

[image: Cover]




  

  
THE PERILS OF COMMAND







  



     



  By David Donachie




  THE JOHN PEARCE ADVENTURES




  By the Mast Divided • A Shot Rolling Ship




  An Awkward Commission • A Flag of Truce




  The Admirals’ Game • An Ill Wind




  Blown Off Course • Enemies at Every Turn




  A Sea of Troubles • A Divided Command




  The Devil to Pay • The Perils of Command




  A Treacherous Coast • On a Particular Service




  A Close Run Thing • HMS Hazard • A Troubled Course




  THE CONTRABAND SHORE SERIES




  The Contraband Shore • A Lawless Place • Blood Will Out




  THE NELSON AND EMMA SERIES




  On a Making Tide • Tested by Fate • Breaking the Line




  THE PRIVATEERSMEN SERIES




  The Devil’s Own Luck • The Dying Trade • A Hanging Matter




  An Element of Chance • The Scent of Betrayal • A Game of Bones




  HISTORICAL THRILLERS




  Every Second Counts




  Originally written as Jack Ludlow




  THE LAST ROMAN SERIES




  Vengeance • Honor • Triumph




  THE REPUBLIC SERIES




  The Pillars of Rome • The Sword of Revenge • The Gods of War




  THE CONQUEST SERIES




  Mercenaries • Warriors • Conquest




  THE ROADS TO WAR SERIES




  The Burning Sky • A Broken Land • A Bitter Field




  THE CRUSADES SERIES




  Son of Blood • Soldier of Crusade • Prince of Legend




  * * *




  Hawkwood










  



  A John Pearce Adventure




  [image: image]




  THE 
PERILS OF 
COMMAND




  DAVID DONACHIE




  [image: image]




  Essex, Connecticut







  
[image: image]





  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of




  The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2015 by David Donachie




  McBooks Press paperback edition 2022




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  ISBN 978-1-4930-6626-1 (paperback : alk. paper)




  ISBN 978-1-4930-6160-0 (ebook)




  [image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  



  DAVID DONACHIE was born in Edinburgh in 1944. He has always had an abiding interest in British naval history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as well as the clandestine services during WWII. He has 51 published novels to his credit. David lives in Deal, the historic English seaport on the border of the English Channel and the North Sea.







  



  To Martin Cartwright for his generosity and his company, both remarkable







  



  
CHAPTER ONE





  Lieutenant John Pearce was luxuriating in the captain’s cabin of HMS Flirt, albeit his tenure would be brief. The official occupant, Henry Digby, master and commander, was aboard one of the recently taken French merchantmen, in a convalescent state following the receipt of a bad wound in the recent action in the Gulf of Ambracia.




  In a bout of despondency Digby had overexposed himself so his second in command, when he visited him, reckoned that if the man attending his superior had to look to corporeal repair, he had to work on the man’s damaged spirit.




  Pearce had good reason to be pleased with himself regardless of the sudden and temporary increase of space in which to work. The twin prizes the warship was now escorting represented a great deal of money, much needed to pursue his own private and legal affairs. With the sun well over its peak and with the brig sailing easy, he was in contemplation of that when the ship’s master asked to be allowed to enter.




  ‘Winds getting up, Mr Pearce, and I have in my mind that the sky does not seem as friendly this last hour.’




  Matthew Dorling was young for his post but he was ten times the sailor of his titular superior. At sea since he was a nipper, Dorling had risen to the position of master by dint of hard work and application added to natural ability. He had also, in his years afloat, been exposed to observations on the weather both personally taken and related by older practitioners.




  This constituted a body of knowledge and folklore that told him much about climate patterns, cloud formations and tidal flows that to an experienced sailing master were as plain as words on the page to a reading man and still something of a mystery to a man who had come by his rank in a sudden and unusual way.




  It was not to question his judgement that John Pearce joined Dorling on deck, but to extend his own understanding. The master requested he harken to the singing of the wind in the rigging and note the slow but steady increase in the level of noise. Not that it was needed; the strengthening breeze could be felt on the skin and it was oddly warm in what was a Mediterranean midwinter. Next he was asked to examine the sky to the south-west, its present direction. That was looking what Dorling called ‘very brassy’.




  ‘I reckon there’s a tempest behind that, of the kind thrown up by the desert.’




  ‘Would I be intruding, sir?’




  The question was posed by the marine lieutenant, Edward Grey, who had appeared behind the pair. Pearce turned to see a respectfully lifted hat and smiled; they were relatively new in acquaintance but he had come to respect Grey as a doughty fighter, amply proven in the recent action. In doing so he also observed that there were quite a few hands on deck looking towards the stern and it was clear they too were curious.




  In the fighting line Pearce hoped they respected him and likewise Grey; when it came to surviving what the elements could throw at them, and at sea that could be anything and sudden, such faith would not apply. In those circumstances Dorling was their man.




  ‘If it comes upon us and is as bad as I fear it will do so in darkness. I would wish to prepare for it while we can still see what we are about.’




  ‘Sensible, Mr Dorling.’




  ‘Happen it will pass us with no ill effects, mind.’




  ‘I hope you know that when it comes to such matters you will scarce get an argument from me.’




  That brought forth a jaundiced look from the brig’s master, quickly masked. There had been more than one occasion since the pair had sailed from the Hampshire anchorage at Buckler’s Hard when John Pearce had done precisely that and with perilous consequence.




  ‘Are we expecting a hurricane?’ Grey asked, softly.




  ‘Taking precautions, Mr Grey, that’s all,’ was Dorling’s reply. ‘Mr Pearce, I have a mind to take us close to our two captures so you can have a word with the crews, given you are competent at their lingo. I will tell my master’s mates what I want but it would be best if the men they must order about know what is required and are willing.’




  It was not just the whistling rigging that indicated something troubling in the offing. Imperceptibly but noticeably the deck beneath their feet had canted slightly more from the pressure of wind on canvas and there was a discernible increase in the swell.




  The sun, which had been sinking and would always finally do so in these waters as a red orb, was that colour already, which meant a higher level of dust in the air than normal, while the Southern Adriatic, across which they were sailing, was as prone as all other areas of the Western Mediterranean to sudden squalls and tempests.




  Trapped between the southern deserts of North Africa and the massive mountain ranges to the north, sudden gales could come from any quarter, even Pearce knew that much. Given agreement Dorling quietly ordered the helmsman to alter course, first to close with L’Elize. Once alongside, Pearce, through a speaking trumpet, warned the French crew to prepare for the very worst, adding a reminder that they owed their very lives to the men aboard Flirt.




  ‘What was the nature of that last request?’ asked Grey. ‘I heard you mention Mr Digby?’




  ‘I asked that he be lashed in his cot and that made secure. The last thing he could survive is being cast out onto a hard deck. Also, that the man tending him stays by his side.’




  Dorling was now instructing his master’s mate, who had charge of the skeleton prize crew, to get rigged storm canvas, batten down the hatches and clear the decks of anything loose. As soon as he had done so the brig changed course once more to issue the same set of commands to the second merchantman, Jeune Eugene.




  Matters were well in hand aboard Flirt, topgallants already struck down and the topmen bending on heavier canvas both aloft and on the bowsprit. Extra preventer stays were being rigged to the masts while the gunner, Sam Kempshall, was checking that his cannon were well lashed to the bulwarks, the round black balls in their plaited rings removed to be stored in the bowels of the ship.




  These things happened naturally, almost without spoken orders. Pearce knew that below, men would be securing barrels with wedges and extra ropes, others adding straw to the manger to protect the livestock, bound to be tossed about on such a small vessel. It was ever thus on a well-run ship and HMS Flirt was such a vessel.




  The crew were, almost to a man, volunteers and, despite some disagreements on the way from Corsica to the Gulf of Ambracia that had hinted at disharmony, John Pearce and Henry Digby had never allowed themselves to ignore the kind of duty that made such efficiency possible.




  In the cabins – apart from the main, they were no more than cubicles screened off by canvas – the servants were likewise making safe their masters’ possessions. A ship at sea was always a dangerous place but in severe weather anything loose could be deadly, so the work was carried out with care. A flying object was not choosy of the rank of its victim.




  The wind was strong now and increasing; the final act for John Pearce, and he needed no advice from anyone about this, was to change the heading of the whole trio of ships. He reckoned he had plenty of sea room and that would allow him to run before the storm to mitigate some of its force. It would take him away from his intended destination but that mattered not at all since time was of little consequence.




  The wall of water ran just ahead of the sun sinking into the western horizon, black and like some kind of celestial screen until any light was suddenly extinguished. It hit the deck to the sound of hard drumming to then disappear as strong jets through the scuttles. The hatches were shut and would remain so unless the sails needed to be adjusted, the only folk on deck being those who were needed to steer and a pair of steady hands in the chains with logs that would be continuously cast to try and calculate their speed.




  Three men were on the wheel, one of them Dorling and including, for his strength, Pearce’s friend and so-called servant Michael O’Hagan. The man in command, clad like the others in oilskins and a foul-weather hat, stood behind them swaying with easy grace on alternately giving knees, but that could not last.




  When the full force of the wind hit the stern it would be time for that old and wise saw, ‘One hand for the boat,’ and in this case often two. The seamen in the chains were lashed off to avoid being cast overboard: danger would arise when it came to changing them; it was too exposed a position to be occupied for longer than a half a watch by the same souls.




  Edward Grey had put two of his marines to guard the spirit room, with muskets and bayonets. Pearce was unsure if that was wise, given it sent out a message of distrust. Yet it was true that if a tempest evoked fear in those who could see and feel its strength, the effect was ten times worse for those confined below. Naval folklore abounded with tales of men made desperate by fear of drowning being determined to die in a state of total inebriation.




  There was no quiet talking now, only shouts could carry. The waters around them boiled in that way particular to an inland sea, bringing high waves but with little trough between them, which presented much danger as the stern of the ship would have just ridden one before a second came thudding in to make holding a steady course close to impossible.




  The brig, lifted and with its rudder exposed, would yaw and it took every hand on the wheel to steady the ship when it was once more submerged. In this, timing was crucial, it being doubly risky to overreact and swing a rudder while there was no force of water for it to act upon.




  Given their stern lanterns were invisible, no one on deck knew how their sister vessels were faring. In theory, deeply laden merchantmen, larger by far than HMS Flirt, should handle such weather with greater ease. John Pearce could not avoid the thought that theory be damned; it depended on competence added to luck whether a ship survived. In such a sea a fluke combination of waves and wind could confound the most proficient helmsman.




  Nor was the wind steady; it was gusting, which made the occasional diminution as equally treacherous as its full force as stretched canvas ceased to billow, that putting extra strain on the creaking masts. Not that it ever fully eased, but such a fluctuating gale put much stress on the falls holding in place the yards, causing them to tighten and loosen in a manner that could cause a break.




  The moment when that fear became manifest was one to savour and take pride in, but only in retrospect. The line that snapped snaked across the deck and would have cut in half any human flesh it encountered so great was the force. The wind continued to act upon it to create a whip even when it lost its main threat, so it posed a continuing hazard.




  The mainsail yard and the well-reefed sail upon it, released, began to swing one way then another so the way on the ship was now solely maintained by the straining jib sail. Added to this was the pressure of the waves, and since they were coming in at angles, the danger was close to mortal. It was John Pearce who went forward, driven along by the wind, holding on for dear life to the manropes rigged earlier, to call all hands on deck.




  The men that rushed up from below walked into a near blinding downpour but that did nothing to impede what years of imbibed knowledge told them was necessary. The loose fall was taken in strong hands and bare feet were jammed into the soaking deck to hold steady the mainsail yard, this while their mates contrived a secure knot that would repair the break. That complete, the yard was once more hauled square and lashed off to a cleat.




  John Pearce had witnessed this kind of behaviour before, but it never ceased to amaze him how well a British tar behaved in such circumstances, though he would be the first to concede that such skills were commonplace in men who made their living on the sea from whatever nation they came.




  In calmer recollection it served to also remind him that his own skills, at least when it came to knots, were as good as those he commanded, albeit they were rusty given it seemed an interminable time since he had sailed before the mast as a pressed seaman and had received instruction in the art.




  The night was long in these waters, a full fourteen hours and exhausting. The helmsmen could be changed but both captain and master must stay on deck and there was no relief until the light of day began to penetrate the thick overhead cloud, still dark and forbidding. Throughout the night the bells had been rung to tell all of the time and Dorling had dragged himself along the deck on the man ropes to enquire from those casting the logs what speed they were making, that marked on the slate below the binnacle.




  Occasionally he would disappear into the tiny cubicle that contained his charts to make some calculations. In full daylight, and with a weary but worried face, he pressed his lips to John Pearce’s ear to inform him that all that sea room they had enjoyed was fast diminishing. The gale was driving them towards the string of islands that dotted the coast of Dalmatia, while those same islands were surrounded by rocky shoals that would be near impossible to steer away from even if they could be spotted in time.




  ‘You think it best to come about?’




  ‘There’s a rate of guesswork in my calculations.’




  ‘But!’ Pearce barked; this was no time for prevarication.




  ‘Not at this moment, but if this is still gusting by the time we ring the first bells in the afternoon watch, then I reckon it to be necessary.’




  The next voice in Pearce’s ear was that of Michael O’Hagan, back on deck for his third stint at the wheel, who took the liberty of addressing the man he served in the familiar manner normally reserved for private conversation.




  ‘How are we faring, John-boy?’




  Pearce answered through salt-caked lips, while the Irishman’s height required that he duck to make hearing possible. ‘I daresay you have been praying for salvation?’




  ‘Sure since I first put my hand on the wheel and spoke many an hour past.’




  ‘Well don’t give up on it.’




  ‘Saints be praised,’ came a mocking response, ‘you’ve seen the light.’




  ‘The only light I can see is from the sun and there’s precious little of that, Michael.’




  ‘Take my advice, John-boy. Before the water reaches your lips it is best to confess your sins.’




  ‘There won’t be time, Michael, for you or I, we are such transgressors.’




  That joshing exchange cheered John Pearce; he and O’Hagan disagreed fundamentally about religion but kept their differences from ever becoming disputatious. To Pearce it was all superstition: Michael agreed with that but saw it as only proper that, while being Irish, his faith was of the Catholic persuasion and total. Sometimes it occurred to Pearce, and he assumed to O’Hagan as well, that they should not be friends at all.




  There is a truism that a tempest will often blow itself out and in that case the point of maximum threat comes just before it begins to ease. It was hard to credit that the screaming in the rigging could become any louder but it did so, this as one of their merchant consorts came into view, the way it was being tossed about driving home just how much the sea was a torrid mass beneath their keel.




  Like HMS Flirt, the Jeune Eugene was having its rudder exposed by the short troughs. Also like the brig she was safe as long as she could hold her course. The danger came from the head falling off so far that the waves began to strike beam on. This could drive it further abreast of the run so that a following crest would take the ship fully on its quarter, which would drive it over, and if that went too far before it could be corrected a capsize and destruction was inevitable.




  It was a cruel necessity that had Pearce order a man aloft to see if, in the increasing daylight, he could catch sight of L’Elize and he watched the topman who climbed the shrouds with some trepidation. Was the fellow, young agile and arrogant, when he eschewed the lubber’s hole and clambered past the mainmast cap, showing off in such conditions as if there was no wind to speak of?




  That passed on he went up the narrowing rope ladder until he made the crosstrees where a swung leg and a strong arm kept him safe. The other arm shot out to indicate a sighting – there was no point at all in a shout that could never be heard – and John Pearce breathed a sigh of relief for he had hopes invested in those two ships that went beyond the mere desire that those who sailed them were unharmed.




  There was also the comfort of knowing that Henry Digby was probably safe, for it would have been too cruel an irony that he should have survived a dangerous cutting out expedition to perish by drowning.




  ‘I reckon it to be easing, Mr Pearce – not by much, I’ll grant. but a bit has come off the last strong gust.’




  The speed with which the tempest fell away was as swift as the manner in which it had come upon them. The sky cleared before it lost its full power and that alone was enough to lift the spirits, albeit it presented the men on the wheel with a deck covered in loose objects, mostly canvas and ropes. No amount of lashing off could survive such a blow.




  A cartridge of powder was fetched aloft by the gunner, while his brother Brad Kempshall, the ship’s carpenter, began an inspection of the damage. Part of the taffrail had been torn from its seating, a pair of gun port covers had carried away, but he was happy to report to the quarterdeck that they had suffered little, given the strength of the storm.




  The signal gun was loaded and fired to call the attention of their consorts, and with all hands on deck and the topmen aloft and ready, HMS Flirt put up her helm and spun round to resume her original course, which was an order that the merchantmen should follow suit. The wind was easing by the ringing of each half-hour bell and soon the life of the ship could resume its normal progress under a full suit of sails.




  Even if it was late in the day, the decks were swabbed and flogged dry while everywhere below from manger to captain’s cabin was subjected to its daily cleaning with vinegar. The chicken coop was fetched on deck so that the sound of cackling could be added to the feeling that all was right with the world.




  The cook had got his coppers lit as soon as it was safe to do so, and since it was a Sunday the whole crew were assembled to be read the Articles of War, which John Pearce related to them in lieu of a proper religious service, his reason for doing so being that he refused to act the hypocrite. Let those that believed pray to their own God – Papist, Anglican or Methodist.




  As he closed the tract, which promised death for a whole raft of offences and a severe flogging for many more, he issued the order everyone had been waiting for.




  ‘Mr Bird, please pipe the hands to dinner.’







  



  
CHAPTER TWO





  When a British man-o’-war was sighted from the twin promontories that lay at the outer edge of the harbour of Brindisi, escorting two heavily laden merchant vessels, that in itself was enough to cause interest, being a rare event. When the locals could see the Union Flag set above the Tricolour, to denote the trading ships were captures, they flocked to the shoreline to catch a glimpse of the men who had effected such a coup, this observed by John Pearce from the crosstrees of HMS Flirt and through a telescope.




  They had much time to assemble; with the wind coming off the shore, carrying with it the scent of warm, damp earth, it was necessary to beat up to the outer bay in a time-consuming manner. Added to that, Brindisi was a tricky port to enter, the passage to the inner roads being by a narrow channel into which it was only wise to first slot the two French merchantmen while he took a boat to confer with his superior.




  ‘Henry, if you could look through a long glass as I have done you would see an amazing sight. The crowds are so dense I would not be surprised to find when we land a band will be assembled to play us ashore.’




  The master and commander of HMS Flirt could only manage a wan smile as he tried to raise himself in response, an action checked by a gentle hand from a man who knew that one of the first tasks was to get Henry Digby ashore and into the hands of a proper physician. The man who had been treating him, French and a gentle soul, was competent, but only up to a point.




  For all his palpable concern, Pearce was eager to get off the merchantmen and back to the brig. Given the crowds he had espied it would not surprise him to be in receipt of an official reception. He was still in his old working uniform so he would need to spruce up to make the right impression on any local dignitaries.




  Brindisi lay within the Kingdom of Naples, allied to Britain in the war against the French Revolution. Being of such a size and importance the governor would be a person of some standing. For the naval and military he had spotted the upper poles of what looked to be a frigate in the inner roads, while the fortress that overlooked the city was formidable enough to warrant a decent-sized garrison under a high-ranking officer.




  The salutes began while he was still in the cutter, fired from another fort set on an island in the wide bay, but that was of no concern; the reply from the brass signal gun was seen to by Matthew Dorling, left in charge until Pearce was rowed alongside to be enveloped in a cloud of smoke from the discharge.




  There was a moment where he contemplated a quick dip in the sea but there was too little time and if he could see through a telescope what was awaiting them, those ashore and curious would likewise have many a glass trained on the British warship. Thankfully, Michael O’Hagan had drawn off some water from the barrels in the hold and that allowed him to strip off and wash, a hot bowl supplied with which to shave, all carried out to the sound of Lieutenant Edward Grey exercising his marines for whatever ceremony they might be required to perform.




  ‘I am being hounded, John-boy, for what it is you are planning.’




  The Irishman said this in a very soft voice, always careful to never let anyone hear him being overfamiliar with his officer and knowing the ability of his shipmates to hear through six inches of planking. In truth they were intimate enough for O’Hagan to tell Pearce when he thought he was being foolish, a trait all too common in the time since they had become acquainted.




  ‘There’s no plan, Michael, other than that we will not, if matters pan out right, be taking our captures back to Corsica. Added to that, Mr Digby needs to be ashore to recuperate and to recover his strength and that looks to me as if it will require time. I have suggested to him, and he agrees, that we will seek to sell our Frenchmen to the locals for the best price we can get.’




  ‘Which even I know is not the right way.’




  ‘The “right way”, as you call it, would mean a voyage of a week or more and that argues a fair wind. So far our Frenchmen have been placid, but ... ?’




  ‘Sure it’s no wonder. It was us that saved them from dancing on the devil’s rope.’




  ‘Gratitude fades, even for the gift of life. We are not well enough served with hands to provide full prize crews and properly carry our own ship through waters we both know to be dangerous.’




  There was no need to elaborate on that point; HMS Flirt would be sailing across a sea that had led to the loss of a previous vessel on which they had sailed; to so deplete the crew in order to secure the captures would leave her too short of hands if it came to another serious contest. Chin smooth, Pearce slipped into a fresh linen shirt, soon to be followed by his white breeches.




  ‘We have only got this far because our Frenchmen have done the sailing on their own ships and that tempest left them little choice but to do so willingly. What if such a mood fades? I have no mind to try to weather the south of Italy and beat my way back to San Fiorenzo Bay in such circumstances.’




  ‘You reckon we’d lose them?’




  ‘I reckon, Michael, that we face two possibilities – neither of them good. We have had trouble enough in the waters around Sicily. North of that and approaching the coast of their homeland there is a chance our Frenchmen will be tempted to take their ships back from us one dark night and make prisoners of our own men. If they split up we can only chase one and if they are lucky we could forfeit both, which will leave us with empty pockets and that I cannot countenance.’




  ‘Am I at liberty to pass that on?’




  ‘You may.’ Pearce grinned as, black stock tied on, O’Hagan helped him into his deep-blue broadcloth coat. ‘And you may tell those who have not already heard through eavesdropping that when the vessels are sold there will be an immediate distribution of the prize money.’.




  ‘While you say we could be here a while?’




  ‘Not you, my friend, and it is for your own good. In funds and with me gone you would only get into trouble.’




  O’Hagan pulled a face, but he did not dispute the point; he knew only too well his propensity to get blind drunk and seek to chastise anything warm-blooded and male within the range of his fists. At one time that had included John Pearce and he had connected once, although, apart from being fired up for battle, he was stone-cold sober and had acted to save his friend’s life. It was, however, unknown to Pearce and Michael wanted it kept that way.




  ‘No, the Pelicans are off to Naples, once the business is concluded, as my escort.’




  ‘I smell convenience,’ Michael responded, the look as suspicious as the tone of his voice, given Naples was at present home to Emily Barclay, his friend’s paramour.




  ‘I will not deny that the proposal meets my personal needs as well as those of the ship, though I hope you believe I would not put one in the way of the other. But I am sure we will have time to get there and back before Mr Digby is up and ambulant.’




  ‘Holy Mary, I hope we get some liberty time there!’




  ‘That I have to grant you, Michael.’ The grin was accompanied by a pat on one large shoulder. ‘It would be too cruel that I should enjoy the company of a woman while you are denied the chance to do likewise.’




  ‘I will not be looking for a good woman as you will.’




  ‘No, I daresay you will not.’




  Coming up onto the deck Pearce found the marine lieutenant waiting and looking as spruce as was he. The lobsters Grey led were polished and properly blancoed so that their white belts stood out starkly from their scarlet uniforms and shiny blackened shoes.




  The cutter was still in the water but the crew had set a flagstaff in the stern and hung from it a Union Flag, while the oarsmen, under the watchful eye of Tilley, Henry Digby’s coxswain, had spent as much time as anyone prettying themselves. Each wore tarred sennit hats, their best checked shirt, a coloured bandana, while their pigtails had been seen to and decorated with ribbons.




  ‘Mr Grey, you will of course accompany me?’




  ‘Sir,’ came the crisp reply as he indicated that four of his men should proceed into the cutter, doing service this day as a captain’s barge. Grey followed and lastly John Pearce went through the gangway, this to the sound of a high-pitched pipe. ‘You have your orders, Mr Dorling?’




  ‘Aye aye, sir.’




  Pearce took up his position at the stern, the oars were dipped as soon as the cutter was clear and, at a steady rhythm designed to produce the minimum spray, Pearce was rowed towards the narrow channel. The huzzahs, or whatever was the Italian equivalent, he could hear from a long way off and they only grew into a crescendo as they traversed its length. Pearce sat still and eyes forward: such cheers were not acknowledged as to do so would be, for a King’s Officer, undignified.




  Once through and into the inner roads, Tilley set the cutter’s prow for a set of wide steps in the middle of the main part of the town on which stood a single classical column, one his passenger had seen in a pen and ink drawing. There had originally been two, for these steps were at the very end of the Appian Way that had run from Rome to Brundisium in antiquity and was reputed still to do so.




  ‘I would not be surprised to see a Roman consul on yonder steps, Mr Grey,’ Pearce said, having explained the significance.




  ‘Clad in a toga with his fasces and axe?’




  ‘It would be fitting, yes, when you think of the names that have departed from this very spot. Caesars from Julius to Hadrian and Trajan, even Pompey and quite likely Cleopatra came and went from here.’




  What was waiting for them on the steps were not Roman proconsuls or Egyptian queens but their modern equivalents, the dignitaries Pearce had suspected would assemble. All were in somewhat gaudy uniforms, bright-yellow, stark-white and bottle-green combinations, in contrast to the simplicity of Royal Navy blue and Marine scarlet.




  The fellow at the centre, his chest festooned with glittering stars, under a cocked hat decorated with ostrich feathers, wore on his shoulders the largest epaulettes Pearce had ever seen. It was an inadvertent but amusing thought that such platforms would be an excellent place to set down a goblet of wine when simultaneously trying to eat.




  As he stepped ashore a band did indeed strike up, a rather tinny-sounding affair, but the tune was jolly in a martial sense. Pearce lifted his own naval scraper and introduce himself in French, the language of international diplomacy; it was a relief when the man greeting him, who turned out to be the governor, replied fluently in the same language.




  The face fell when he was informed that he was not addressing the actual captain of the British warship, but his second in command, a countenance that went through several states of anxiety as the reasons were explained. The orders he subsequently issued were in Spanish, Naples being a Bourbon-ruled kingdom with an Iberian-born monarch.




  The words eluded Pearce but were quickly related to him in French by an aide. The governor’s own barge, wide, stable and comfortable, was given the task of fetching Henry Digby ashore, where the finest physicians would treat him at the expense of the kingdom.




  ‘And now,’ the aide added, ‘His Excellency wishes to show the conquering hero to the multitude.’




  And bask in the reflected glory, Pearce surmised, an aside whispered to Edward Grey who would accompany him, his marines left to guard the cutter and the crew. There was also the task of making sure the latter stayed with the boat, given the propensity of the British tar to wander off in a foreign port in search of pleasure.




  What followed was a parade through crowded narrow streets to the gubernatorial palace where a banquet awaited, which impressed the guests, given there had been little time to prepare, and naturally Pearce was required to explain how the captures had come about.




  When he mentioned Mehmet Pasha, the man with whom the crew of HMS Flirt had so recently done battle, the air turned blue with what he was sure were filthy Spanish epithets. Obviously the man who ruled for the Ottoman Empire on the Dalmatian coast was no stranger to those who lived on the shoreline of Apulia.




  Details of the actual fight were demanded, to be greeted with equivalent bravoes, as was the sheer brio of the action itself. Drink flowed, strong local Salento wines, followed by a seemingly innocuous lemon liqueur that packed a hidden punch. Toasts were raised to both Kings Ferdinand and George, while the beasts of Paris and the French Revolution were reviled.




  Grey had to be helped back to the cutter and it was an unsteady John Pearce who finally got away to visit Henry Digby, now in a comfortable chamber overlooking the harbour, with windows that admitted a cooling night-time breeze. Doctors had tended to his wound and he was now swathed in clean, well-bound bandages.




  ‘I will seek out some people to trade with on the morrow and then I can report progress to you.’




  ‘Not too early, John. By the way your words are coming out I reckon you need a couple of watches before you will be decent company.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ was the reply, the common one of someone drunk and unwilling to acknowledge he was slurring his speech. ‘Decent night’s sleep will set me up properly.’




  The hangover with which John Pearce awoke gave a lie to that and not even a long dip in the sea, taken outside the harbour to avoid the effluent of the town, which seriously discoloured the water, was sufficient to alleviate his suffering.




  ‘And here’s you chastising me for my drinking,’ was the caustic response from Michael O’Hagan when he came back on board to be towelled and groan. ‘Best I fetch you some more coffee.’




  The discussion regarding what to do with the merchant crews he had already held with Digby. Aboard the captured vessels the crews had been confined, but without any ferocity. While at anchor Flirt could spare as many men as were needed to ensure they did not try to get ashore prematurely. Once any trade had been completed they were to be given a choice: to offer their services to King George or to be put ashore with the aim of making their way by their own efforts back to France.




  Neither John Pearce nor Henry Digby relished the thought of taking them back to the main fleet as prisoners, even if in letting them go they were forfeiting the head money that would be paid out for their capture. Flirt was already a crowded vessel and the means of confinement that would not cause resentment simply did not exist. Added to that, such prisoners would be taken back to England and held in conditions in which not all would survive.




  Brindisi being, outside Venice, the major trading port of the Adriatic, it enjoyed one major advantage for an officer of the King’s Navy seeking to sell his captures. Such a busy entrepôt traded extensively with the Levant, so it had a small contingent of British traders permanently based in the town. These men were eager to offer their good offices, which would make the task of dealing with the locals that much easier.




  What did not serve vv:as the determination of these worthies to treat this officer to the very depth of their hospitality, which had him repeating the tale of the captures, while once more engaging in endless toasts in both port, wine and brandy. It was thus a staggering and silly-grinning officer who was rowed out to the sloop, needing to be aided to get back on board for a second night in succession.




  ‘I swear I need to be away from here, Henry. My constitution can scarce bear it.’




  ‘Are you saying I have an advantage for being laid up?’




  There was jocularity in the enquiry and that, despite a thumping headache, cheered Pearce, given it hinted at a recovery of spirit from a man not much given to smiling. Not himself dedicated to a naval career that had come about by misfortune, just as rank had been gifted to him by luck, he understood that for Henry Digby it was his life. It was that being put in jeopardy that had encouraged him to act in a reckless fashion and to seek a hero’s death.




  From a middling background he was typical of the men who made up the service: loyal to their king, country and the thirty-nine articles of their Protestant faith. Men like Digby had entered their profession as boys with hopes of one day rising to both high rank and wealth; in short, there was not a midshipman born who did not dream of an admiral’s flag and the prosperity that went with it, and such longings would not be abated by several years of service.




  To prosper in the King’s Navy required a degree of interest, the support of powerful patrons, as well as being seen as a client officer by a serving admiral. Even with that they were required to avoid multiple hazards along the way, those being human as well as practical. The latter was merely the dangers of an unpredictable element, the sea. Then there was sickness, which removed many more men than had ever been lost to the navy in battle.




  Finally, there was that peril itself and the search for glory within its remit. The deck of a warship in a fight was as lethal a place as even Lucifer could dream of, with barely aimed round shot blasting around you which, if it did not cut a man in half, could smash through several feet of timber to send deadly splinters flying. These competed with musket fire from the enemy tops or slashing and crushing weapons from an adversary determined to board.




  It had to be accepted, too, that a simple error of judgement or a misreading of an enemy’s intentions could destroy the most illustrious career. Decisions had to be made well away from those who would approve or disapprove of the choice taken. Then there was politics, which could act to snuff out a promising career while the man suffering would be left with no idea why.




  Pearce had to force himself to put such forbidding thoughts aside and return to the main business. ‘Our fellow countrymen, traders all, have undertaken to see to the sale of our captures, but no agreement will be concluded of which you do not approve.’




  ‘I would not wish it to be my sole decision, John.’




  ‘Which will not, I am told, be immediate in any case. The doctors reckon you need several weeks to fully recover, perhaps a month, so I request your permission to absent myself. Mr Grey and Dorling are well able to care for matters without my needing to be present.’




  ‘I have no need to ask where it is you intend to go.’




  ‘I am hardly unaware that you disapprove, Henry.’




  ‘Just as I am aware that if I sought to forbid it you would defy me.’




  ‘It would pain me to do so.’




  Digby closed his eyes, Pearce hoped to mask his desire to issue such an order. That John Pearce should be in a relationship with the wife of another man was bad enough to his pious mind. But in addition to that she was the wife of Ralph Barclay, a naval officer and a full post-captain and such a fact made matters ten times worse, given there could be consequences by mere association. Pearce had defied him before and his comment that he would do so again hinted that a relationship once fraught but then repaired might revert to tension once more.




  ‘I think,’ Digby finally said, his voice a near whisper, ‘that I must let our Maker care for your soul, John, since you would not accept any such aid from me.’




  ‘Then since I have bespoken a coach for the journey, I will depart on the morrow.’




  ‘Money?’




  ‘Our good friends here have advanced me a sum against the sale of our captures.’




  That caused Digby to purse his lips; if his feelings were unspoken they were nevertheless far from a secret. It was as if he was wondering why John Pearce had bothered to ask his permission, since he plainly cared naught for the answer.







  



  
CHAPTER THREE





  ‘Mr Burns, it seems to me that you are in want of confidence when it comes to dealing with the men of your division.’




  There was not much Toby Burns could say to his captain in the face of such a palpable truth. It would do him no good to plead that many of the men he was in direct command of knew him of old, he having previously served as a midshipman aboard HMS Brilliant. It had been his first voyage as a young naval gentleman and had turned out to be a far from happy experience.




  ‘And I am bound to add,’ said Richard Taberly, ‘that you seem shy of seeking chastisement when they show you disrespect.’




  The sound of running feet were not allowed to distract from what was a wigging, nor were the commands that brought the ship round on another heading. The frigate was patrolling off Toulon, the task to keep an eye on the French fleet and to warn Admiral Sir William Hotham if they showed signs of wishing to come out. Alerted, he could sail his capital ships to bring about his heart’s desire, one he shared with every other man in the fleet; a battle in which they were sure they would be victorious.




  The disrespect Taberly was alluding to did not encompass half of what his acting lieutenant suffered. The whole crew identified him as a coward and a fabricator, either because they had been aboard when he took the credit for bravery and insight due to another or had heard the tale from those who were. It mattered not; all knew how to goad him without being too overt.




  How many times did he hear the word Brittany in a sentence, or variations on the name of John Pearce, the man whose glory he had stolen? Near to drowning came up often, as well as allusions to what was possible on a dark and moonless night. In his heart he was sure there were men prepared to throw him overboard and the thought was a constant terror.




  Not that his fears were confined to possible drowning; that merely stood in a long list of what Toby Burns was scared of, all the way up to and including the thought of being involved in a fleet action, or any combat for that matter, never mind the rewards that came with it. He was sure he was benighted by the malice of his superiors from the frigate’s premier, a sandy-haired Scot called Glaister, through Captain Taberly to the very top and Admiral Sir William Hotham himself




  ‘Please take this as a warning, Mr Burns, that I will be watching you and marking your behaviour. I require to see improvement and, I might add, I would not wish to have to relate to our commanding officer that the faith he has so far placed in you was mistaken.’




  The ‘Aye aye, sir,’ came out as a croak.




  ‘Dismissed.’




  With Burns gone Taberly sat in contemplation, for if the youngster was troubled he was not without his own concerns. Recently promoted to post rank, although yet to be confirmed by the Admiralty, he found his young acting-lieutenant to be a problem he was unsure how to handle.




  Taberly was also wondering if it had been wise of Admiral Hotham to push the lad through the lieutenant’s examination for he was clearly not fit for the rank. That too would need t:o. be confirmed by London, his true station of this moment being that of a passed midshipman.




  Hotham had hinted to Taberly that a touch of harsh treatment would not go amiss, yet in conversation with others the newly appointed captain had heard how cossetted the lad had been when he served aboard the flagship and the jealousies such favouritism had caused. Then there was his reputation as an acknowledged hero after some escapade in Brittany, which flew in the face of what appeared in the flesh.




  Burns was not strong, he was weak; not brave, but shy; surely Hotham could discern that as easily as he? Yet he had been favoured with no end of opportunities to distinguish himself and had even survived a bout as a prisoner of the French just prior to his examination.




  Hotham had mentioned Burns being engaged in questionable correspondence - what did that mean? Taberly was not a trusting sort of person with anyone and he naturally observed his superior officers through a jaundiced eye. Gnaw as he did on the words Admiral Hotham had employed, he could not be sure whether within them was set a snare into which he could himself stumble. He had a natural requirement to be careful of his commanding admiral. Did he also need to be cautious of how he treated Burns?




  ‘Enter.’




  The midshipman who obeyed was so small and seemingly childlike it was possible to wonder if he had been breached? Yet freckle-faced and full of wide-eyed innocence William Palliser was the very opposite of Burns. The grandson of a full admiral he was feisty, cheeky and adventurous, forever skylarking in the rigging despite strict orders to desist. Taberly had been obliged to have him kiss the gunner’s daughter twice already and he had only been aboard Brilliant for a matter of weeks.




  ‘Mr Glaister’s compliments, sir, and the French are rigging their yards again.’




  The temptation to yawn had to be fought; Taberly had no idea if the activity within the roadstead of Toulon presaged an attempt to get to sea, mere exercising of crews to work them up to a state of efficiency or a deliberate attempt to tease him and the other vessels of the inshore squadron.




  The French had frigates at sea: that was known for they could come and go from Toulon in a manner denied to larger vessels. The line of battle ships were what mattered; they had been on bare poles for most of his time off the port and could not put to sea until they were properly rigged with yards and canvas. Ploughing to and fro, in sight of the enemy - and this they knew for they could see HMS Brilliant and her consorts as easily as he could espy them - he had observed them go about this farrago too many times to feel even a hint of excitement.




  ‘We can do no more, Mr Palliser, than have our lookouts keep an eye on them. No doubt we will awake on the morrow to see bare poles again.’




  ‘Mr Glaister required that I say the wind is in the north-west.’




  That brought a frown to the face of a captain cursed by a temper. Glaister had been aboard the frigate for two years now and premier to two other captains. He felt and made little attempt to disguise that, in the appointment of his new superior, he had been passed over, the typical reaction of a fellow with no interest in the right places.




  That thought was an unwelcome one; Taberly was not so well blessed with powerful patrons himself Indeed, his elevation had come as a surprise given he had never before met Sir William Hotham. He had to assume it had come about through a shortage of officers within the Mediterranean Fleet and that was a tricky basis for confidence.




  ‘Inform the first lieutenant that I am as aware of the wind as Mr Shakespeare’s Hamlet.’ Palliser’s confusion was obvious; he had no idea what his captain was talking about, which had Taberly bark, ‘Just pass on the message, boy!’




  Thick planking did little to deaden the sound of that shout, nor did the skylight closed against the weather, which had the men working on the poop to blacken the cannon looking at each other. Blubber Booth spat a thumb in the direction of the glass, but not before he had allowed himself a good look round to make sure it was unobserved, an act which brought a smile from Martin Dent.




  By careful movement both had heard what had gone on in the great cabin: like all tars they were adept at eavesdropping, so much so that it was taken as read they could hear a whisper through a wooden bulkhead. Both had witnessed the Burns interview, important given they were in his division. They despised him for the very reasons Taberly had seen fit to raise: he was useless, always uncertain, and if he was terrified of a fight he commanded men equally unhappy to be led by him.




  ‘We did not draw a good straw when we got Taberly,’ whispered Blubber.




  Martin grinned at his well-larded companion - he was much given to such an expression - and gave a soft response. ‘We got a straw out of the manger muck, mate, an’ no error.’




  It was ever thus in the King’s Navy; you could be sailing sweet with a kindly soul one minute and then get a tartar of a captain the next. Taberly’s predecessor had been a halfway house, intemperate one day and seeming kind the next, who had led Glaister, if anyone, a merry dance, but matters had gone downhill since he departed.




  Glaister was known as the Skelton, this due to a face of scarce and pallid skin over prominent bones. The Scotsman they could live with: he was strict but fair and it had been expected one day he would get his step at least into a non-rated ship. The arrival of Taberly, and a right bastard as he had proved from day one, had turned a far from pleased Glaister into an equally harsh officer.




  There had been floggings already, as Taberly set out to impose himself on the men he led, which had been rare under his predecessor. Deserved, no man objected to the punishment; it was only right if a man transgressed he should receive his due. But Taberly was too fond of it, his lashes too many for the offence, so that much blood had been drawn. HMS Brilliant was not a happy ship.




  In San Fiorenza Bay there was the usual cheer at the arrival of a packet from England. It carried despatches, of course, but also letters and newspapers to a set of men eager for news from home. For Admiral Sir William Botham KB, the most important missive was confirmation from Earl Spencer, First Lord of the Admiralty, to say that Lord Hood would be relieved and that he was now de facto as well as the titular commander in the Mediterranean.




  ‘Toomey, word to the captains. There will be revels this night.’




  The clerk was unused to his employer being animated; Sir William was rarely given to excitement, indeed Toomey reckoned him too often vacillating, which made it a good job that he had a clever Irishman to counsel him. Now Hotham was calling to his steward to fetch up from his storeroom the finest wines he had in his private stock like a man favoured with a firstborn son.




  ‘I take it, Sir William, you are in receipt of good tidings?’




  That question was posed for form’s sake alone; Toomey could too easily guess at what had engendered such a mood.




  ‘The old devil has got his just deserts.’




  ‘Lord Hood?’




  ‘Who else, man. Thank the Almighty I shall not have to suffer his damned condescension ever again.’




  There was real venom in that response; Hotham and Hood had been chalk and cheese. If outright dislike was tempered by manners it had been thin in both cases, never more so than when Hood sneered at whatever advice his second in command put forward. Now the old man was gone and Hotham could act as he wished.




  ‘All we need now, Toomey, is for the French to oblige us with a contest.’




  ‘May I be allowed to offer you my congratulations, sir?’




  ‘Thank you Toomey, and now you are serving as clerk to a fleet commander you will enjoy a steep raise in your stipend, which I say is thoroughly deserved.’




  ‘A trifle, Sir William, compared to your news.’




  That was a lie; to the clerk, rising with his employer was as important to him as any other person's elevation. A man careful with his money - short arms and deep pockets were what others said of him - Toomey saved for a purpose. He aspired to nothing more than to accumulate enough for a life ashore with the means to take his pleasures. A good long spell as clerk to the C-in-C would secure that for him.
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