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CHAPTER ONE





  John Pearce knew it was unreasonable to expect decent weather at this time of year. That being accepted, he held the opinion the Mediterranean, even in midwinter, was being particularly perverse in giving him constant headwinds. In addition, a continuous heavy swell, on a contrary east-running current, slowed his progress towards the Straits of Gibraltar, forcing the ship of which he had titular command to endlessly tack and wear which was tiring for the crew, while the heavy seas made the transport vessel Tarvit, lacking in ballast, pitch and roll like a cork.




  Even if he bore no responsibility for the matter, it outlined to him the gaps he still had in his knowledge of ships and sailing. It was a requirement he should have examined and remedied. The vessel had come out from Britain heavily laden, packed with stores for the Mediterranean Fleet. She was going home as a hospital ship with human cargo, men suffering from various wounds and afflictions, so in terms of payload was seriously light.




  The remedy, a common one for a merchant vessel, would have been to seek a cargo or take on quantities of gravel or lead with which to weight the hull. Michael Hawker, the master and the man actually sailing the ship, had not done so. Challenged as to why, he provided a ready excuse: the company who chartered Tarvit to the Navy Board had declined to provide him with the authority to purchase such necessities.




  That lay in the hands of the company agent, a fellow called Tobias Fuller. He had met the most pressing needs of the vessel in terms of canvas and cordage, but had not been forthcoming with the funds necessary to buy ballast, as well as that needed to see it brought out into the anchorage to be loaded.




  ‘The ship is fully insured under its contract, Mr Pearce.’




  ‘How gratifying that must be for the owners, Mr Fuller, to know that they will not lose a penny if we founder. Not much comfort for those of us who will go down with her.’




  Both had to take a firm grip on the edge of the table as the stern dipped into a deep trough caused by the ship wearing onto another tack, only eye contact being maintained with Pearce trying to keep the papers that lay on his desk safe. Everything of a furnishing nature had to be fixed in such a situation, but that did not apply to humanity. If the Pearce glare was not benign, Fuller declined to be embarrassed by the implication of laxity.




  ‘It may have escaped your notice, sir,’ he insisted, while seeking to reset his wirearimmed glasses, dislodged by the panicky need to take a grip, ‘that I am aboard this vessel and as at much risk as anyone.’




  ‘Hardly enough to provide ease to the minds of either the crew, the passengers or the casualties we are tasked to take home and, hopefully, seek to deliver to their cure.’




  Pearce was being a little disingenuous in that statement; the ’tween decks were full of injured men, some wounded in battle, most victims of a shipboard life endemic in the nature of its danger. Many more sailors expired from maladies or accidents than fell to roundshot, a musket ball or a slash from a cutlass.




  The provision of medical facilities on station was not wanting; it was as good as the navy could make it, with treatment ashore at Leghorn provided where necessary, with the aim of rapidly returning men to a service in a fleet short of hands. What they had aboard Tarvit were the serious cases, incurables, the accumulated results of two years of sea service.




  The ship was carrying home those who, whatever the cause of their confinement, were too badly injured to ever again be of use to the navy. It was assumed some would not survive the sea journey which, even with clement weather, was held to be inimical to a patient’s well-being, though the tossing about the ship was undergoing was thankfully relieved for the patients by hammocks. Once home those who still lived would, at best, be released as invalids. At worst they would lie in the naval hospital at Haslar and no doubt, in time, expire there.




  ‘The weather, Mr Pearce, cannot stay this way for ever. We all pray daily for alleviation.’




  ‘Since I do not pretend to believe in divine oversight, Mr Fuller, I will leave the begging for a better future to you. But I will say this: if the weather deteriorates further, we may have to come about and return to Leghom.’




  ‘Surely a decision for Mr Hawker?’




  ‘I, sir, am not on board for adornment. If the service insists on a naval officer taking a place aboard a chartered vessel it is, I must inform you, one of ultimate responsibility.’




  That got a pinched look from a small fellow with ginger hair and bad, blotched skin. Pearce, taller by far, even sitting, was not about to admit it was a discussion in which he and Hawker had already engaged. They found themselves in agreement as to what might be necessary if the present weather showed any sign of deteriorating, although neither was happy to adopt such a course. Certainly they had no need to consult a fellow who was held to be no more than a counter of beans.




  That said, the ship’s master was an employee of the company and might be sanctioned by them for his actions, especially if the Navy Board sought recompense for a contract questionably executed. John Pearce had his own concerns, which made the notion of a return to Leghorn unpalatable. Yet right now he was more anxious to cover himself, given he was returning to England and an uncertain future.




  ‘I require from you, sir, a written explanation as to why you declined to see to the proper trim of the ship. It has already suffered damage to wood, canvas and cordage, which will cost money to repair. That, given the cause, is not something that should fall as an expense to the King’s Navy.’




  ‘And I sir, decline to provide it. I have done my duty by my employers and that is where my obligation lies.’




  ‘Then I must tell you it is a daily entry in my log and that will be true of today. Your refusal will be noted.’




  That got a sly smile exposing uneven and yellowing teeth. ‘While I, sir, will record your threat. It is a habit among naval officers, sir, and a bad one, to think their orders are Holy Writ. The man who held your post on the voyage out shared the fault. I daresay you and your kind would flog me if you had the freedom to employ the cat.’




  Pearce was thinking a ducking in the sea would do this irritating sprat the world of good, while being well aware he did not have the power to act in such a manner. In conversation with Hawker, it had been suggested that Fuller may well have pocketed the money that would have gone to pay for ballast.




  In short, he could be risking the lives of everyone aboard for personal gain. If they got home safely his peculation might not be questioned, even in the unlikely event his employers discovered it; the matter would have to be kept from those paying for the charter.




  ‘I have good reason to think you believe in an all-seeing God, Mr Fuller.’




  ‘Who does not, sir?’




  Pearce declined to reply ‘Me for one’, only to be interrupted in what he was about to say – that if anything untoward should happen, Fuller was bound for perdition. The outbreak of high-pitched wailing was a sound that struck at the Pearce heart but was not allowed to show in his features; indeed, he tried to appear irritated. Few aboard knew the crying infant was his own son, which meant a fiction of seeming indifference had to be maintained.




  To all who had seen him since birth he was the child of the late captain and still living Mrs Ralph Barclay, given space in the great cabin out of both sympathy and regard, as well as on the orders of Admiral Sir John Jervis, Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet. Fuller had pulled a face full of insincere concern at the sound of infant discomfort and, given their conversation had achieved nothing, Pearce was desirous of getting rid of him. The wailing ceased abruptly, for the baby would now be at his mother’s breast.




  His father liked nothing more than observing the way young Adam fed with lusty endeavour, but Fuller being present precluded it. The same sound brought Michael O’Hagan out of his pantry, to enter within seconds while having to take a good grip on a bulkhead in order to prevent a fall. He looked at Pearce in a way that seemed to imply he might want something and this provided a degree of amusement. If John Pearce was enamoured of his son, his friend Michael, who masqueraded as a servant, seemed to be equally stricken.




  ‘Did you call, your honour? A cup of coffee, happen?’




  ‘No, Michael, thank you.’ The kindly look disappeared to be replaced by a glare, as Pearce’s attention shifted from Michael back to the agent. ‘I think Mr Fuller is about to return to his own quarters.’




  Fuller’s face was showing a hint of anticipation at the thought of coffee. That quickly resorted to a sour look when Pearce made it plain he wanted him gone. As he rose to depart, staggering unsteadily towards the door, he was gifted with an acerbic farewell.




  ‘Do use the man ropes on your way, Mr Fuller. It would be very unfortunate if you fell victim to your own parsimony.’




  ‘My proper sense of responsibility is to my employers, sir.’




  ‘So you say.’




  ‘Sure he’s built for a purser, John-boy,’ Michael said softly, once the door was closed behind him. ‘Should I be askin’ if Mrs Barclay wants anything?’




  The use of the Barclay name got O’Hagan a crabbed look, but nothing was said, there being no point. To Michael, Emily had always been Mrs Barclay. He maintained now it was necessary to still term her so, despite many requests by his friend not to talk of her in such a way. The grounds were that to make habitual any other form of address risked a slip of the tongue in public, which could make anyone listening curious if not downright suspicious.




  ‘I think I best see to that, don’t you, Michael?’




  The huge Irishman smiled but there was disappointment in it too. ‘As you wish, John-boy.’




  It had been edifying to observe his friend cradling Adam, as he had many times these last few days. Massive in his frame, a bruiser in his looks as well as his scars, and a man well capable of telling John Pearce he was wrong, it was a delight to watch a gentler side to him.




  That great square face would soften, taking on a wholly different cast, eyes too, while to hear him intone soft lullabies was charming, even if it seemed totally out of character and was in his unfamiliar Erse tongue. Yet it had to be recalled that Michael came from a large family and had been the second eldest of his brood; he would probably have held and caressed his small siblings in the same manner.




  ‘Never fear, Michael; Emily would not wish that you should miss a chance to sing to our son.’




  ‘Which would have me say, as I have afore, she is, for sure, near a saint.’




  Tempted to reply she had not been so virtuous and glad of the fact, Pearce held his tongue. Strong in his papist beliefs, it was doubtful whether Michael saw their affair as a sin – Pearce had never asked him – but there was a whole world out there prepared to do so and take great pleasure in the social condemnation that would thus be inflicted.




  They had first become lovers in England and, to avoid both scandal and the nefarious machinations of her late husband, Emily had come out to the Mediterranean with him. The journey was blissful, but the term ‘plain sailing’ could not be applied to what had happened subsequently and that was before she became pregnant, especially when that became very obvious. The lax morality said to pertain in Italy did not extend to the British community, whether serving officers or resident civilians, and Emily felt keenly the risk of disgrace from such a quarter.




  Pearce suspected many people might have guessed at their association but held their tongue. The likes of Lady Hamilton and her husband Sir William had openly condoned their liaison and aided both where they could. But there were others who had to be kept in the dark and the recollection of such people, most recently the ladies of the English community in Leghorn, as well as the steps he had taken to avoid their censure, went some way to dent the good feeling he had just experienced.




  As of now he and Emily were in limbo, as much for being aboard ship as any other reason. But waiting for them, as soon as they landed anywhere, was a seemingly insoluble difference of opinion. Within the cabin, as long as there were no visitors, they could act as what they were, although intimacy was barred by the time needed to recover from delivery. Both avoided the subject of what would come later, taking advantage of this interlude.




  ‘Mr Pearce, your arm if you please.’




  On hearing the call, Pearce executed s_ome well-measured steps over to the sleeping cabin and threw open the door. Emily was sat up in her swaying cot, with Adam laying on her now clothed breast. He helped her up and guided both into the main cabin, where she assured herself no one else was present. Then she smiled at Michael, accepting that he too should escort mother and child to the safety of a casement seat.




  O’Hagan was quick to fetch the cushions which, laid on one side, would protect them from a fall when the ship dipped its stern. Pearce took up his place on the other side to look down into a pair of large blue eyes intently examining his face, made more obvious when Adam was passed into his arms where a presented finger was tightly taken.




  ‘He’s a strong fellow, Emily. What a grip for his size.’




  Pride was not allowed to overcome necessity. ‘He needs to be winded, John.’




  Having just raised Adam to his shoulder, and about to pat his back, Pearce was annoyed to hear a knock at the door, which meant he had to immediately pass the child back to his mother. It should never be intimated that he was anything other than an acquaintance; to be seen winding the infant would not fit with such a pretence. He was back at his desk before he shouted that whoever had knocked should enter.




  ‘Mr Hawker?’ he said as the master’s large frame filled the doorway, his face far from happy.




  ‘A sail has been spotted to the south of us, Mr Pearce. A fair way off, mind, but I reckon it would serve if you were to examine it.’




  Hawker threw a very swift glance at Emily before bringing his gaze back to his naval counterpart. As a way of saying what had been spotted portended possible danger, he could not have been more explicit. Ladies, as was the custom, must not be alarmed. In Emily he had misread the person; she was as fearless as any man John Pearce had ever met.




  ‘I will join you presently. Michael, stay with madam and the child and see to their needs.’




  ‘Happy to, your honour,’ came the reply, as the Irishman gathered up the required outdoor clothing.




  At moments like this Pearce sought to check whether the subterfuge was holding up. Were the crew, from Hawker down, curious or suspicious of the relationship? The woman they knew as Mrs Barclay was still in the full bloom of youth and strikingly beautiful; the lieutenant sent to sail with them was a tall, strong-looking cove, handsome with it, as well as confident.




  If they had doubts as to the association it bothered him not one whit, but it would mortify Emily if they were seen as anything other than strangers. For a brief moment their previous dispute upon a shared future bubbled up in his mind, but the way Hawker was looking at him left little time for such contemplation. He took his boat cloak and hat from Michael, nodded to the master and, with irregular steps, followed him out of the door.




  The motion of the ship made getting to a secure place on the deck impossible without the use of the rigged manropes. Once on the quarterdeck it was even harder to employ a telescope with the kind of application needed to keep it steady. In addition, the ship Pearce sought, given the heavy swell, had to rise on a wave at the same time as the deck on which he was standing.




  The first sight was of a streaming pennant, and that, being red with a crescent on it, brought from John Pearce an angry curse. ‘Barbary.’




  Hawker had his mouth pressed to the Pearce ear to confirm that had been his first conclusion; he had to in order to be heard over the whistling sound of the wind in the rigging. His listener continued to blaspheme, for he had been afflicted by the sight of such an ensign too many times in the last couple of years.




  As both ships rose on the swell at the same time, he could see and examine more than the flag. Now there was the sight of the hull and it was substantial which, being brie£ told him little of real substance, which had him divesting himself of his hat, cloak and finally his uniform jacket, the chill on his skin through his cambric shirt immediate.




  ‘I must go aloft for a proper sight.’




  The look on Hawker’s face said rather you than me. To climb the rigging on a calm sea was not without risk, proof of which was occupying some of the hammocks below: men who had fallen from yards and the like to be seriously maimed. Given the way the ship was acting now it was not really sensible. Yet Pearce knew he had no choice; if there was a threat, he needed to know in detail what it was.











   
CHAPTER TWO





  He took care to approach the rigging in the way he had learnt when first set to do so as a pressed seaman, aiming to climb with the wind on his back. He had been taught then by a fellow named Robert Sykes, the bosun aboard the frigate HMS Brilliant, into which he had been illegally taken up. Sykes had cajoled rather than shouted his instructions, encouraged instead of ordered, for which he had been chastised by his captain, Ralph Barclay.




  The bosun was a man to be recalled fondly, for he never altered his manner to please authority. Added to that he had saved John Pearce from a possible heavy flogging when he sought to desert the frigate off Deal, for Barclay – a man free with the cat in any event – would have taken the chance to make an example of him to the rest of the crew.




  Before he got to the point where the ratlines joined the bulwarks, he was approached by two more old friends, Charlie Taverner and Rufus Dommet, both looking anxious. They, along with him and Michael O’Hagan, had gone through the same baptism under the beady eye of Bosun Sykes as well as the basilisk one of the late Ralph Barclay. Both had been pressed with him and, with only a short break, they had served together ever since, though not as common seamen, following on from Pearce’s rise to his present rank.




  ‘They’s saying it’s the same devils as we came foul of afore, John,’ Charlie shouted, sure no one else was dose enough to hear. ‘It be Satan’s work.’




  ‘Who’s saying that, Charlie?’ Pearce yelled in reply.




  ‘The Tarvit hands.’




  ‘And how would they know?’ It was the look on Rufus’s freckled face that gave the game away. ‘It could only be because you were tall-tale-telling.’




  ‘Can’t fault us for that,’ Dommet protested.




  Pearce shook his head, as much to ponder as respond. Asking sailors not to tell exaggerated stories of real or imagined exploits was like crying for the moon and they would have had good fun scaring the crew of Tarvit. How much had this pair, and maybe Michael as well, gilded their previous adventures and the dangers they had faced against that crescent motif? The truth was bad enough when it came to Barbary pirates, but embellishment would render it terrifying.




  ‘And the crew now?’ he demanded.




  ‘Shaking to a man and ready to slit their own gullets,’ Charlie shouted.




  Looking back towards the quarterdeck, Pearce saw Hawker observing this exchange with a degree of curiosity. He knew all three to be navy, yet he must reckon it strange to see an officer and two seamen conversing in such a public and easy-going manner. Such familiarity was not even common on a merchantman.




  ‘The tale you have to tell them now is that we all survived, not that they would be in ignorance given you are not ghosts.’ Jamming the telescope in his waistband, he gave them a look full of exasperation. ‘Now, stand back so I can go aloft and get a better look at what we face.’




  Clambering onto the hammock nettings, Pearce grabbed the tarred rigging and swung round to climb, the wind pressing him forward, feeling his foot sink as he put pressure on the lowest rung of the rope ladder, his hands reaching up to those running to the masthead, narrowing the further up he went. It had been some time since he had done this and it was rare for anyone in a blue coat, midshipmen besides, to risk their dignity in such a way.




  But he was young and fit, though he cursed such attributes when halfway to the cap, as the Tarvit dipped heavily to leeward, leaving him, thanks to sheer gravity, hanging on for dear life. The lubber’s hole served to get him onto the mainmast cap and, once there, he could steady himself with an arm around the base of the upper mast, that also aiding him in steadying and focusing the telescope.




  What he saw could not be fixed – both vessels were too much in motion – but then it was scarce necessary. He observed enough of the other ship to tell him it was a large galleass, part-sailing ship, part-galley, with what looked to be ten gun ports on the visible beam which would be replicated on the far side, with other cannon in the prow and pointing astern.




  Lateen-rigged on three masts, and barred from oars by the sea state, it was sailing under as much canvas as the weather would allow, tacking and wearing into a wind especially unfavourable to its type. That it was foul for a fore-and-aft-rigged vessel meant little; the wind was just as bad for a square-rigged, broad-beamed merchant vessel like Tarvit.




  But one fact was obvious; whoever commanded her was holding to precisely the same course and, as a destination for a North African ship, Port Mahon in Minorca, home to the fighting vessels of Spain and Pearce’s first port of call, was unlikely.




  He swept round the horizon, hoping he would spy one of the British warships tasked with protecting the route from Italy to Minorca, where mercantile security until Gibraltar became a Spanish responsibility. All he observed was an empty, grey and heaving seascape, which left only calculation.




  In this wind the galleass would struggle to overhaul them, but the earlier words of Tobias Fuller came to him and it provided no comfort that the man was right: the weather must at some time moderate. There was no way for a merchant tub to outrun a galleass in normal conditions.




  It looked too substantial to be a pirate ship of the kind he had faced previously, though the only safe assumption said it might be. Given its armament and the probable size of the crew, it was also too formidable an opponent for a trading vessel to contest with; indeed, it would give a good account of itself against anything smaller than a frigate.




  Yet knowing that did not provide any answer as to how it was going to be dealt with. At that point Pearce recalled the searching blue eyes of his son so recently looking up into his own, as well as the scent of Emily, sat beside him. Whatever it was and whatever its intentions, an answer had to be found.




  For all his claims to superiority of rank, Pearce knew any action would have to be agreed between those who held responsibility. For reasons of discretion, the necessary discussion had to be held in Hawker’s cabin. There it was made more obvious, by the confined space, that the ship’s master gave little away in size and build to Michael O’Hagan; he too was a bear of a man and again, like the Irishman, not one to employ his bulk to distress people.




  In the short time they had sailed together Pearce had grown to esteem him, for he lacked bombast and had a friendly nature, while being prepared to listen to any advice proffered by his naval counterpart without any hint of resentment. They had engaged in a quiet conversation prior to this gathering, to make a joint assessment of the time they would have to decide on a course of action.




  Whatever threat was faced, it would require better weather before they risked any chance of being intercepted. The present heavy swell dictated what was possible and no captain in his right mind would seek to come close to another vessel in such a sea. There was no chance, given the respective armaments, of a fight with cannon, so the risk was a shot across the bows, followed by a demand to surrender. Such an ultimatum could be refused until the weather moderated. Time was a friend, not an enemy.




  The presence of Fuller, when they did finally assemble, was technically superfluous and was certain to prove annoying. Yet Pearce felt he had no choice but to include him, given his role acting on behalf of the owners. Also called to Hawker’s cabin was Stephen Byford, the naval surgeon who had charge of Tarvit’s patients. He too would contribute little in the nautical line, but he might add something of use when he chose to speak on behalf of those under his care.




  Pearce opened proceedings by describing the vessel he had seen from the masthead, while also outlining the advantages as well as the drawbacks of a galleass.




  ‘They can use either oars or sail to move and manoeuvre and in certain conditions that can be an advantage, but in open water with anything like a running sea it cannot contest with a square-rigged warship.’




  ‘Which we are not,’ Fuller stated. He was determined to participate in the conversation to the point of stating the obvious, which Pearce made a point of ignoring.




  ‘Our friend is substantial, close to the size of a small frigate, and not of the kind I would associate with brigandage. Old-fashioned it might be, but it is a fighting ship, and may well be a state vessel of Algiers.’




  The agent butted in again, his pale-skinned face showing the blotches that marred his cheeks: evidence of high dudgeon. ‘I feel I must point out to you, Lieutenant Pearce, that is hardly reassuring. I would also add the responsibility you were earlier so keen to emphasise, that of your right to command, lies at your door. You have an obligation to keep us safe.’




  ‘It is the responsibility of us all, Mr Fuller,’ Hawker insisted, before turning his attention to Pearce. ‘Even if they are not inclined to outright piracy that does not mean we will be allowed to just sail on.’




  ‘Sadly true, Mr Hawker. The reputation of those who fly under such a flag is not one to reassure.’




  ‘Perhaps you would care to explain,’ Fuller demanded, clearly confused. Given there was a pause while Hawker gathered his thoughts, it brought forth a point driven by both fear and frustration. ‘I doubt we are gifted with time for reflection.’




  Pearce cut in, his tone severe. ‘You might reflect that while you are an ignoramus in this matter, Mr Hawker is not. You would serve us all by remaining silent.’




  ‘As will I,’ added Surgeon Byford, which even with a bit of a West Country drawl was enough to cut off Fuller’s protests, ‘and for that very reason.’




  That double put-down got a quiet smile from Hawker as he went on to explain.




  ‘Even if it is a national vessel of Algiers that does not render us secure. It is their habit to seize ships of both sides in the present conflict and seek ransom for the crew, as well as any passengers they may be carrying. The Bey of Algiers claims to decry the practice and to punish those who transgress, but no one doubts he profits from it.’




  ‘And the vessel itself?’ Fuller demanded.




  ‘British ships are insured, so they know the loss will be made good. I am told the practice is to take them to a small, unimportant harbour, out of sight of prying eyes. There any cargo will be unloaded to be carried to a major centre and sold. The hull will be renamed and hawked to traders whose sole occupation comes from facilitating such dubious transactions. A few alterations to the upper works, a new figurehead and you have a different vessel.’




  ‘Like a doctored racehorse?’ Byford asked. 




  ‘The same,’ Pearce replied. ‘As for us, it will be said we were saved from a vessel sinking beneath our feet, which allows the Algerines to demand recompense for our return. A lie, but who will challenge it?’




  ‘I have confidence those I represent will move with alacrity to get us freed.’




  Pearce was savage in his response to such a smug attitude. ‘A company that declines to lay out for some very necessary ballast, Mr Fuller, might take a sweet time indeed to expend coin for the likes of you.’




  Fuller was about to say something to counter that – it was in the expression on his face – but it was swallowed. Had he been about to blurt out a truth about that ballast, or just protest at being so addressed? There was no way to know as, fiddling with his wire spectacles, he switched back to a look of irascibility.




  ‘We are not expected at Gibraltar,’ Hawker continued, ‘or even at home, so it could be months before anyone is aware we are missing.’




  Byford interrupted, ‘Surely our departure, as well as our cargo of invalids, will be mentioned in the despatches sent from the Mediterranean Fleet?’




  ‘Which will take many weeks to reach home,’ Hawker insisted. ‘And that tells those in England nothing except we could still be at sea. Any packet ship would easily overhaul us without catching sight of our sails, never mind our name.’




  ‘There are British consuls in the main North African ports, Mr Hawker, to which we would probably be taken,’ Pearce countered. ‘Admiral Jervis will know of what occurred within a very short time and, given we are carrying naval personnel, he will be bound to act to get us free.’




  ‘My crew and I are not navy, Mr Pearce.’




  ‘He would scarce move to free one without the other.’




  ‘You talk as if this is commonplace,’ Fuller protested.




  ‘Suffice to say,’ Pearce replied, with a look designed to cause discomfort, ‘it is not singular.’




  ‘Then surely the situation demands that they be chastised. This is nothing short of official piracy. What is our fleet for, if not to protect British trade?’




  ‘Quite apart,’ was the mordant reply, ‘of the small matter of a large and powerful French fleet in Toulon, added to an enemy army camped at Nice, intent on attacking Italy.’




  Tempted to explain further, Pearce decided against it for it would be wasted on this poltroon. King George’s Navy had a multitude of tasks to perform in a sea full of potential adversaries and questionable allies. Algiers might profess neutrality but they were ever happy to take advantage of opportunity, safe in the knowledge that an understrength British fleet, supported by the less than energetic Spaniards, lacked the means to both contain the French and risk making of them an enemy.




  Such a problem was not confined to the North African littoral. A prime example, of which John Pearce had very recent personal experience, lay in the mercantile Republic of Genoa, sat between the forces of the Revolution and the coalition led by Austria on its borders, supported by the Royal Navy at sea.




  They too had declared neutrality, while in reality depending on protection from the very same forces of the coalition, despite the fact that French republicanism was very different to their oligarchical kind. More troubling, they also turned a blind eye to anyone who sought to trade for profit with Britain’s enemies.




  ‘That said,’ Pearce added, ‘even if Jervis finds out we have been taken, it will be some time before the situation can be resolved. It will have to be negotiated.’




  ‘Hardly beneficial to my patients,’ the surgeon said.




  ‘It’s worse than that, Mr Byford. As it has been imparted to me by those who have witnessed them, the conditions in which we would all be held would not be of the kind to be beneficial to men already suffering from injuries or other afflictions. It would scarce be fit to keep healthy ourselves or the men of the crew.’




  ‘We must also consider Mrs Barclay and her baby, Mr Pearce,’ Hawker said. ‘The child is at a very delicate age and I need hardly point out to anyone present, as well, that Mrs Barclay is a rare beauty.’




  Pearce was grateful to the ship’s master for raising it, having thought of little else since he came down from the masthead. The point about two-week-old Adam was well made but the other was just as worrying. The pamphlet stories of European women being cast into harems or sexual servitude by Barbary pirates were rife.




  They were titillating to the type who would pay a penny for a salacious tract. They also created a frisson of exhilarating fear in the breast of females who were never going to leave the safety of their own hearths. There was, however, a factual basis for these tales and it had existed over centuries, which meant the risk could not be taken.




  The kidnapping of comely females, as well as the enslavement of European ship’s crews to man commercial galleys, was not singular – it was so commonplace that charitable entities had been set up in most trading countries to raise funds for ransom.




  The consuls of various nations in Ottoman ports had a standing duty to use the funds raised to get free any captives but they were not always successful and that applied more to women than men, which made Hawker’s point regarding Emily very pertinent.




  These thoughts were followed by a tinge of guilt: he was putting his private concerns above the needs of the whole. Such a feeling was not helped when Hawker went on to articulate the hazard.




  ‘A handsome young European woman is considered a rare trophy for a rich man and, once hidden away, which she could most certainly be, it would be damned hard to get her released, even for payment.’




  ‘Mr Pearce,’ Byford interjected, for once speaking both rapidly and with real emphasis. ‘For Mrs Barclay’s sake, if for no other – and we must not forget the infant – I fear you must provide us with a solution.’




  ‘We are all equally at risk here,’ Fuller insisted. ‘Mrs Barclay is but one.’




  ‘Such chivalry,’ the surgeon responded. ‘But I think you must admit they are a pair.’




  ‘You should have a mind for your charges, Mr Byford. They, surely, are your prime concern.’




  Byford, usually a study in calm demeanour, broke that now. His response was hard in tone and uncompromising in opinion.




  ‘Many of what you call “my charges” may not see Spithead, and those who do are in for a sorry existence, in which death might serve them better. You may find that callous, sir, but I am a man of my profession and have been so for enough years to prohibit any avoidance of the realities. I therefore say we must turn our minds to what is best for the people here present, the mother and child in the great cabin, ourselves of course, but also the crew, who as of this moment, I am told, are near to despair and are sure they are facing a horrible death.’




  Damn the Pelicans and their tales, Pearce thought, just before he spoke. ‘If it falls to me to solve what seems intractable, I require some peace to think it through.’











  
CHAPTER THREE





  Michael O’Hagan was the first to be consulted on a way to respond and, as was his habit, he was all for fighting whatever the odds, a notion swiftly scotched by his friend.




  ‘We have a total of eight old, small-calibre cannon and few men trained to handle them. Between us Pelicans we can ply one, but with only half a gun crew, little in the way of speed. The rest? One shot would be all I would expect before confusion set in and the whole notion of firing at all would be lost.’




  O’Hagan nodded in reluctant agreement, but proffered no solution. Pearce had come to the tiny pantry to talk, in the hope that to do so would provide enlightenment, it being probably the only place on the ship in which he could speak freely, although they needed to be quiet. His cabin was barred by the presence of Emily but the pantry was close, too much so to allow loud talk. It also had the advantage, in being so cramped, of making it possible to remain upright without worrying about the pitch and roll of the ship.




  ‘Tarvit is not built for manoeuvre – not that many vessels would be compared to a galleass.’ Pearce looked at the bulkhead, lost in thought. ‘Though it is of an aged design and she might be difficult to handle.’




  ‘It’s at sea, John-boy, and as you tell me making as much way as this barky in foul weather. Best not to go straw clutching and assume it to be in good enough order to be plied as it needs.’




  Pearce acknowledged the truth of that, to then remain silent for some time. They had already covered the previous discussion in Hawker’s cabin, including where the closest source of salvation lay, which got a sceptical response from the Irishman.




  ‘I would beg to be unsure of that. Jervis, hearing your name, will not be afire to set you free. Sure, Mrs Barclay might sway him, but not you.’




  Pearce responded with a grim smile to what was the plain truth. He had never been a friend to admirals. Even with his lowly rank, he had disputed with Vice Admiral Lord Hood, then fallen foul of the malice of his successor, Sir William Hotham. But Sir John Jervis was of a different order to both. Hood had been a man of fair, if snappish disposition, albeit with a sneaking admiration for those prepared to stand up to him. Hotham was a weak fellow fond of his belly. If he was devious, he was disinclined to face open confrontation.




  Jervis was neither; he was forthright and something of a martinet, added to which he had wanted John Pearce out of his area of command from the moment he realised he was present, openly referring to the dubious way he had reached his rank without the customary examination and at the personal insistence of King George. If he did not allude to a possible recurrence of the madness of his sovereign, it was plain he thought His Majesty to be both deluded and acting above his responsibilities.




  ‘Dislike cannot come into it, Michael. Even if he sees me as not much of one, I am a King’s officer. Jervis wouldn’t dare leave me in the hands of the Mussulmen, for to do so would not sit well with those he commands. We both know it would be common gossip throughout the fleet in a day that we were captives. And that applies just as much to you, Charlie and Rufus.’




  ‘And Mrs Barclay?’




  ‘You have the right of it. Quite apart from his partiality to young ladies, he should be doubly keen to rescue the widow of a post captain who recently died in battle. The only question is how long it will take and what might be faced in the meantime.’




  ‘I doubt it runs to comfort and well-being.’




  ‘And can that be countenanced?’




  Another silence followed; Michael O’Hagan knew when to keep quiet. Intent on Pearce’s face, he was aware, as the eyes took on a certain look, that his friend had formed some kind of notion of a way to proceed.




  ‘It seems to me, if those fellows shadowing Tarvit are intent on taking us, profit must sit as their motive. What is it they would see as being of most value, us or the vessel?’




  ‘Jesus, how would I know?’




  ‘We are a merchantman to their eyes, so they will assume a saleable cargo. But what happens when they find we carry nothing but broken and maimed bodies? They’ll want the hull for certain, but will they want a shipload of invalids, all of them navy and many of whom are bound to expire in their hands?’




  The canvas screen that acted as a flap to the pantry was drawn back to reveal Emily, a slightly pinched look on her face. ‘I will not enquire as to why you’re skulking in Michael’s pantry, John, but there is a messenger come from Mr Hawker and the fellow sent to deliver it is waiting in your cabin.’




  ‘Then I best attend to it.’




  ‘While you’re at it, you might attend to me and at least give me some indication of what is going on.’ Faced with a blushing lover, she did not wait for an explanation. ‘You may think you’re protecting me, but such a hope is a false one. The whole ship is aware of something you seem to wish to keep me in ignorance of, namely that there is a possible hostile vessel on the same course as us.’




  ‘There is no certainty we are at risk.’




  ‘But no certainty we are not?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Then I wait to be enlightened.’




  The screen dropped and she was gone. Pearce turned to O’Hagan with a grim expression to whisper, ‘Whatever happened to the sweet creature I once knew?’




  Michael’s face broke into a broad grin. ‘She bore a child, John-boy, which means, in the pecking order, you’re not first to the grain seeds any more.’




  The message from Hawker was not welcome. The sky was clearing to the north-west and the first hint of a change of wind was being felt on deck, a shift that would make sailing easier. Night would come soon and with it a change of course, but it was fully expected the state of the weather in the morning would be much altered.




  ‘Please tell Mr Hawker I will be on deck presently.’




  Emily having retired to her sleeping cabin, he was then obliged to totter over to the door and gently knock before opening it. She was perched on the cot above which Adam lay asleep in a smaller version knocked up by the ship’s carpenter. Fixed by ropes to the overhead beams, both cots were still while the deck moved, so the subsequent conversation was carried out with both mother and child in some comfort while he had to hang on to the door jamb.




  Knowing her as he did, Pearce was well aware that there could be no gilding it. Emily would want the truth, which he gave to her unvarnished, once more, as he had with Michael, reprising the discussion in which he had been engaged in Hawker’s cabin. If he also reiterated the view that all was speculation, yet there was no diminution of what the ship faced or what she might also need to contend with.




  ‘I will, of course, if they seek to board us, provide you with a loaded pistol.’




  ‘The purpose of which is?’




  ‘To allow you the freedom to choose your own fate.’




  ‘Are you saying you intend to fight, John?’




  ‘I hope not to, but we may not be given the choice. If I must, it’s unlikely I will survive. Which leaves you and Adam unprotected.’




  ‘Unlike you John, I have my prayers to protect me.’




  ‘All I am guilty of is seeking not to cause you anxiety.’




  ‘When will we know?’




  ‘At dawn. Mr Hawker will change course overnight. There is a faint hope that the Barbary vessel is on some mission or other, that holding the same course as us is coincidence. But if they are in sight at first light . . .’




  There was no need to finish and very quickly her expression softened, her hand being proffered to draw him close, one eagerly if awkwardly taken. There was just room on the cot for him too, though he had to crouch a bit to avoid the one that held his son. He and Emily sat for some time in a silent embrace, until she began to talk of the strange circumstances of how they had met, her initial reluctance to admit being attracted to him and what he, along with their child, meant to her now.




  ‘Perhaps, John, it would be best just to surrender to our fate, which is in God’s hands.’ Emily must have felt him stiffen at the mention of the deity, about which he had serious reservations, for she was quick to add, ‘Life is everything, even for those under Mr Byford’s care.’




  ‘Then—’ He had cried out too loudly for Emily, who abjured him to remember the sleeping infant, which meant the rest of what he had to say was a whisper. ‘Let us secure it for them.’




  His confident response confused her, obvious from her expression, as he stood, using one of the cot ropes to steady himself, before bending to kiss her on the brow.




  ‘I am no more given to surrender than I am to pray, Emily, but if I find it hard to share your faith, this I will admit to believing. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.’




  They were all on deck before first light: Hawker, Fuller and Byford, plus the Pelicans and, barring the cook and those who feared to know, almost the entire crew, though they did not, like the navy, run out their guns. Nor, when dawn did come, would they swab the decks and flog them dry, it not being seen as a daily need; truly, a vessel occupied in trade operated in a very different way to a warship.




  Not that a merchant crewman was always happier for the lack of such burdens. Too often the pay was poor, the accommodation cramped, while the number of hands commonly could be rated as inadequate, especially in foul weather, while the provision of sustenance was nothing like as regular and filling as that on a King’s Ship.




  Most shipping companies put profit before the welfare of those they employed and nothing demonstrated this more – East Indiamen excluded – than the paucity of the means to defend themselves. Tarvit’s eight cannon were old pieces lacking in flints to fire them and dependent on slow match, the sold-off property of an Admiralty that saw such ordnance as too worn out for royal service, with their accuracy questionable.




  The practice of pressing hands returning to British ports might be decried, but such protests often came from the owners; some of the supposed victims were happy to swap decks as long as they could do so with outstanding pay. Likewise ashore and in the ports: as soon as a new war was declared the merchant fleet would be decimated as those who preferred the King’s service sought out captains with whom they had served before, or those with a reputation for profitable activity. Added to that was an immediate cash bounty.




  To many a blue water sailor, the navy was – the risk of being flogged and blown to bits apart – a better place to be for camaraderie, pay, albeit intermittent in provision, a full belly and regular grog. Added to that was the chance that they might, in some successful battle, make enough prize money to set themselves up when peace came. It was a pipe dream in too many cases, given the propensity of tars to quickly spend any money they acquired.




  The crew of Tarvit enjoyed the best of both worlds: all the benefits of being aboard a hired naval vessel with none of the disadvantages that came with royal service, from which they carried exemptions. The way the work, ordered by Pearce, had been carried out overnight drove home the main difference lay in discipline.




  On a man-o’-war an order was just that and had to be obeyed, though a crew were not beyond making their displeasure felt if such an instruction bordered on stupidity, or it appeared someone was coming on a bit high. But a sullen naval tar was one thing, the men aboard Tarvit quite another, made worse given the man telling them what to do had no time for lengthy explanation regarding the eventual purpose of his varied dispositions.




  In this, the bulk and appearance of Michael O’Hagan, backed by a bellicose Rufus Dommet – he too had become a bit of a bruiser – added to the seductive blandishments of Charlie Taverner, using a combination of threats and wheedling, had got completed what needed to be done. Now the moment was fast approaching to see if all that effort had been worthwhile.




  Hawker, having reversed course in darkness, made the most of what remained of the westerly wind to create what was hoped would be enough to distance from their assumed difficulties and nail the intent. As expected, the weather had changed and with it the sea state, though there was still a telling pitch and roll on Tarvit from the following sea.




  Pearce, as he worked both on and below decks, had come to realise that, riding so high out of the water, it would be plain the ship was lacking in full holds. Would that in itself be enough to discourage a potential seeker after booty?




  The eastern sky was a slowly increasing grey on what promised to be a clear day, which had John Pearce back aloft with his telescope to search to the south and west, there being no sign of the pursuit. This cheered him, but not for long. Just as he was about to shout down to the deck, to say they could resume a course for Port Mahon, the tip of a sail on the horizon checked him.




  With a growing feeling of dejection, caused by increasing daylight and increasing proximity, he watched as the vessel slowly revealed itself The point came when he could just make out the crimson of the flag, this confirming the chase was deliberate. He remained in place, harbouring a deep reluctance to let on to those below what he had seen, even more so to initiate the course agreed on should this happen: to come about and close with a vessel they could not outrun.




  He sat for a time on the mainmast cap to review what he had planned, not least the fact that it was based on a number of variables and so much guesswork as to be close to dangerous speculation. If it turned out not to be a state vessel he would be utterly thrown, yet given the rate at which the two vessels would close, he had no time to alter his dispositions.




  ‘Mr Hawker,’ he yelled. ‘What we feared has come to pass.’




  A blast of a cannon echoed within seconds, sending forth a cloud of acrid smoke, though not of aggressive intent. Sound travelled well at sea, so setting off regular shots with powder might attract any naval vessels picking up the echo, it being one no fighting captain would ignore.




  As for his aim to close with Barbary, the chosen course for Tarvit would surely cause confusion, it being an act totally singular from a ship that should be doing all it could to delay seizure. Given his presence on deck was not immediately required, Pearce stayed in place, watching as the rudder worked to begin the turn, this as the falls were loosed on the yards to let them swing free.




  In this position he was better placed to calculate the time it would take to close, a point at which he would need to be on deck to ensure what he had decided upon was executed to the letter, by a crew both fearful and bound to be muddled.




  The hands that came aloft to reset the sails did not race up the ratlines, navy-fashion. They ascended in a deliberate, steady progress, ready when the order came to loose the reefs on the courses, while others headed on for the topsails to let them drop. These had been clewed against the previous headwinds and would now be set to gain a little extra speed, again exactly the opposite of what would be expected.




  As the falls were secured, the sails billowed and the speed of Tarvit increased markedly. The galleass almost immediately let fly its own sheets; the lateen sails were then lowered, before turning to oars for propulsion. The act of coming about and adding canvas had clearly created suspicion. Positions reversed, he would have suspected another vessel, quite possibly a man-o’-war, somewhere well astern of Tarvit and as yet invisible to the Barbary vessel.




  The man in command was being cautious, wondering why this potential prize was speeding to its own capture, putting himself in a position to come about and flee if need be. There was advantage in that: with many of the crew on those sticks, it would reduce the numbers available to board – not that they were likely to be short. Warships were always well-manned, whichever polity they represented, and no corsair sailed short-handed or with slaves on their oars.
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