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Chapter One


Sleeping on the deck between a pair of cannon had drawbacks; the planking was hard and the ship rolled enough on the swell to require John Pearce to jam himself against the bulwarks but for all the discomfort it had two distinct advantages. The tiny cabin of HMS Larcher was not comfortable for two people seeking to avoid any kind of tactile contact, which he must do with Amélie Labordière, his passenger and one-time mistress. In addition, even if he was the captain, he was, on such a small vessel as an armed cutter, required to share the watch, which meant no more than four hours sleep and often not that if anything untoward happened.

The only other option, and one to which he had condemned le Comte de Puisaye, his other passenger, was to sling a hammock ’tween decks, which, in terms of space on such a cramped vessel made the cabin seem palatial. This said nothing about an atmosphere replete with snoring and the all-pervading odour of endemic and malodorous flatulence: all the French aristocrat had to protect himself from that was a canvas screen. It was something John Pearce, needing to be quick on deck in an emergency, would not have been granted. Besides, fresh air was so much more to his liking.

The night being cloudy, the heat of the day had been trapped and, unusually in the northern quadrant of the Bay of Biscay, if there was a decent swell coming in from the Atlantic the wind was no more than a zephyr. It meant, with a slight breeze on her quarter and few sails aloft, the ship was making little headway in what was a Stygian darkness. Pearce had added to the lack of light by shading the lantern which illuminated the binnacle.

A candle could be seen at sea for miles in clear weather and they were in hostile waters, close in an arc of shoreline in possession of the enemy. Pearce was obliged to cross, on the way back to England, several well-worn routes to the major French ports, both commercial and naval, and this took no account of French cruising warships or privateers in search of prizes.

‘Wake up, Captain.’ The voice was soft yet insistent enough to penetrate a rather lubricious dream, full of scantily dressed women and bring him to full wakefulness. ‘There’s something odd.’

Disturbed slumbers at sea went with the position of commander. While men could be left to con a ship set on an unchanging course, if anything untoward occurred, and very much so if danger threatened, only he could make the necessary decisions. The sleeper rolled up the cant of the deck and out of his boat cloak, to look up into the ghostly face now inches from his nose, hoping whatever was odd did not include the danger of a lee shore.

As a man who knew his navigational limitations, Lieutenant John Pearce lived in dread of an error which would see his ship wrecked. Then he remembered that he had discussed the course they were sailing with his master, Matthew Dorling, who might be young, but knew his stuff.

‘What is odd?’

‘Listen.’

All Pearce could hear was the groaning of the ship’s timbers and it took a firm hand to get him upright so that he could allow such aural examination to extend further. The first slapping sound was unmistakable, the well-known thud of an object hitting a heavy body of water, and wherever it was coming from it was not the bows of the armed cutter. This reprised the fear of going aground, the second rhythmic slap doing nothing to bring about reassurance. Yet as it continued it carried with it none of the other sounds associated with waves cascading on a shore, no hissing of trapped water escaping over rocks. Then some timbers moved so seriously as to send a crack of strained wood out into the night and it was not off his own vessel.

‘A ship?’ Pearce hissed.

‘Reckon,’ came the soft reply.

Peering outwards Pearce looked for any glint of light, only to conclude there was none.

‘Holy Christ, it could be a ghost ship.’

That whisper had an air of panic about it, reminding Pearce of just how superstitious was the average Jack tar, even if in this case it was no tyro but a leading hand. The temptation to scoff was high—the man in command of HMS Larcher did not believe in spectral spirits—yet it seemed inappropriate in the circumstances, so instead a firm hand was applied to a barely visible shoulder to induce calm.

‘Steady now, man. I will take the wheel. Go below and rouse out the crew, but quietly. No bells, no drums and make sure they are silent as they ascend to the deck.’

‘Aye, aye, sir.’

No sooner had Pearce got his hand on the spokes, having released the leather strap by which it had been secured, than the rocket went up, seeming to rise from nowhere, a red streak of flame shooting skywards to form a starburst as it exploded, accompanied by the flash of a signal gun, he thought somewhere to windward.

What followed was both astounding and alarming as all around the armed cutter great stern lanterns began to be lit over a vast expanse of sea, not in single figures, not even by the dozen, but to Pearce’s vivid imagination by the hundreds. Each one illuminated a small patch of deck on those he was close to, showing a sliver of white and phosphorescent wake, as well as the lower sails of what constituted an armada.

‘Mother of Christ, if we’re not in the middle of a fleet.’

Given the darkness of a moonless and starless night, it was like being placed in a candlelit galaxy, and if they were moving at a snail’s pace, Pearce quickly realised the ships all around them were very obviously on an opposite course to his own. Even in the dark he knew the voice of the man who had uttered the curse to be his friend Michael O’Hagan; there was no mistaking the deep Irish brogue and the religious nature of his blasphemy. He also sensed the required warrants had taken up their places beside him, which proved to be so when each one named their task so he would know they were present.

This was followed by silence as Pearce contemplated the dilemma in which they were trapped. Given their location there was no way this fleet of vessels was friendly, but from what he could see, and it was limited, they were not warships. They looked to be, certainly by the shape of their transoms and bluff bows, too squat for fighting, more in the line of merchant vessels, which in turn led to the deduction this was a French commercial convoy, with the qualification one of such dimensions must have an armed escort and very likely a potent one.

‘Mr Dorling, we need find a reasonable patch of sea in which to come about, but very quietly. Can the hands do what is necessary without any calling out or shouted orders?’

‘I would say yes, sir.’

The tone of voice in the reply was worthy of examination; much as he had come to like the crew of HMS Larcher and as much as he had seen their competence when sent about any particular duty, he still had areas of ignorance. It was as well to take into consideration he was not their titular captain, but merely in temporary command from the mission upon which they had been so recently engaged. Dorling had sounded very assured and really there was no choice but to go with his judgement.

‘Please relay the necessary orders, then come back to inform me when all is in place. Also tell our passenger below on no account is he to come on deck. Gunner?’

‘Capt’n.’

‘Mr Kempshall, as soon as we are come about and have settled on a new course, I want the flintlocks in place, the guns run out and loaded on both sides, bow chasers too, then hauled back in and left behind closed gun ports, but slowly and with minimal noise.’

There was a silence then, as the gunner contemplated the ramifications, for a trundling gun could be noisy and then there was the damage they could do. Fired at closed ports, which they could be in a panic, would cause serious damage to the woodwork and, in the dark, who knew where the splinters from such an act would go, they could easy kill or maim the crew. Pearce misunderstood the long pause and remarked on what he thought was troubling the man.

‘Difficult as it is, Mr Kempshall, I would rather have to worm them later than seek to load in an emergency.’

‘Weren’t that, your honour; I was thinkin’ of the work I’d give my carpenter brother. I’ll set my mates and the gun captains to work and get below and start preparing charges, sir.’

‘Make it so. Michael, get the muskets out and loaded and every weapon we have available by the guns.’

‘Jesus, we can’t fight this lot.’

‘They are merchantmen, Michael, and they we will not fight. But if any of their escorts come snooping, then I must seek to use what little gunnery we have to get away. The best way to achieve that is to give them something else to think about, so when you have seen to the swords and tomahawks I want you working on some strong combustibles we can sling at another ship.’

‘A vessel ablaze will keep them busy, happen?’

Pearce smiled, which was hidden in the dark for he had not been sure Michael would smoke his aim. He was about to say so when he realised the Irishman was gone. All around him men were doing likewise, going about their duties, and it was a testament to the efficiency of the Royal Navy and the massive amount of sea time the fleet enjoyed they could do so without being able to see anything, albeit such actions were usually carried out with a great deal of noise.

Not now; they were appreciative of the danger they were in, could see just as he could the myriad number of lights all around the ship, so the shrouds were climbed by touch; likewise, the way the men eased their bare feet into the footropes and made their way along the yards was done in silence, and if they did call to each other it was in voices so low as to not even carry to the deck.

Somewhere forward and amidships Dorling was peering skywards, trying to see by the odd white flash of a bare foot the hands were in the required places. On deck, those allotted to pull on the falls were standing by to release them from their cleats, prepared to haul hard and swing round the yards before sheeting them home once the cutter, aided by the hard-over rudder, was on a reverse course. On the wheel, Pearce would also take his cue from the master, a man so much more competent in the art of sailing than he.

The actual turn was far from noiseless, for with so many men employed in physical tasks such a thing was impossible. All Pearce could hope for was the odd call or curse, the sound of ropes whirring through blocks or the creak of a swinging yard, would not carry to the other vessels around them. If it did, they would have few men alert enough to hear them, at this time of night, aboard a merchant vessel. Even if they were attuned to the danger of an enemy, they must surely feel safe in the cocoon of their armada. Added was the constant sound of their own timbers, which would be creaking and groaning as all wooden and rope-rigged vessels would.

Pearce sensed a presence. ‘You with me, Michael?’

‘I am.’

‘Sneak into the cabin and find the flag locker—there’s a tricolour in there. Don’t unshade the lantern until the door is shut.’

‘And if I wake the lady, who might need some comfort?’

‘Tell her to stay off the deck,’ Pearce snapped, for he could discern the trace of humour in his friend’s tone.

There was no setting of a course. Pearce steered to keep an equal distance between two of the nearest vessels, only troubled by a series of flaring rockets and booming signal guns clearly imparting some message of which he had no knowledge, these briefly and partially illuminating the seascape, luckily not close by. It did tell him the escorts, who would seek to control the convoy movements, were way off to windward, a position from which they could protect their charges from interdiction, the added advantage being should a threat emerge from another quarter, they had the wind with which to quickly react.

Time lost all meaning, which gave him a period to think. Once he recalled his previous course and where he had set out from the day before, it seemed to suggest this fleet was heading for the mouth of the Loire. Given the overwhelming superiority in numbers the Royal Navy could deploy across the oceans, this sort of convoy should, in theory, be impossible to assemble and even harder to escort to home soil. Judging by the size, it must have some bearing on the ability of Revolutionary France to continue the war, especially since he had been informed by his male passenger the nation was in the grip of famine, although he had not entirely believed a man with an agenda of his own to pursue.

‘The escorts will form an outer screen,’ Pearce said. He was really thinking aloud, including Michael O’Hagan in his ruminations. ‘Something this size, I should think they are numerous, mostly with the weather gauge to give them control. But I should not be surprised if there are warships bringing up the rear to scare off our cruisers.’

‘Seems to me they might be the ones to give us worry, right enough.’

Pearce asked Michael to fetch Dorling and, after a talk about their previous course and their likely location now, was obliged to conclude the merchant convoy would be expected to make landfall early in the morning, possibly at first light. If their navigation was good, then it would be the Loire estuary, but even slightly off it would be simple to correct and begin the next stage of the operation. This was to send the ships, one by one, upriver to the port of Nantes as and when the tide permitted.

‘Which means we must not be in the same position then as we relatively are now.’

‘Soon as its light, sir, we will be spotted, and for my money—a strange ship right in the middle of this lot—would bring someone to have a look-see.’

‘Can’t fault your conclusion.’

Looking out into the darkness as he contemplated Dorling’s opinion, Pearce was suddenly aware, even in the pitch dark, one of the nearby merchantmen had fallen off its course and was being brought closer by the leeway forced upon it by the current. Those lower sails, which had been ghostly, now had a more defined shape, there was no sign of a wake, while the stern lantern was no more than a glow hidden by the bulk of the vessel. Unsure if it was imagination or vision, he thought there was bowsprit too close for comfort and possibly heading for his shrouds. Spinning the wheel he let the head of HMS Larcher fall away and spoke as soon as had an effect.

‘Take the wheel,’ he hissed to Dorling, making for the side as soon as the exchange was complete, hands cupped to his mouth and about to yell. For a split second he held his tongue, as it came to him to call out in English was unwise, So he did so in French, demanding to know what the sal cochon was playing at. It was obvious his words had an effect; someone on the merchantman’s wheel was hauling hard on the rudder, this evidenced by the way the light from the lantern altered what it was illuminating. Pearce, leaning over the side, was certain if he reached out, he could touch the bowsprit rigging of the other ship; he could certainly hear the noise of the bow itself breasting into the swell, the slapping sound loud in his ears.

Then a voice called back. ‘What in the name of Jesus does that mean?’

English, and with it an accent of some kind? Pearce decided to stick to French and informed the man on the other deck he had nearly run them down.

The response was querulous. ‘Have you got anyone aboard who speaks a proper language, you Gallic booby? And might I enquire, if you do, what in the name of creation you are doing sailing in the middle of this damn convoy with no light showing?’

‘I speek a leetle English,’ Pearce replied.

‘Then get some lights aloft if you don’t want to be run down, monsure.’

It was the last word which nailed the speaker as a Jonathan. What was an American doing in a ship off the coast of France?

‘I pilot,’ Pearce replied, wondering if this would make sense; no ship in this convoy would risk the Loire sandbanks without one.

‘Well, monsure, you’re not much of one, I’d say, but if you want all this goddamn grain and barley we have fetched over three thousand miles of ocean, you better have a care where you lay a course.’

‘Grain and barley?’ called Pearce, too surprised to think.

‘Thousands of tons of it, friend, enough to feed the whole of France for a year and some left over.’

While they had been talking the voice had been fading slightly, evidence the merchant vessel was resuming a proper course. Pearce was trying and failing to calculate the kind of total cargo being borne by what ships he knew to be around him. Without another thought he raised himself up on to the bulwarks, then half climbed the lower shrouds and began to try and count the lanterns he could see, lit because the convoy was close to shore and clearly in no danger in the opinion of the man in charge of the escorts.

‘Michael,’ Pearce said, when he had jumped down and made his way back to the wheel. ‘Have you got out the tricolour?’

‘I have.’

‘Then get it bent on and our ensign down and out of sight. Mr Dorling, we need to change course once more and get back on to the original heading. I do not want to be enclosed by this lot when the sky gets light.’ It was followed by a sigh. ‘And if you are a praying man, beg for a bit of a decent wind and from the right quarter.’

The manoeuvre was carried out with more noise than previously; clearly his crew had heard the exchange and thought they had little to fear from an armada from America. Indeed there were one or two willing to suggest they press a few into the King’s Navy, given the high chance many of them were deserters over the years and from the same body. Once on a new course and cursing the lack of wind, Pearce steered by the light of those lanterns, sailing in line ahead, keeping HMS Larcher’s head equidistant between them.

Being summertime the dawn came too early and they had not got clear by the time he could apply the standard naval test and see a grey goose at a quarter-mile. What he could see, off the stern of the last convoy vessels, was a pair of frigates beating to and fro, while to windward there were visible the higher topmasts of a pair of ships of the line.

He was not immediately spotted, no doubt due to their concentration being to seawards, the area from where danger could threaten. It would take time, perhaps more than a day, to feed those merchant ships even into such a wide estuary. The rest, stationary and waiting their turn, would be exceedingly vulnerable to anything coming in from the wide Atlantic like a squadron of British warships, which would certainly save him and Larcher. Such a thing was too much to hope for: all he had was the tricolour and the hope, being a small warship sailing along with closed gun ports, he would be seen as no threat.

It was a risk to sail close to one of those frigates, to seek to convey an expression of unconcern, which he added to by raising his hat, too far off to be seen to be British, wise such an action was not taken too far; he did not want to get within anything like hailing range. Sam Kempshall, as ordered, had loaded the signal gun and in time-honoured fashion Pearce ordered the distant flagship should be saluted, an act which received a reply in what was, on both ships, a total waste of powder.

‘Time to worm those cannon, Mr Kempshall, but I would beg you leave one of the chasers loaded.’

Such a task took time—worming guns to get out the ball and the charges was a slow process, a period in which, even in light airs, the gap opened up substantially until any visible French warship was no more than hull upon the horizon. When all was ready John Pearce called for the ship to heave to and presented to his enemies a broadside view.

‘Michael, put back out the ensign, if you please.’

The proper flag was bent onto the halyards and, as it raced aloft and the tricolour came down, the temporary captain of HMS Larcher hauled on the lanyard to fire the flints of the three-pounder cannon. He wasted a ball—it landed harmlessly in the sea—but it was of little consequence.

The purpose was to alert those Frenchmen to what was happening, to let them see, as they trained their telescopes on what had taken their attention—the noise of a cannon fired and the billowing smoke it produced—the vessel which had sailed so serenely past was one they would have done well to intercept. The nature of the convoy and what it might contain would soon be known in London.

‘Your guests are desirous of being allowed the deck, Captain.’

‘Make it so, Mr Dorling, and set us on a course for home.’

‘Aye, aye, sir.’






Chapter Two


Jaleel Tolland had not endeared himself to the hard-working folk at Buckler’s Hard, but then, being a fellow of rough manner and impatient with it, he was not much given to being pleasant to any living soul. To his way of thinking these New Forest folk were too close-mouthed for their own good and a whip would not go amiss to get them to mind their manners and have them respond to his enquiries. Franklin Tolland had been found to be easier to deal with so it was he who had elicited the replies to the questions the pair had come to ask.

Even if they had been previously supplied with information and from an unimpeachable source, such was the endemic mistrust of the Tolland brothers, they needed to be certain of the facts. Yes, the armed cutter, HMS Larcher, had set out from Buckler’s Hard a week past and was expected to return to the River Beaulieu in short order, though only providence knew when. And yes, the man in command was a lieutenant who went by the name Pearce, though they could not swear to his given name being John. He had bedded down elsewhere and had not spent, if you added it all up, much more than an hour or two ashore in the vicinity.

To this was added a physical description, confirmation that the Tollands were in the proper place to lay by the heels the man they sought, which had allowed them to mount their horses and return up the road to the town of Lyndhurst. This was, where they had left the rest of their gang, each of whom, it was decided, would take it in daily turns to ride down to a point overlooking the estuary of the River Beaulieu to catch the return of the ship.

To stay in Buckler’s Hard was difficult given the lack of accommodation in what was no more than a maritime shipyard inhabited by those involved in construction, impossible without they arouse suspicion as to their motives for being in a place few visited. The Tolland name would likely not be known to anyone locally, but you could never be certain. When you lived outside the law, as these smugglers did, it was best to never take a chance on it being recognised.

‘This Pearce bugger could be gone half a year,’ opined one of the band, a near-toothless and bent-nosed ruffian called Cole, this after four days of waiting, during one of which the rain had come down in buckets to depress any high spirits with which they had come to the place.

‘Never,’ Franklin Tolland replied. ‘We have it on good authority he would be gone two weeks at best an’ it could be less.’

‘Weeks in which,’ Cole hissed through his gums, ‘we would see not a coin turned.’

‘Stow it,’ Jaleel growled. ‘When did you ever earn a crust me and my brother did not provide?’

‘All I is saying, Jaleel, is that we are men of the sea wereselves.’

‘So?’

‘So we knows she is fickle, mate, an’ if what you say is true, this Pearce feller is set to go ashore over the water and that be hostile, so he might get himself killed. Besides, goin’ there an’ comin’ back won’t be easy on a sea crawlin’ wi’ French ships of war. We could be here till doomsday.’

Jaleel Tolland looked round the tavern table and assembled faces to see if there was general agreement with Cole, hard to discern with few of the others present prepared to catch his eye. To a man they were in fear of him, which was just the way he liked it.

‘Has you lost all recollect of what that bastard did? He stole our ship and our cargo from under our noses and damn near put us in the workhouse.’ A gnarled hand slammed down on the bare wood of the tabletop. ‘An’ that’s an act for which he has to pay and pay high. I want to see his bleached bones after he’s told us what we need to know.’

‘You mean to slit his gizzard?’ asked one of the gang quietly.

‘After he’s told us where to find the rest of his gang and I’ve made him scream for death in place of what I will do to his carcass.’ Jaleel Tolland produced a large knife and began to carve out marks on the tabletop. ‘Happen I’ll leave my name on him, afore I get to his throat.’

‘It might be a bad idea to do him in, brother.’

Jaleel looked at Franklin, making a point of aiming his gaze at the red, yet to fully healed scar on his younger brother’s cheek, the result of a sword swipe given to him by the very same John Pearce. If the older brother was scarlet of face and, with his pockmarked cheeks, both intemperate and unprepossessing, Franklin was the opposite. He had always been a ladies man, a comely-looking cove and proud of it, to which he added the manners of speech and behaviour of what he considered himself to be, a gentleman. Now, none would look at him, male nor female, without first seeing the scar, which would class him as villainous.

‘And you with that face?’

‘We don’t want the law on our tail.’

‘Christ, we live outside the law.’

‘Smuggling is one thing, Jaleel, murder another.’

‘You goin’ soft, Franklin, for I don’t recall you bein’ shy of killing afore?’

Grunts of agreement greeted the comment; in a game where trust was unknown and acts of thieving and disloyalty common, Franklin Tolland had been as swift as the rest of the crew to take the life of anyone light-fingered, twice as quick to a sneak or a turncoat, one willing to dob them in to the excise for a cash reward.

‘Never, but if we do in one of our own kind in the act of shipping contraband, who’s to give a care? This Pearce might be as much of a scoundrel as any in our game, but he is King’s Navy too and as such might get us a whole heap of trouble. They look after their own and the last thing we want is Jack Tar seeking vengeance when we get back to our proper trade. We want them to pay us no heed so we can come and go without fuss.’

‘Then it has to be out of sight,’ Cole wheezed. ‘Happen we let him land, an’ take him when no soul is about. Plenty ground and soft round here to bury him in, once you’se got what you want, then it be a mystery.’

‘Never,’ Jaleel spat. ‘That sod has slipped me four times now, so he’s getting taken up as soon as his feet touch soil.’

The door swung open and the eighth member of the gang bustled in. He had been doing his duty on the seashore by the hamlet of Lepe, which overlooked the deep-water approach to the winding River Beaulieu.

‘I think I sighted the cutter bearing up for the river.’

‘You sure?’ Franklin demanded.

‘Christ no, couldn’t see her transom even if she does bear a name. But she has a naval pennant, the right lines and has two bow chasers and six-gun ports a side, which fits what I was told to watch for.’

‘Tide?’

‘On the rise, and she was getting her sweeps out, given the wind don’t favour her.’

Jaleel was already on his feet, his face even redder than normal with rising passion. ‘Get the horses saddled up, all of you. I want us to be well hidden afore he makes the final bend.’

The demand accomplished, they gathered outside and mounted up, being just about to set off and take the road south, when a shay came hurtling down the street, drawn by a single sweating horse. Sat under the canopy, and being free with his long whip, was an elderly fellow in the heavily braided uniform of a rear admiral. If Jaleel Tolland had a high colour on his face he was well outdone by the sailor, who seemed able to match him in passion too.

‘Stand aside there, damn you to hell!’ the admiral cried, his protruding eyes raking the assembled horsemen who threatened to impede his progress. ‘I am on the King’s business.’

‘You’ll be on a funeral slab, you old bugger,’ Jaleel shouted after him, having been obliged to haul hard on his reins to get his mount out of the way. The shay had gone through a deep puddle left over from the heavy day’s rain, an act which threw up a spray of mud-filled water.

‘Quiet,’ Franklin called, waving a hand to cool his brother’s passion, a sideways glance showing the good citizens of Lyndhurst had stopped to stare. What followed was a quiet hiss. ‘We don’t want our faces remarked upon.’

‘Too late for you, Franklin, so let’s get going and sort out the bastard who marked you for life.’

Pearce, standing on the tiny quarterdeck of the armed cutter, realised the positive mood in which he had allowed himself to wallow since clearing the grain convoy was fast evaporating and it had nothing to do with matters nautical. Perhaps it was to do with the weather, for after a day of heavy rain in which he had required his oilskins it had turned sunny, which in itself seemed to mock his previous sanguine mood.

Reality came home to roost as HMS Larcher sailed past the mouth of the Lymington, a river taking its name from the port to which it led. More tellingly, for his happiness as well as his future, Emily Barclay was there, waiting for him to return and this had forced him to revisit an unpalatable truth. To wonder how the person he loved would react to him arriving back from this short voyage bearing, as a passenger, a woman who had previously been his mistress.

Emily was somewhat prudish in an English county way. This had everything to do with her stable, parochial and provincial upbringing. This so contrasted with his own life of endless wandering in the company of his combative father, none more so than the formative years he had spent in Paris in the aftermath of the French Revolution. The city, eighteen months after the fall of the monarchy, had been exciting and vibrant then, full of optimism, an air of adventure, gossip, the discussion of radical ideas and of course, beautiful women.

Coming of age there, tall and slim, with a handsome, unblemished countenance, John Pearce had caught a come-hither look in more than one female eye. With the exuberance of youth and eager for experience he had taken full advantage of what was very obviously on offer, finally settling into a more serious liaison with Amélie Labordière. This was with the full cognisance of her understanding husband; a rich man and no hypocrite, he had his own pleasures to pursue.

Emily had experienced nothing of that nature: from her parental home she had gone on to be trapped in a loveless marriage to the odious Captain Ralph Barclay, a husband seventeen years her senior and a man Pearce saw as his mortal enemy. This was an encumbrance from which he was in the process of rescuing her, a task fraught with many complications, not least Emily’s own disinclination to acknowledge their mutual attraction or to succumb to his advances.

Circumstances had favoured his suit, though she had only become his lover in the few days before his departure. He knew such a position left her, even if she sought to hide it, with a residue of deep Anglican guilt, so she would not readily take to the unexpected presence of the aristocratic and Catholic Amélie. He also assumed any attempt by him to explain it away as pure coincidence stood a very strong chance of being treated as so much stuff.

Yet it was nothing more than happenstance; he had been charged by the government to undertake a mission to the Vendée to assess the state of the revolt there—was it worth supporting or should it be left to wither? He had come across Amélie in the company of those who were fighting the Revolution on behalf of their region, their religion and their monarchy, the latter two concepts to which John Pearce could only take exception. Nor could his undertaking be said to be a success, this exemplified by the other person he was fetching back to England.

In the few days the Comte de Puisaye had been aboard, and for some days prior, the man had become a sore trial to John Pearce. He was now wondering if keeping him below when they were in some danger, in the same way he had confined Amélie to his cabin, had as much to do with the man’s insufferable nature as a need to ensure any interference he might produce could have a negative effect.

He had been raised by an extremely radical father to see the world as an inequitable place in need of change, where the fortunate few had an excess of money and land while many lived in poverty. It was also a world where the twin pillars of the Church and the Crown ensured nothing was allowed to disturb the status quo. Good manners had obliged Pearce, many times, to bite his tongue.

Puisaye was an unreconstructed aristocrat, whose sole wish was life should return to what it had been before the fall of King Louis. He could neither see nor accept the world had changed, nor could he or his ilk seem to accept they bore a great deal of the responsibility for what had befallen their class. Yes the guillotine was barbaric in the frequency with which it was now being employed, the terror sweeping France indiscriminate in whom it killed. But the men who had occupied positions of power under the monarchy, by their indifference to the plight of the mass of their fellow countrymen, only had themselves to blame.

The Count was likewise convinced that he and his fellow rebels in the Vendée held the key to the defeat of both the Jacobin Terror and the Revolution. All they required was that Albion support them with a massive injection of naval assets: warships of every size, regiments of infantry and batteries of artillery, plus several tons of gold to pay for their return to power. Given such aid they were convinced they could advance from their coastal swamps to overcome the forces sent from Paris to defeat them. From what John Pearce had observed, they were living in cloud cuckoo land.

Puisaye was less of a pressing personal concern than Amélie Labordière; the fellow could be passed on to William Pitt and Henry Dundas to be dealt with, and those two politicos as well as the government they led were welcome to him. Less cheering was Amélie, in the few conversations he had allowed himself with her, any hint of intimacy having to be avoided, had made it plain she held the same opinions as Puisaye. This left him to wonder how his discomfort at her stated views had never surfaced during the months they had been lovers.

The answer was, of course, obvious: ardent youthful lust, carnal engagement and a willing apprenticeship in the art of lovemaking took precedence over any concern for politics of any hue. John Pearce was too busy enjoying himself, added to the fact he had been far from wholly convinced of his father’s opinions then and he still questioned some of the more outré notions now, not least the innate goodness of the human race.

Such thoughts recalled his last visit to Paris, a city much changed from the one he had enjoyed in the company of Amélie. This dragged up, in turn, the memory of the last contact he had enjoyed with a parent known throughout England and Scotland as the Edinburgh Ranter. This soubriquet had been given him for his years of making radical stump speeches and pamphleteering, all denouncing the privileges enjoyed by the monarchy, the Church, the aristocracy and the greedy mercantile class.

Adam Pearce had been hated by these pillars of the British Government for the way he stirred up discontent and sometimes even riot. A marginal nuisance for most of his life, all that had changed with the fall of the Bastille and the revolution that swept France.

Suddenly his activities and growing fame—he called for a similar overthrow in his homeland and the notion was welcomed by many—presaged a potent threat, so much so that Adam and his son had been imprisoned for a short spell in the Fleet prison. Set free Adam had not kept silent; he had taken up his cause again, only to be forced to flee to France from a King’s Bench warrant for sedition, a crime which could be punished by hanging.

Initially welcomed in Paris as a famed supporter of republicanism, as well as a victim of reactionary justice, Adam Pearce had been feted and admired by the men then in power. But both their power and his welcome had begun to pall over each month. Never one to hold back on what he saw as morally right, John’s father found the people who had taken over the revolutionary government had no more love of his honesty than the ministers of King George. In a city increasingly febrile, this was dangerous; there were no warrants in France, just arbitrary and revolutionary justice.

John Pearce had returned to England to plead for the King’s Bench warrant to be set aside, only to find himself being pursued by men intent on serving it and clapping him in gaol. On a cold winter night, he had taken refuge in a crowded tavern hard by the River Thames, in a part of the city called the Liberties of the Savoy, much used by men avoiding the long arm of the law. Called The Pelican, it proved to be a poor choice in terms of safety; he had been illegally press-ganged into the King’s Navy by none other than Emily’s husband, Captain Ralph Barclay of the frigate HMS Brilliant.

As much good fortune as bad had attended his service since that night: he had been cast ashore and nearly drowned in a cutting-out expedition, got he and his companions back to safety and obliged Ralph Barclay to release him and them from the navy, only to be pressed for a second time on the way home.

The commander of his new vessel had promoted him as a way to stifle a troublemaker; he had then found himself obliged to take command of the vessel in the first successful naval action of the war and was hailed for his actions as a hero, which resulted in Pearce being given his present rank by order of King George.

In the interim, in Paris and for his father, matters had gone from bad to worse. The party of the Girondins, who took control of the government, cooled towards him and sought to still his criticisms by disapproval. The Jacobins, who overthrew the Girondins and sent their political enemies to the guillotine, imprisoned Adam Pearce to silence him completely. Appraised of this his son hastened to rescue him, finding him too ill to give any attempt a chance of success.

Knowing he was near to death, Adam substituted himself in place of another prisoner, a fact his son discovered too late; he was already in the tumbrel and on his way to the place of execution by then. John Pearce failed in the race to seek to save him, instead witnessing a decapitation by the same infernal device which had lopped off the heads of so many before him, accompanied by the screams of a bloodthirsty revolutionary mob.

Duty came along to chase away such gloomy recollections, for over the prow lay the sandbanks protecting the entrance to the River Beaulieu and those he examined carefully. He must take cognisance of the state of the tide, for he would need it to be rising or at flood to take him up to his anchorage at Buckler’s Hard on what was a tidal waterway. Once there, he would quit the ship and his temporary appointment, which brought its own feelings of regret. If he did not have much love for the navy, he had enjoyed being in command of the young men who manned this vessel.

As he looked along the deck at the hands called up to their duty, he hoped they too had appreciated his being there, at least the majority, for the man he had replaced and who would return was a tyrant. There amongst them, chatting easily and causing the occasional ripple of laughter, was his good friend Michael who, if he came across as the jolly Irish giant, was a proper handful sober and could be fierce when inebriated.

On their first ever encounter, the same night when both had been taken up in the Pelican Tavern, with Michael near blind drunk, Pearce had been obliged to duck a haymaker that, from such massive fists as the Irishman possessed, would have removed his head. Much water had flowed since the day when they and many others had been the victims of the press gang.

For a small group, stuck together as messmates, the name of that tavern had given them their own soubriquet: they called themselves the Pelicans. Even if he was not truly a friend then, nor the cause of their subsequent troubles, John Pearce could not avoid feeling responsible for what had become of them since that night. Old Abel Scrivens had perished in his place while Ben Walker was now a slave to the Musselmen, if he too was not expired.

For them he could do nothing, but his primary task once ashore, Emily Barclay and potential complications notwithstanding, was to get out from under the thumb of Ralph Barclay to two men with whom he and Michael had been press-ganged, Charlie Taverner and Rufus Dommet. First he must bear up for the river entrance and, given he still held himself to be short on experience, being a naval lieutenant by good fortune rather than long experience, Pearce thought carefully before issuing the necessary orders.

‘Mister Dorling,’ he called, ‘prepare to shorten sail and, I think, given the wind is not favourable, we will need to employ sweeps to progress upriver.’

‘We could warp her up with boats, sir.’

‘No,’ Pearce replied with a smile, before taking off his blue coat. ‘It would burden a few men. With sweeps we will all share the task, myself included.’

‘Monsieur!’ the Comte de Puisaye exclaimed when, minutes later, he saw John Pearce grab the end of a sweep. ‘This is undignified for an officer.’

‘Dignity be damned,’ came the reply, in English, which made the crew chuckle.






Chapter Three


Emily Barclay was sat on a stool, by a stream and under a wide-brimmed straw hat, at a place the Lymington locals called Batchley Copse. She had a brush in her hand, pigments on a trestle by her side, while behind her sat an elderly fellow, there to instruct her on the finer points of watercolour painting as she tried to capture the midsummer sunlight dappling on the water. Apart from walks and a nightly visit to Lymington harbour—there was some hope John Pearce would come to anchor there rather than Buckler’s Hard—this was part of her daily routine, clement weather permitting, which it had been most days, though the ground was still damp from when it had poured.

Concentrating, the image she was trying to get on canvas took her mind off a sea of troubles which seemed to grow in difficulty the more she gnawed on them, not least what kind of future she could expect with the man who had so recently become her lover. It was true when her thoughts did turn to John Pearce and what they had enjoyed together, worries gave way to fond recall as well as a trace of a blush, for he had shown her what pleasure two people could enjoy when happily coupled.

But it did not last; such memories inevitably took her back to the previous experience of the same acts with her husband and they had been anything but pleasurable. They had ranged from painful, through mind-numbing to, on one occasion, an act of downright brutality bordering on rape. This had shown her clearly, far from marrying a man of some stature and refinement, she had become attached to a beast rather than a gentleman. Thus Ralph Barclay had become someone from whom she was determined to permanently separate.

As an act it had proved easy, she simply found somewhere to reside apart, but as a condition of living it was far from ideal. Emily knew only too well the world in which she lived and the mores of the society in which she had been raised. Marriage was for life, a sacred trust, not something to be taken up and discarded on a whim. John Pearce might say and truly believe society could go to damnation, but it was not his reputation that would be shredded. Men were expected to be weak in the article of sexual temptation, but no woman was allowed the same licence; to stray off the conjugal path was to be tarred as not much better than a whore.
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