’ he declared, in the tone he used to address Parliament, ‘and we must swim with it or . . . or sink,’ he finished lamely, doubtless making a mental note that some polishing was required before he delivered the speech to his peers.

‘And the Unicorn, my lord?’

‘Ah yes, the Unicorn.’ Chatham sighed and glanced meaningfully at the colonel, who appeared to be lost in his study of the chart. Nathan braced himself. ‘The Unicorn is a new ship, as I think I mentioned. Shortly after being commissioned she was despatched to the West Indies, to reinforce the squadron under Admiral Ford at Port Royal. The admiral, hearing reports of the Virginie in the region, sent the Unicorn in pursuit, though she was then very new to his command. Possibly she was the only ship he could spare. Or it may have appealed to his sense of humour. Or romance.’

Nathan remained unenlightened.

‘To send a Unicorn in pursuit of a Virgin. Ha ha.’

Nathan smiled dutifully. He was not such a pedant as to point out that the French for virgin was la vierge and that Virginie was a woman’s name, possibly bestowed in  honour of the former British colony of Virginia, now part of the United States. But he reflected that, whatever Ford’s reasons for his decision, it was typical of the Navy that they should send a frigate of thirty-two guns to engage one of forty-four with no expectation that there would be any result but a British victory.

‘Your first duty on taking command of the Unicorn will be to seek out the Virginie and destroy her,’ the First Lord instructed him. ‘You will also support the Spanish authorities in the region in whatever actions they deem necessary to stamp out rebellion, either on the mainland or on the islands under their control.’

Nathan had no quarrel with the first of these instructions. The task of seeking out and destroying a heavily armed French frigate in the waters of the Caribbean with a ship of fewer guns and almost certainly fewer men was not without hazard, but at least he was in sympathy with the general sentiment behind the order. Stamping out rebellion was another matter – particularly when it was a rebellion directed against the Spanish colonial authorities. Nathan was not a great admirer of the King of Spain or of the Spanish planters in Cuba and Louisiana.

‘Now to more practical matters,’ the First Lord continued. ‘Your previous command – the Speedwell – is, I believe, berthed in Shoreham.’

‘She is, my lord.’

‘Yes, well, there is some difficulty there. The Americans want her back.’

‘I am sorry, my lord?’ Nathan looked perplexed.

‘I believe I have made myself perfectly clear. She is an  American vessel and her owners are pressing for her return. They claim she was “illegally detained”. Well, the owners always do, of course, but in this case they may have a point. Besides, we have no more use for her in her previous capacity. I gather from your report that the French had already begun to suspect her credentials as a blockade runner. So it would be convenient if I could inform the American ambassador in London that she is on her way back to Boston or New York or wherever it is she came from.’
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