
[image: cover]


SETH HUNTER

THE

WINDS

OF

FOLLY

[image: image]


Copyright © 2011 Seth Hunter

The right of Seth Hunter to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 7902 6

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

About the Author

By Seth Hunter

Map

Epigraph

Prologue: The Devil’s Carnival

Part One: The Tramontana

Chapter One: The Captain of the Unicorn

Chapter Two: The Vipers’ Nest

Chapter Three: Corsairs

Chapter Four: The Courtesans

Chapter Five: Night Attack

Chapter Six: The Seraglio

Chapter Seven: Council of War

Chapter Eight: The Tramontana

Part Two: The Sirocco

Chapter Nine: Venus and Vesuvius

Chapter Ten: The Beggar King

Chapter Eleven: The Consul of the Seven Islands

Chapter Twelve: The Jean-Bart

Chapter Thirteen: The Bride of the Sea

Chapter Fourteen: Sister Caterina

Chapter Fifteen: Canal of the Orphans

Part Three: The Levanter

Chapter Sixteen: Il Liberatore

Chapter Seventeen: A Hero of France

Chapter Eighteen: Escape to Elba

Chapter Nineteen: Break Out

Chapter Twenty: Line of Battle

Epilogue: The Death of Venice

Acknowledgements

History

A Note on the Winds


For Pat


[image: image]



[image: image]


I am but mad north-north-west: when the wind is southerly I know a hawk from a handsaw.

Hamlet, II. 2. 405.


Prologue

The Devil’s Carnival
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May, 1796

The man known to his associates as Cristolfi, and to the rest of Venice as the Devil, passed unnoticed through the crowds on the Piazza San Marco. He wore a mask, of course, for it was Carnevale and most people were watching the fireworks, but such anonymity was rare in one whose status made him the most feared individual in the Republic. Indeed, so great was his notoriety, it was said that his mere presence on the fringes of a crowd was enough to disperse the most dangerous of rabble-rousers before they could make a proper nuisance of themselves.

But this was not always convenient for an agent of the Inquisitors, and so it was gratifying for him to hear the occasional murmurings of dissent from those who may have thought the pyrotechnics a sufficient distraction from their sedition and would have quaked in their elegant footwear had they comprehended that Il Diavolo was anywhere in the vicinity.

‘I find it quite remarkable,’ proclaimed one whose beaked domino disguised his features but whose stout frame and lofty tone betrayed him as a prominent member of the Senate, ‘that with a French army at our borders and the Treasury unwilling to expend a single ducat on our defences, the government finds it entirely within reason to waste a small fortune on fireworks. But then who am I to question the wisdom of our masters? Ooooh!’ he exclaimed mockingly, a second or so later than the crowd, as another starburst splintered the velvet sky and a shower of red and golden rain descended upon the black waters of the lagoon.

‘It keeps the people happy,’ his companion demurred, ‘and I dare say the money would be wasted whatever it was expended upon.’

Il Diavolo smiled beneath his mask and made a mental note of these indiscretions, though his own private views were not dissimilar. Venice, the Most Serene Republic, mistress of the seas, the greatest maritime power in the history of the world – until the English stole her trade and the Turks her empire – was reduced to a mere hulk, floating on a tide of nostalgia, while a French army, inspired by the rhetoric of Revolution and the prospect of plunder, swept across northern Italy.

Cristolfi marvelled that the Republic continued to indulge her infinite capacity for pleasure in the face of a threat to her very existence, but then as the Doge had remarked to him not half an hour since: ‘Without pleasure, my dear, what reason is there for our existence?’

Even so, to spend six months at Carnival and the other six preparing for it might be regarded as excessive by less indulgent rulers, Cristolfi reflected as he moved through the thinning ranks on the edge of the crowd. Nor did it make his job any easier to permit people to hide behind a mask for half the year: a cover for all manner of villainy and subversion.

He viewed the current crop from behind his own disguise: the plain white volto, the ghostly bauta and the effeminate gatto cat mask with its meowing admirers, the black velvet moretta – a popular choice with women these days – and of course the entire cast of the Commedia dell’Arte: Pulcinella, Pantalone, Scaramuccia and poor Arlecchino with his expression of astonished idiocy. Every subtle contrivance of the mascherari’s art to intrigue and beguile the observer and afford the wearer a degree of anonymity, a measure of freedom from the constraints of conventional society. Or, as Il Diavolo expressed it more frankly to his subordinates, to bring out the beast in man and the harlot in woman.

He himself wore the mask of Pedrolino, the simpleton whose good and trusting nature makes him the target of tricksters and wrongdoers: the naive buffoon, unaware of what is happening around him. A small, private irony.

He moved on – into the warren of back streets behind the Doge’s Palace, through a long, dark tunnel and over a bridge on to the fondamenta, the paved walkway along the canal: in this case more mud than paving, with pools of stagnant water that obliged Cristolfi to tread carefully in parts, feeling his way like a blind man with his stick. A gap opened on to the black void of the Basin, with a distant glimmer of the lights on the Isola San Giorgio. Into the dark canyons again, permeated now by the smell of the sea, or rather that particular smell of Venice – a distillation of seaweed, mud and effluvia, mingled with damp hessian and rotting wood, and the tantalising scent of spices: the smell of trade. Another canal, a backwater, its quietude disturbed only by the tap-tap of the Devil’s cane on the fondamenta, the soft slap of water against stone and the clink of the boats at their moorings. And then the sudden startling screech of a rocket and the surroundings flaring into violent light, the buildings revealing their own mask-like façades, with the black eyeholes of countless windows arched in astonished wonder.

He met no one in the streets, but once, crossing another bridge, he saw a gondola come gliding out of the shadows like a sleek black swan and there was a clink of glass or jewellery and a seductive chuckle from within the silk-shrouded cabin before it slid away into the night.

On he walked into a deeper, denser labyrinth until, as happened in Venice, he moved abruptly from darkness into light. Light and laughter, loud conversation and music. His instinctive reaction was to draw back into the shadows, from which vantage he viewed the fantastic spectacle of the Rio della Pietà filled with boats of every size and description, from the slender gondolas to fat barges, all ablaze with flambeaux and packed with spectators, heads craned to watch the fireworks – though not a few, Cristolfi noted, were gazing with equal rapture at the immodestly dressed young women leaning from the balconies of the Convent of San Paolo di Mare, itself so brilliantly illuminated it appeared to float on its own reflection in the waters of the canal.

Il Diavolo observed this prospect with quiet satisfaction. He had made careful preparations for this evening and for once he desired an audience – awe if not appreciation, horror if not applause. The nuns of San Paolo di Mare and their eager young pupils had become notorious, even in libertarian Venice, for their indulgence in the pleasures of the flesh, though the extent and precise nature of their depravity was a mystery, even to the Devil. He had sent his infiltrators, of course, under suitable disguise, but they brought back mixed report: some so lurid he suspected a degree of exaggeration to earn his approbation, others painting a picture of such pious adherence to the vows of the Order his men could only have been bribed by those they had been sent to watch. And one dedicated subordinate had exhibited the marks of a cane upon his posterior, though it could not be ascertained for certain whether they had been inflicted with sexual intent or out of a normal Christian zeal for chastisement.

Il Diavolo did not care either way. His current preoccupation with the inner workings of the Convent of San Paolo di Mare had nothing to do with rumours of sexual or spiritual excess, but with more recent report that the good sisters, and one in particular, had been dabbling in affairs that were the exclusive domain of the ruling Council of Ten. And must, of necessity, be discouraged.

From his eyrie across the water he scanned the crowded balconies opposite. The nuns had made a special effort for the occasion. They were adorned in their finest apparel – not a single black tunic or veil between them – and their guest-list almost certainly included some of the most esteemed names in the Golden Book. This, too, was entirely to Cristolfi’s satisfaction. He was of the enlightened opinion that for justice to be done, it must be seen to be done, even if the means of applying it might be deemed excessive by more squeamish authorities.

His keen eye spotted a movement on one of the upper balconies. Two figures had emerged from the room within. Both were masked, but Cristolfi knew exactly who they were. The woman was Sister Caterina, the Deputy Prioress of the convent, formerly the actress Caterina Caresini and a famous beauty. Which was presumably why she had chosen an elegant Colombine, masking only the upper part of her lovely face. And the man, who wore a plain white volto with black tricorn and cloak, was the English Ambassador, Sir Richard Worsley.

Fireworks were clearly not the chief reason for the Ambassador’s presence here tonight, for the couple had missed most of the display. One final extravagant bombardment and it was over. There was cheering and applause – but not a lot, not enough to justify the expense, in Cristolfi’s view. Then balconies began to clear and boats to disperse as their varied occupants sought other, less innocent diversions.

Not yet, the Devil silently instructed them, not yet. There was one more spectacle for them to watch: one that would, he hoped, make what had preceded it appear tawdry by comparison. He scanned the crowded canal with unusual concern. Everything depended upon timing and this was an element not entirely within his control. Then he saw it – a simple, black gondola, with no especial mark of distinction, weaving its expert way through the ruck of boats on the canal. Only its direction and a certain purposeful manner gave it away, for it was heading against the flow of traffic and towards the steps of the convent. Cristolfi’s eyes rose to the upper balcony. She had seen it, too. Her head bent towards that of her companion as if to murmur some endearment or instruction. Then the Devil stepped into the light and raised his cane.

‘Here he is.’ Caterina Caresini gazed down from the balcony as the gondola emerged from the chaos of dispersing craft and glided swiftly towards the convent steps. She turned to her companion. ‘Perhaps we should go down to greet him?’

Her guest gave her his arm and together they re-entered the building and descended the stairs.

It would not have been immediately apparent to a visitor such as the English Ambassador that this was a convent. The corridors echoed to the sound of girlish laughter, the rustle of silks and satins, the soft patter of dancing pumps and the louder clack of platform shoes – worn in flagrant defiance of the sumptuary laws – on parquet and marble floors.

‘I take it yours is not a silent Order,’ the Ambassador murmured smoothly as he viewed this excess of feminine zeal through his quizzing glass.

‘We have a special dispensation from His Holiness,’ Caterina replied with a composure that equalled his own. ‘For Carnival only. The rest of the time we are quiet as mice and are glimpsed fleetingly, through a grille.’

It was the Ambassador’s first visit to the convent and she trusted it lived up to his heretic expectations so far as the Church of Rome was concerned, though in truth Rome had very little to do with the conduct of religion in the Most Serene Republic. Rome had washed its hands of them years ago, though it was not averse to taking a share of the revenues from its Venetian benefices, no matter how scandalously they were earned.

In fact the Convent of San Paolo di Mare was by no means the worst of its kind, not in Caterina’s view, not by Venetian standards. It ran a small private casino for invited guests, and gentlemen were hospitably entertained in the parlour, but it was not a bordello in the true sense of the word. More a finishing school for young ladies of good family, though Caterina conceded the distinction could appear trifling at times. But as far as she was aware, neither the nuns nor their pupils took money for their favours. Gifts, of course, were a different matter. Caterina had accepted gifts herself: she was wearing not a few of them at present. And you could not blame an enterprising young woman of good family for accepting what she might quite justifiably consider her due. Most of the girls here had been sent to the convent against their will, their fathers wishing to avoid paying the penalty of a dowry when they were married, and they were disposed to resent it and to try to make up for it by whatever means were available to them.

Caterina’s own route to San Paolo had been less straightforward. At the height of her career as an actress she had become embroiled in a scandal of such monumental proportions – even for Venice – that the convent had been presented as the only alternative to exile or prison. A substantial fee had been required, of course, and certain favours granted to the Prioress which were a little distasteful at times but nothing Caterina could not deal with. Since when she had risen rapidly through the convent hierarchy until it was for all practical purposes hers to command. A secure base from which to launch her political career.

Caterina had devoted much of her youth to the amorous intrigues which occupied any lady of leisure in Venice during these final years of the century. There were times, indeed, when she had imagined everyone of a certain class and disposition to be engaged in his or her own private version of Les Liaisons Dangereuses, which had been popular reading at the time of her arrival in the city twelve years before in 1784. But she had grown tired of such diversions. Indeed, she came to hold them, and all who practised them, in contempt. As she had entered her thirties, she had become involved in a much more interesting and far more dangerous game.

Caterina was not Venetian by birth. She was a native of Verona, whose citizens considered themselves far more passionate, far more idealistic than their aloof overlords in Venice. For the true Venetian considered it the grossest form of bad taste to care about anything, especially politics. But Caterina did care. She loved Venice, as deeply and more openly than any born Venetian. And she was much distressed by its present predicament.

The thousand-year-old Republic had been as shocked as any king, queen or emperor by the excesses of the French Revolution. But she had refused all invitations to join the coalition of powers aligned against the regicides in Paris. Austria, Prussia, Spain and Great Britain, with most of the principalities of Germany and Italy, might be united for once, but the powers that ruled the Serenissima maintained a policy of strict neutrality. Thus did they hope to preserve what remained of their empire – one could not say their integrity – from the conflagration that engulfed Europe.

The actress-turned-nun thought they were mistaken.

Of course, the prevailing view was that this was of no concern to either actress or nun, or indeed any female of the species. But Caterina begged to differ. No, she did not beg – Caterina never begged – she set her mind upon a course of action and she pursued it with ruthless tenacity. Subtly, of course, until the moment came to strike, and even then her victims were sometimes left wondering how the knife had appeared in their ribs and who had wielded it. She was circumspect: she knew her weaknesses as well as her strengths, but what she had, she used. If the winged lion, the traditional symbol of Venice, had forgotten how to roar, the lioness must show her claws.

She crossed the long reception hall and stepped through the open portal on to the broad terrace above the canal. The recently arrived gondola bobbed at the foot of the steps, the silken curtains drawn across the front of the cabin, shielding its occupant from inquisitive eyes. He had waited for them to come down to greet him, Caterina noted with approval, pleased that he rated himself so highly. But at her appearance with the English Ambassador the curtains parted and he stepped nimbly ashore. Giovanni Galeazzo Dandolo, Admiral of the Fleet, youngest of the Council of Ten, the man who would be Doge if Caterina had her way.

She greeted him with a smile and advanced to meet him, still with her arm on the Ambassador’s. She had no eyes for any other, though she was vaguely aware that others were there. The gondolier, of course, and a servant or bodyguard who had stepped ashore after his master. The musicians who had been assembled here, providing an accompaniment to the fireworks, and were now packing away their instruments. A few spectators, still loitering at the water’s edge, pushing and shoving at each other with loud voices and laughter. Caterina felt a slight unease but no sense of threat, none at all. She was still smiling, up to the moment of the attack, and even then she did not recognise it as such. She thought one of the spectators had staggered into Dandolo’s path, or been shoved in that direction by one of his companions in their horseplay. She frowned and was about to utter a rebuke when she saw the glint of steel and uttered a cry of warning instead. Too late; they were all around him, lunging with their stilettos, and she heard a scream like a rabbit taken by a fox. She thought later that it was like the scene in Julius Caesar, which she had performed once in Verona, and perhaps it was intended as such, for theatre played an important part in the politics of the Republic. Later she remembered the masks, too, though she was not taking any particular note of them at the time. The assassins moved in on him as swiftly and mysteriously as ghosts and then, like ghosts, they vanished, melting into the crowd and the shadows. And then there was just the gondolier and the servant and the musicians. And Dandolo, lying there on the steps, in his blood.

He was still alive when she reached him but he had been stabbed many times. In the chest, in the neck, in his beautiful face. She tore off his mask, shouting for a surgeon. There was blood everywhere. She tried to stop the flow with her hands but there was too much. His eyes were open, gazing up at her, but there was no recognition in them. Then more blood came gushing from his mouth and she knew he was gone.

She felt hands pulling at her, trying to lift her to her feet. Voices urging her to come inside the convent. She resisted. It occurred to her to say a prayer for Dandolo’s soul, but the dominant emotion in her breast was one of rage. But then something made her look up and across the water, and her eyes found the exact spot where he was standing, as if she had known he would be there. And she saw the mask of Pedrolino, the simpleton, in the lamplight.

She stood and pointed like some demented creature from the Greek chorus, pointed and screamed, the blood of her lover on her hands and arms, on her face, on her chalk-white mask.

‘Assassino!’

And she cursed him, a curse that was also a prayer – that the Avenging Angel would come out of the sea and destroy him: the man who had destroyed her dream.

‘Assassino!’

The word echoed back to her from the walls of the surrounding buildings, like laughter.


Part One

The Tramontana
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Chapter One

The Captain of the Unicorn
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Captain Nathaniel Peake of His Britannic Majesty’s Navy was not normally given to the sin of Avarice. Lust had been a problem at times and Gluttony was not unknown to him, but Avarice, he would have thought, stood low on his list of moral propensities; so he was a little surprised to find he had been lounging against the stern rail of the frigate Unicorn for a not inconsiderable time gazing with some complacency at the four vessels sailing in her wake whilst calculating how much wealth they represented and how much of it would accrue to him personally.

Three of the vessels were blockade runners, caught sneaking along the Ligurian coast with munitions and supplies for the French Army currently fighting the Austrians in the mountains. The fourth was a French privateer of eight guns, the Bonne Aventure, which the Unicorn had taken off Cap Ferrat, and which was by far the most valuable of her prizes, not least because of the small velvet bag containing ten pieces of jewellery which had been discovered in the safe in her Captain’s cabin and which now belonged to Nathan. Or more accurately, to His Britannic Majesty. Nathan, however, was entitled to two-eighths of their value, this being the share assigned to him in their wisdom by their Lordships of the Admiralty as an incitement to initiative, and he was more than content with this arrangement. If a fraction of the profit found its way into King George’s purse, which was doubtful, Nathan wished him joy of it: the unhappy monarch had thirteen children to support and the tradesmen to pay, not to speak of the doctors who were treating him for his current mental disorder.

The Captain’s gaze shifted from the little flotilla to the mountainous coastline a mile or so off his larboard bow. He had been cruising up and down it from Cap d’Antibes to Genoa for half a year now and could have drawn a detailed chart from memory with the depths of every cove and inlet, the projection of every headland, and the strength and position of every fort and battery. Liguria. An enchanted province of mountain and forest, olive and citrus groves, vineyards, deep valleys and mountain streams, remote monasteries and ancient hill towns. In the light of the afternoon sun it looked entirely at peace: a mossy haze veiling the mountains, the sea lapping gently at its rocky shores, a mild northerly breeze bringing the fragrant smell of pines from the lower slopes. But it was a fragile, illusory peace, for although the Republic of Genoa maintained an official policy of neutrality, the French had insinuated their garrisons into every port, and a squadron of English frigates patrolled the coast, seizing any vessel suspected of trading with the enemy.

And in the distant mountains, a young Corsican General called Napoleon Bonaparte led the French Army to victory after victory against the demoralised troops of the Austrian Emperor, Britain’s last remaining ally of note in a war that had divided Europe for the past seven years and spread across the seas to the Americas and the Caribbean. A war that would, if it continued to go badly, bring Britain to her knees.

Nathan was aware that Italy was regarded as a sideshow, Bonaparte’s sortie across the Alps a mere diversion to the main battle on the Rhine. But the General’s spectacular success had brought matters to a head. If the Austrians lost their Italian provinces it was odds on that they would throw in the towel before the enemy advanced to the gates of Vienna, and it seemed unlikely that Britain would fight on alone, expending more blood and treasure in a futile bid to restore the Bourbons to the throne of France.

Nathan had not met an Englishman yet who thought the Bourbons worth a fart, much less worth dying for. As for the wider motives that Edmund Burke and his friends propagated in press and Parliament – that one must fight the spread of Revolution and its evil progeny, Terror – well, Nathan had witnessed the Terror in Paris during the dark days of Robespierre, and he would have been the first to agree that it must be opposed, but the Terror was over, the Revolution had lost its sting. Robespierre had been overthrown, the guillotine dismantled and put into store – even if Billy Pitt still used it to scare people into paying their taxes. France had new rulers now and they were too busy feathering their own nests to burden themselves with principles or ideals, much less export them to London.

Nathan had read Bonaparte’s proclamation to his troops before he crossed the Alps and it smacked more of piracy than idealism.

‘Soldiers! You are hungry and naked; the government owes you much but can give you nothing. The patience and courage which you have displayed among these mountains are admirable, but they bring you no glory – not a glimmer falls upon you. I will lead you into the most fertile plains on Earth. Rich provinces, opulent towns, all shall be at your disposal; there you will find honour, glory, and riches. Soldiers of Italy! Will you be lacking in courage or endurance?’

That was the stuff to give the troops. No wonder they loved him. You could only have so much Liberty, Equality and Fraternity; you could never have too much Loot. And that was what they fought for, those boys up in the mountains: like every army that had marched into Italy since the Renaissance.

Nathan’s eyes moved to his own plunder, keeping station at the rear, and experienced a slight twinge of conscience. But only slight: not enough to take the edge off his appetite for more. He began to scale the hills of Avarice again, pushing his moneybags before him. Two barques and a snow – worth at least £30,000 with their cargoes, he would have thought – and it was almost certain the Bonne Aventure would be bought into the service: the fleet was short of lean, fast sloops that could go close inshore. Say another £10,000 to make it an easy sum. That would bring in £5,000 for Commodore Nelson, his flag officer, who was always going on about how poor he was as the son of a Norfolk clergyman; £5,000 to be shared between the Unicorn’s three lieutenants, her sailing master and surgeon; £5,000 for the principal warrant officers, the Captain of Marines – and the flag officer’s secretary, God damn it! Though why this gentleman should be included in a division of the spoils provoked the first symptoms in the Unicorn’s Captain of that condition to which the wealthy are often prone when obliged to share their fortune with the undeserving poor.

Another £5,000 for the midshipmen, the warrant officers’ mates and the Marine sergeant; £10,000 for the crew – that was near enough £50 per man – almost five times the annual pay for a great many of them.

And £10,000 for the Captain.

£10,000!

And that was without the jewellery – the gewgaws, as he believed they were known in thieves’ cant, which was uncomfortably appropriate in the circumstances. Nathan reviewed the individual gems in his mind’s eye. A blue sapphire set in garnets, a pair of emerald earrings, a ruby set in filigree, and six diamonds mounted in silver. He had no idea what they were worth but he reckoned it could easily add another few thousand to the tally. He might even buy one of the diamonds himself as a gift for his future bride.

Nathan’s thoughts veered in a more romantic direction, though one that was not without its own pitfalls and problems.

Sara Peake. The name did not seem very real, somehow; it did not seem to fit. Sara Marie Peake. No better. Perhaps because she had previously been Sara Marie de la Tour d’Auvergne, Countess of Turenne. That had a ring to it, all right. Even her maiden name – Sara Seton – had a ring to it. But Sara Peake? Unlikely.

They had not actually spoken of marriage, but there was an ‘understanding’ between them. At least he thought there was. Or there had been when he had put her aboard the Gibraltar packet two months ago. Perhaps, on the long voyage to England, she had thought better of it. If he could win a knighthood it might improve matters a little. Lady Sara Peake. Yes. He liked the sound of that. It was not quite up to the level of Sara de la Tour d’Auvergne, but it was a definite improvement. Captain Sir Nathaniel Peake did not sound too bad, either.

He turned back from the rail and assumed an air of gravitas in keeping with his position as Captain of a thirty-two-gun frigate: the lord of all he surveyed. Six months in the Mediterranean sunshine had so darkened his complexion he had grown quite saturnine, especially when he frowned as he did now, drawing himself up to his full height, which was a little over six feet, clapping his hands behind his back and casting an eagle eye over his domain.

Not that anyone took a blind bit of notice, of course, much less quaked in their boots, but this, too, might be taken as cause for satisfaction, in that every man aboard knew his place and function, no one had been flogged for as long as he could remember, and the smooth running of the ship was something her Captain could more or less take for granted.

It had not always been the case. Nathan had taken command of the Unicorn in the aftermath of mutiny and murder, when a score or so of her people had risen up against their officers and made off in the ship’s cutter, taking their previous Captain as hostage. His body had later been washed up on the shores of Louisiana with its throat cut, and the mutineers had taken to a life of piracy on the Spanish Main while the Unicorn had endured hurricane and near-shipwreck in a futile pursuit.

Nathan had come aboard in the Havana to find both ship and crew in a sorry state. The first lieutenant was a martinet and a moron, the junior officers morose and uneasy, the people whipped into a dogged and surly subservience. But after a shaky start, he had presided over a dramatic improvement. The Unicorn had fought and won two encounters with larger frigates, and though both her opponents had run upon the rocks and foundered, depriving him of a considerable fortune in the way of prize money, the victories had done much to bond officers and crew into a fighting unit. By a strange series of events, Nathan had secured the freedom of a number of African slaves in Louisiana and many of them had volunteered for service on the Unicorn where they had proved ideal recruits, particularly in the working of the guns. The fact that they could not under any circumstance be described as loyal subjects of King George was of no account. Not that many of the crew were.

Once, going through the ship’s books with the purser, Nathan had been startled to discover that ninety-six of the hands, almost half the total, were listed as foreign-born, including twelve Frenchmen. He hoped the latter were Royalists, but he did not count on it. The hands comprised Scandinavians, Latvians and Lithuanians, Italians, Americans, the Africans – and a pair of Lascars who had been found drifting in an open boat off the west coast of Ireland and had yet to satisfactorily explain their presence there. And then there were the Irish, of course – the Catholic Irish – who made up almost a third of the remainder and were at best reluctant subjects of King George, at worst out-and-out rebels, at least in their Papist hearts.

As for the native English, most of them were the scourings of the jailhouse or the waterfront, forcibly brought in by the press, or fleeing from a worse fate than the King’s Navy.

Nathan had decided he was more pleased than not by this multiplicity of nationalities and races, as if their very variety gave them some common cause, like Crusaders. Though God only knew what it was. The restoration of the Bourbons to the throne of France hardly counted as a crusade. The prize money probably helped.

The officers, of course, were a different matter, and here Nathan had more cause for satisfaction. Death had removed the main impediments to his contentment, the first lieutenant having been struck by a musket ball in the Caribbean, and the sailing master, a notorious Jeremiah, having lived up to his own expectations and succumbed to a perforated ulcer on the voyage home. Their replacements, Mr Duncan and Mr Perry, were their superiors in every way. They could be relied upon to manage the crew and to sail the ship in whatever direction was required without troubling their Captain for an opinion on either subject. And should he feel compelled to offer one, or even to issue an order, he could always turn for advice to his particular friend, Lieutenant Tully, presently commanding the Bonne Aventure. The third lieutenant, Mr Holroyd, was an exemplary officer in every way – if you discounted the loss of an ear, sliced off by a cutlass in the Caribbean – and the midshipmen and other young gentlemen were coming along nicely.

In fact, Nathan had very little to do most of the time besides sink into long bouts of the introspection to which he was prone, though he did his best to divert himself with music and prose, even the occasional line of verse. He practised upon the flute, wrote long letters home and shorter despatches to his seniors, swam around the ship to keep himself fit, and played chess with whoever of his officers could be relied upon to give him a respectable game and not let him win too easily – which usually came down to the surgeon McLeish and the youngest but most assured of the midshipmen, Mr Lamb.

He shifted his position slightly so he had a better view of the waist where a number of the hands had appeared with buckets and swabs. He wondered what new occupation the first lieutenant had found to divert them, for the swabbing of the decks always occurred in the forenoon watch, and from Nathan’s present vantage they still looked as spotless as even Lieutenant Duncan might desire. But it soon became apparent that this was a different kind of ritual. The buckets contained a quantity of fat derived from the boiled meats which coagulated in the galley coppers – commonly known as ‘slush’ – and the hands were applying it to the wheels of the gun trucks to make them slide more easily and make less of a fiendish scream when they were about it.

Nathan could only approve such zeal, though he wondered idly what kind of bargain had been struck with the ship’s cook, for the slush was one of the perks of this satrap and he usually had some deal going with the purser to sell it off as tallow or even for human consumption as ‘dripping’. But then he noted that the operation was being conducted under the supervision of George Banjo, who was the acknowledged leader of the African contingent among the ship’s company, and whose impressive powers of persuasion were reinforced by his gigantic bulk. Banjo – Nathan had no idea if this was his real name – had lately been rated gunner’s mate, for his love of the 18-pounders that constituted the Unicorn’s main armament was only matched by his skill in handling them, and he had since embarked on a series of measures designed to improve their already creditable performance. Clearly the ship’s cook had been compelled to cooperate in this ambition.

Nathan had lately been informed by Tully that Banjo’s leadership of the Africans had now been extended to include the entire lower deck, and that even the boatswain’s mates, the official policing agency of those realms, stood in awe of him. As there was no reason to doubt his loyalty to Nathan personally and his manner was generally benevolent, Nathan had no serious argument with this, though he did wonder sometimes if his own position was more nominal than actual and whether the real powers aboard the ship more properly belonged to the triumvirate of gunner’s mate, first lieutenant and sailing master.

None of which diminished Nathan’s current sense of complacency for he had much to be grateful for, quite apart from the promise of £10,000 in prize money – £12,000, possibly, with the gewgaws thrown in. Though he was approaching his twenty-eighth birthday, he remained in excellent health, he was in possession of a good head of hair and most of his teeth – and the sounding of the ship’s bell alerted him to the fact that it was nearly time for his dinner.

There was nothing more certain to improve Nathan’s opinion of the world and his position in it than the imminent prospect of a meal, for he possessed a prodigious appetite, and today he had been invited to dine in the wardroom with his officers. They had done some brisk business with the fishing fleet off Savona and picked up a large blue-fin tuna which one hoped would not prove too much of a challenge for the ship’s cook. Nathan would have had it cut into steaks, griddled, and served up with a pease pudding, but he had not thus far been summoned to the galley for his opinion on the matter. Notwithstanding, he would contribute six bottles of his best white wine, which had been brought down from the Alps packed in ice and straw and were now residing in the darkest, deepest part of the orlop deck.

But there was still over an hour to go; he must think of something else to ease his torment. The cry from the foremast lookout supplied a welcome distraction.

‘Sail ho! Two points on the starboard bow.’

Nathan crossed to the starboard rail and peered forward, but could see nothing from so low a vantage – and nor did he expect to, not if the masthead men were as alert as they should have been.

‘Mr Holroyd, I am going aloft,’ Nathan informed the officer of the watch, in case he should notice his Captain’s absence from the quarterdeck and wonder if he had jumped overboard out of a sense of his own inconsequence.

He made his way forward and climbed rapidly up into the rigging, his Dollond glass tucked firmly under his arm. He made a point of going aloft whenever he had an excuse to do so – in part to reassure himself and the crew that he was as capable as any of swinging like an ape 120 feet above the deck – but he knew he was a mere sloth among the accomplished simians who normally resided here, while the midshipmen, he had no doubt, would be watching his progress from the deck with amused tolerance.

He paused for breath at the crosstrees and the nearest lookout considerately swung down to him and knuckled his forehead, before using the same arm to point in the direction he had so recently communicated to the deck, as if his Captain needed special guidance in the points of the compass. Hanson, Nathan recalled – a Dane, taken off a Bristol slaver in the Caribbean.

From his present vantage Nathan spotted the sail almost immediately, even without the Dane’s thoughtful assistance, hull down and on the larboard tack. She must be an outwardbounder from Genoa or one of the ports to the east: a merchantman most likely, for though there were several French privateers lurking thereabouts, on such a day as this they could scarcely have evaded the British blockade – and for the same reason she was almost certainly a neutral, unless she was part of the blockade herself, sent westward on some mission for the Commodore.

Nathan hooked one arm through the topgallant shrouds and lifted the glass to his eye. With its assistance the individual sails became more distinct and he could see at once that she was no man-o’-war. But even as he began to lose interest, he saw that she was changing course, and now heading directly towards the Unicorn, or as directly as the wind would allow. This was strange, for even a neutral would be wary of encounter with a British man-o’-war, eager for trained seamen to supplement her crew. He rested his eye for a moment and when next he looked he saw the small puffball of smoke blossom from her bow and heard the distant report of the signal gun carried across the still waters towards him. Closing the telescope with a brisk snap, he tucked it down the front of his coat and slid down to the deck by the backstay as nimbly, he flattered himself, as any young gentleman, or ape.

‘Hands to the braces, Mr Holroyd,’ he called out, and to the quartermaster at the helm, ‘Bring her two points to leeward. Ah, here you are, Mr Perry …’ catching sight of the sailing master who had emerged from below and was already frowning up at the sails as if they had been perfectly all right as they were and no one but he had any business to be fooling around with them in his absence. ‘There is a packet to leeward with a signal for us and I have altered course to converge with her. Doubtless it is from the Commodore desiring us to engage the enemy with more vigour.’

He meant this as a witticism, for their Commander was prodigal in his employment of signals and eager to convey his own zeal for action at every opportunity. But despite his apparent composure, Nathan could barely control his impatience to know the precise nature of this instruction, for it must surely portend some new move by the enemy. He was obliged to endure a wait of almost an hour, however, before the vessels were close enough for a boat to be lowered and the despatch conveyed to him.

It was, indeed, from the Commodore, and apparently written in some haste for it abjured the usual eloquence:

To Capt Nathaniel Peake Esq., Unicorn

From Captain, off Genoa, June 24th 1796

Sir,

Being advised of the rapid advance of French forces upon Leghorn I am proceeding thereto with Captain and Meleager to render such assistance as may be required. You are therefore requested and required to follow as speedily as you may with Unicorn and what other forces you may have under your command.

Your obliged

Horatio Nelson

Short as it was, Nathan pondered the missive with a frown. Leghorn – or Livorno as it was known to its inhabitants – was a major centre for merchants engaged in the Levant trade and possessed a sizeable community of British expatriates. It was the most important provider of supplies for the British fleet east of Gibraltar. Moreover, the British Consul, Mr Udny, acted not only as prize agent to the fleet, but as a procurer of female companions for the officers, a service which many of these gentlemen had come to rely upon, even the Commodore himself. Its loss would be a serious blow – which was presumably why Nelson had decided to raise the blockade of Genoa and go there himself in the Captain.

Catching the enquiring eye of his first lieutenant, Nathan passed him the despatch without comment. Leghorn was not much more than thirty leagues to the south-east. Even with this wind, the Unicorn might be there before tomorrow sunset, but the prizes would take a while longer. There was nothing for it but they must follow on at their own pace, though he thought he could, without risk of censure, leave Bonne Aventure to guard them from recapture.

‘Signal Mr Tully to come aboard, if you would,’ he instructed Holroyd. Then, turning to the sailing master: ‘I am afraid I must trouble you to set a new course, Mr Perry – for Leghorn, and with all the sail we can carry.’


Chapter Two

The Vipers’ Nest

[image: image]

The French had beaten them to it. Nathan stood on the quarterdeck of the Unicorn gazing out in dismay at the huge pall of smoke spreading over Leghorn. His first impression was that the entire port was ablaze, the populace fleeing in everything that could be made to float. But as the frigate crept closer he saw that the fires were confined to the northern outskirts, the lurid glow produced by the rays of the rising sun filtered through a pall of smoke and morning mist. This was far from reassuring, however. Nor was the steady report of gunfire that came rolling across the water from the surrounding hills and the sight of hundreds, if not thousands, of refugees crowded upon the mole and the adjoining quayside, mostly on foot but some mounted or in carriages, all laden with baggage, even furniture, intent on boarding the vessels crammed into the harbour and its approaches. But there was no sign of the Captain or the Meleager among them – or, indeed, of any other ship-of-war. If Leghorn was to be defended from the sea, it was going to be down to the Unicorn.

It had taken them the best part of two days to reach the port, with the wind remaining fickle. He could barely feel a whisper now on his cheek, and the sails flapped inelegantly against the masts. He shifted his gaze to the outer suburbs, though his view was considerably impeded by the dense pall of smoke. Through it he could make out the glow of burning buildings and the stabbing flash of what he took to be artillery on the hillside, where the French must be lodged. But it was impossible to discern their strength or disposition.

‘We had best take in sail, Mr Baker,’ he instructed the sailing master, ‘and stand off the mole. Well off, mind.’ For he had no desire to be drawn into that impossible crush of shipping. He turned to the first lieutenant. ‘And Mr Duncan, let us clear the ship for action.’ This with the suggestion of a sigh, for he had no idea what action might be contemplated.

He ran up the ratlines a little and focused his glass on the end of the mole. His initial impression of chaos and confusion was clearly mistaken, at least in this area, for the refugees appeared to be in good order as they waited to board the transports. He moved the glass further down the mole and to his great surprise saw a number of figures in the distinctive red coats and black shakoes of regular British infantry or Marines – though it was possible, he supposed, that they were soldiers of the Grand Duke of Tuscany. So far as he could make out at this distance, they appeared to be marshalling the crowd.

He rejoined his officers on the quarterdeck but before he could discuss what he had seen and seek their opinion, he was alerted to the approach of a ship’s cutter which had emerged from the ruck of vessels in the harbour and was clearly heading towards the Unicorn. He brought the glass to his eye once more and picked out the blue ensign of Admiral Jervis flying at the masthead – and in the stern-sheets, looking very much at ease, the portly figure of Captain Thomas Fremantle of His Britannic Majesty’s frigate Inconstant.

‘Well, I must say you took your time getting here,’ Fremantle observed cheerfully, the moment he stepped aboard. ‘I don’t suppose you passed Nelson on the way, did you? I sent to him all of five days ago to tell him what was afoot.’

Nathan conveyed the gist of the Commodore’s message to him, adding that he had thought he would already be here.

‘Well, as you can see, he ain’t,’ Fremantle assured him, not without satisfaction. ‘And if he don’t get a crack on, it will all be over, which won’t please him a bit.’

Nathan proposed they continue their discussion in the Captain’s day cabin, for Fremantle was notoriously indiscreet and though he claimed to be Nelson’s great friend, he not infrequently revealed intense feelings of rivalry, even envy towards his senior officer.

‘I cannot say I am too put out,’ he continued loudly as Nathan led him below, ‘for doubtless he would require us to take on the whole French Army – with or without the Grand Duke’s blessing.’

The Grand Duke of Tuscany had steadfastly refused to join the coalition against Revolutionary France, but he had permitted the British fleet to use Leghorn as a port of convenience and this – in Fremantle’s view – was what had provoked the French attack.

‘Bonaparte informed His Nibs that he was nurturing a nest of vipers – meaning us – and that he was determined to smoke us out,’ he announced unconcernedly as he took a glass of Madeira in Nathan’s day cabin. ‘Your very good health, sir.’

‘So Bonaparte is leading the invasion personally?’

‘I don’t say that,’ Fremantle replied cautiously, ‘for I’ve no information on the subject. Why? Do you wish to become acquainted?’

They were, in fact, already acquainted. Though this was not something Nathan would reveal lightly, certainly not to a tittle-tattle like Thomas Fremantle. He had met Bonaparte in Paris little more than a year ago when the current hero of the French Army was an unemployed artillery officer down on his luck and desperate for a job. He had cut a pathetic figure with his sallow complexion and long greasy hair, his features pinched and scowling, invariably wearing a threadbare greatcoat and a battered bicorn hat. In fact, apart from the hat, he looked more like a street urchin than an army officer: one of those barefoot Savoyards who used to act as messenger boys to the Convention. He even spoke like them, with a thick foreign accent, for he had been born in Corsica. His associates called him Captain Cannon – though not to his face; he had a terrible temper.

‘Well, he has a reputation for winning battles,’ Nathan replied shortly, for to universal astonishment, not least among the French, Bonaparte had won a series of victories over the armies of the Austrian Emperor and the King of Savoy, and advanced right across the north of Italy to the borders of Venice.

‘Oh, I doubt there will be anything approaching a battle, not here,’ Fremantle assured him. ‘The Tuscans ain’t got the bottle for it. And to be fair to them they ain’t got the men neither.’

‘So who is doing the fighting?’

‘Oh, that is just the French vanguard announcing their presence. I think they’re trying to hit Inconstant for I’ve took her close inshore on a spring cable. But the range is too long for ’em. Most of the rounds are falling on the town,’ he added complacently.

‘Hence the fires?’

‘No, no, the fires were lit by Spannochi – he’s the Governor here – to cover the evacuation. Stop the French from spying on us from the hills. He has told them they cannot enter the city until he has instructions from the Grand Duke. But I expect Bonaparte will put him right about that – if and when he gets here with the rest of the army.’

Nathan nodded as if this all made perfect sense. In a mad world he supposed it did. ‘So – what are we going to do?’

Fremantle was a couple of years ahead of Nathan in the Navy List which made him the senior officer present – at least until Nelson arrived.

‘Well, we can hardly oppose them – even if the Tuscans were prepared to help us out, which they ain’t. So I talked it over with old Udny and we decided to evacuate everyone that don’t want to stay and take ’em to Corsica.’

‘Old Udny’ being the British Consul, prize agent and pimp. A silver-haired gentleman with a mild manner who collected harpsichords.

‘Everyone?’ Nathan queried.

Fremantle shrugged as if this was a minor inconvenience. ‘Every foreigner, that is, who don’t fancy being here when the French arrive. We’ve took off most of the British already – them that’s from Leghorn, that is – but they keep coming in from all over. You would think Tuscany was a British colony, the number that’s living here. Some fair-looking dollies among them, too, I don’t mind telling you.’

Fremantle was known to have an eye for the dollies. By all accounts he was Udny’s best customer.

‘And we are taking them all to Corsica?’

‘Unless you have a better idea. I don’t see we’ve much choice in the matter. Not the way Bonaparte’s been talking. Nest of vipers, you see. Burn ’em out. Scourge ’em from the temple. Anyone who trades with the British tarred with the same brush. Hollanders, Armenians, Persians, Jews – though I hear tell the Israelites may have decided to stay, Bonaparte not being what you might call Christian.’

‘And have we got room for them all?’

‘In Corsica?’ Fremantle frowned as he tried to recollect who else lived there.

‘I meant in the way of transport.’

‘Well, I’ve commandeered every sail that was in the port. Don’t see what more I can do. Might be a bit cramped for some of them. I’ve given up my own cabin as a matter of fact, to an English family from Florence. Four daughters.’

Nathan thought of querying this but on second thoughts he let it pass. ‘And how long do you think it will take to get them all off?’

‘Way things are going – most of the day. Sent my Marines ashore to control them – and to hold the harbour as long as possible.’

‘And what would you like me to do?’

Fremantle considered. ‘I think you had best stay out here. Guard the transports. Once word gets out of what is happening we shall have every corsair between Nice and Genoa heading our way. Form a convoy,’ he added brightly. This expression appeared to give him considerable satisfaction, for he nodded to himself several times, as if it were a salve for all life’s problems. ‘You might let me have a few of your Marines, though, if you can spare them.’ He finished the Madeira and picked up his hat. ‘Now I had better get back to Inconstant. I’ve taken her as close inshore as I dared – did I say?’

‘You did.’

‘Cover the coast road, d’you see? Might persuade the Frogs to stay up in the hills for a while.’

This proved to be wishful thinking. When they returned to the quarterdeck it was to find most of the officers training their glasses on the hillside where a long column of troops could be seen advancing towards the port.

‘French cavalry,’ Duncan reported confidently, handing his glass to Fremantle who observed them for a moment before declaring that he must be off.

‘If I cannot delay them we had better save what we can,’ he called back to Nathan as he made for the quarter-ladder, ‘and the rest must take their chances with Bonaparte.’

Nathan sent Whiteley and his Marines after him in the Unicorn’s two cutters – a pitifully small force to throw against the French Army of Italy, he reflected as he watched them go. But he had his own problems to consider. There were already up to a dozen transports standing out from the harbour and he had very little notion of what to do with them. For most of his fourteen years in the service the country had been at peace and he had never been called upon to perform the duties of a convoy escort, an omission that had previously appeared more a cause for congratulation than not.

‘It is usual to appoint a Commodore,’ Duncan instructed him when Nathan sought his advice.

‘A Commodore,’ Nathan repeated doubtfully, thinking of Nelson and the considerable authority attached to this office.

‘From among the merchant Captains,’ Duncan explained, ‘with the duty of maintaining the agreed order of sailing.’

‘I see. Keeping the buggers in line.’

‘That is about the measure of it, sir.’

Nathan hesitated but Mr Duncan, being some ten years older than him, had seen service in the American War and then with the Russians during the peace. His experience was invaluable and in truth, he did not appear to resent sharing it. ‘And are there any particular principles one should acknowledge in agreeing this order of sailing?’ Nathan enquired.

‘It is customary to order them in several parallel lines,’ Duncan offered, ‘with the largest and better armed on the outside, the most vulnerable in the middle.’

Common sense really, thought Nathan, though he suspected it worked rather better in principle than it did in practice. But he was impressed with the notion of a Commodore, now he was aware of its limitations when applied to the merchant service. It only remained for him to appoint this unfortunate.

He surveyed the vessels currently standing off the mole. A mixed bunch. The largest and most shipshape appeared to be a barque of some 1,000 tons with a broad white stripe down her side pierced with ten black gunports. This did not mean she was endowed with as many guns, of course, but it was a promising sign and he sent young Mr Lamb over in the gig to request her Captain to come aboard.

This individual turned out to be a Scot by the name of McNabb, a cagey-looking brute of about fifty or so with the sanguine features and red and rheumy eyes of a man much exposed to the weather or the bottle, possibly both. His ship was the Selkirk Castle out of Leith, under permanent lease to the Levant Company. Which was not quite the East India Company but of a similar pedigree. Nathan took him down to his cabin, gave him what Fremantle had left of the Madeira, and put the proposal to him. Rather to his surprise, for he had been anticipating an argument, it was accepted with a terse nod, as if it were of no great consequence.

‘You have done this before,’ Nathan guessed.

McNabb confirmed with another nod that this was indeed the case. He put Nathan in mind of those Highland cattle he had seen in landscape portraits, standing in a loch under a lowering sky. Not that he was particularly hairy or be-horned; just something in his manner suggested the comparison.

‘Well, I am very much obliged to you,’ Nathan assured him with what he hoped would be an endearing grin, ‘for I confess I have no experience at all.’

McNabb did not look in the least surprised.

However, he concurred with Duncan’s proposed order of sailing and suggested that Nathan post an officer in a cutter or similar vessel to convey these instructions to each of the transports as they left the mole.

‘And may I ask how many guns do you carry?’ Nathan put to him as he prepared to depart.

‘Sixteen,’ he replied shortly. ‘Six-pounders.’

It was more than Nathan had anticipated, and though the calibre would serve to deter only a half-hearted pirate, it was a great deal better than nothing.

‘And you have sufficient crew to fire a broadside?’

This moved the Captain to eloquence. ‘She is a Levanter, sir, not a Leith collier.’

Nathan accepted the rebuke with good grace but he did wonder about sending Holroyd over to take a look at the guns, even to stay on as gunnery officer. But it would not do at all. Not with Tully and four of the midshipmen already away in the Bonne Aventure and the other prizes. And many of his best seamen with them. In fact, he wondered if he might press a few prime hands from the transports but he was unsure of the ethics of pilfering seamen from ships under one’s protection. Perhaps Duncan would know. He decided against consulting McNabb.

He escorted the new Commodore over the side and sent Mr Lamb after him in the gig to perform the duty they had agreed upon.

‘So you may play the sheepdog for once, Mr Lamb, but remember that a bark is more instructive than a bleat.’

Mr Lamb rewarded this poor attempt at humour with a glazed grin. He was sensitive where his voice was concerned
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