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Prologue


Mr Merry and Mr Burr

Mr Anthony Merry was not a happy man.

Merry by name, merry by nature was the ironic crack among his colleagues in the British foreign office, usually following the receipt of one of his gloomy dispatches from the front, or from whichever unfortunate nation bore the burden of being his current host.

Monsieur Toujours Gai, Napoleon had named him with imperial irony during his brief tenure in Paris.

By the time of his appointment as the representative of His Britannic Majesty in Washington, Merry’s reputation of being something of a diplomatic Jonah was firmly established. In every country that he had served as Britain’s envoy—Spain, Denmark, and, finally, France—his period of office had ended with a declaration of war. Against Britain.

But it was not thought that he could do much harm in Washington.

‘Nor does it much matter if he does,’ his critics agreed complacently. ‘The Americans having about as much clout from a military point of view as a slap with a wet kipper.’

This was a bit rich coming from the diplomats of a country that had suffered the ignominy of defeat in the American War of Independence, but at the time of Merry’s appointment, the federal army had been reduced to two regiments of infantry and one of artillery—a total of just over three thousand men—and the navy comprised just six frigates and not a single ship of the line.

The federal capital itself was at that time very much a work in progress. Upon their arrival in the summer of 1803, Merry and his wife were confronted with a vast building site, a shambles of half-completed houses swathed in scaffolding rising up out of a morass of unpaved roads, mud, and stagnant pools, though to the jaundiced eye of the new arrivals, they appeared to be sinking into them.

The couple did their best to keep up appearances, however. They rented the biggest house they could find, acquired a four-horse carriage and a number of Negro slaves, and prepared to put on a show for the natives.

When the new envoy presented his credentials to Mr James Madison, the current secretary of state, he was dressed in full dress uniform with a surfeit of sashes and gold braid, a cocked hat with an ostrich plume, and a gilded sword that had been presented to him by the king himself. Doubtless overwhelmed by this display, Mr Madison delivered him to the presidential house for a formal presentation to its present incumbent, Mr Thomas Jefferson.

But Mr Jefferson did not greet Mr Merry in the manner to which he felt entitled as the representative of the first nation in Europe, whatever the pretensions of the Corsican bandit currently ruling France. There was no brass band, no military guard of honour, no flags or bunting. In fact, there was no president.

After inquiring among the staff, Mr Madison embarked on a lengthy search of the uncompleted building, taking the increasingly indignant Mr Merry in tow. After tripping in and out of several empty rooms, and others that were clearly used for storing building materials, they eventually found him in a small study reading a book. But it was what he was wearing that most offended the British minister, for as he later complained, far from being what one might expect of a head of state scheduled to meet an important foreign diplomat, it was more the kind of thing one might pass on to the under-gardener after discovering that the moths had been at it. Moreover, upon their entrance, their host heaved a weary sigh and marked his page carefully with a bookmark before rising to greet them. His subsequent manner was polite but distant. All of which the representative of King George considered to be a deliberate insult.

In fact, King George was very likely at the root of the problem. As governor of Virginia and a founding member of the Congress, Mr Jefferson had played a leading role in the rebellion against the king’s rule, narrowly escaping capture and very likely a hanging when the king’s troops burned down the state capital of Richmond. He had gone on to write the Constitution that replaced the royal authority with a republic, and had vigorously opposed all attempts by King George and his armies and navies to re-impose that authority, or to bully the new nation into subservience after it had achieved its independence. He was particularly incensed by the widespread practice indulged in by the king’s navy of stopping American ships on the high seas and searching them for deserters or contraband, taking away many of their best seamen on the spurious grounds that they remained His Majesty’s subjects.

Mr Merry was of course perfectly aware of Mr Jefferson’s hostility towards the British monarchy and of his admiration for the ideals of the French Revolution. But he was particularly sensitive to what he considered to be a snub. Unlike most of his colleagues in the British foreign office, who tended to be of noble birth—or at least something approaching it—Mr Merry was the son of a London wine merchant, and although he might have succeeded in ingratiating himself with the right amount of grovelling, accompanied by the occasional gift of a crate of champagne, it did not help that he was something of a snob himself, and his wife, even more so.

A few days after this inauspicious beginning, however, the Merrys were invited to dinner at the White House. Mr Merry naturally assumed that this was the president’s way of making amends, and that he was to be guest of honour. But this was not the case. Indeed, not only was it apparent that he was to be treated no differently from the other guests, he was horrified to discover that one of them was the representative of the emperor Napoleon. This, at a time when England and France were at war. At the very least it constituted a gross breach of diplomatic etiquette, if not a gratuitous insult. But this was only the start of the evening. Things were to get very much worse.

When it was time to go in to dinner, the president, who was a widower, gave his arm to Mrs Madison and not Mrs Merry, as her husband had been led to expect. Instead, it was the secretary of state who led her to the table, leaving the seething British envoy to follow on with the rest of the herd. To make matters worse, it was a round table, with no established hierarchy in the seating arrangements and not even any labels to indicate where the guests were to sit. The president explained with a smile that this was the new fashion of pell-mell. Sit wherever you like.

Mr Merry did not like it at all. After standing around for a while at something of a loss, he eventually stumped around the table in his finery, looking for a place where he might sit. He took the last empty chair.

The following day, Mr Merry was moved to make a formal complaint to Mr Madison, who only increased the offence in Merry’s eyes by describing it as ‘a matter of very little moment.’ He then discovered that the president had referred to his wife as ‘a virago,’ which though in the original Latin meant a female warrior, was far more likely on the president’s lips to have the secondary meaning ascribed to it in Dr Johnson’s dictionary—namely, a word commonly used for an impudent, turbulent woman.

From that moment on, Mr Merry regarded President Jefferson as his mortal enemy and sought every opportunity to be avenged upon him.

It was not that easy, however, for his superiors in London were somewhat preoccupied with European affairs and were not inclined to take the president’s slights, real or imagined, any more seriously than the secretary of state. Napoleon had assembled a vast army on the French side of the English Channel, and Britain was in mortal fear of invasion. But Mr Merry was storing up ammunition for the future, and Fate threw an unexpected weapon into his hands.

His wife, it appeared, had formed a friendship with a gentleman by the name of Aaron Burr.

Mr Burr had stood as a candidate in the last presidential election when he had been narrowly defeated by the present incumbent. Under the terms of the constitution then in force, he had been appointed vice president but had found this far from satisfactory. Indeed, he continued to maintain that the vote had been a fraud and that Jefferson had cheated him of the presidency. He concluded that this fraud had been achieved with the assistance of the leader of the opposition party, Mr Alexander Hamilton—partly to spite him, and partly because Hamilton feared Burr’s rivalry much more than that of Jefferson. Such was the antipathy between these two men that Burr had eventually challenged Hamilton to a duel—and shot him dead.

Although in the hurly-burly world of American politics duelling was then considered an entirely reasonable way of settling a quarrel, or even a mild difference of opinion, it emerged that while Hamilton had deliberately fired high and wide, his opponent, after spending several days in serious practice, had shot to kill. As a result, he had been charged with several major crimes, including murder, and promptly fled to South Carolina, where he judged the officers of the law would be reluctant to follow him.

Although the charges against him were eventually dropped, Burr was unceremoniously dumped from his party’s ticket in the next presidential election and found himself in the political wilderness. In high dudgeon he took himself off to the real wilderness, embarking on a well-publicised tour of the western frontier.

But now he was back, and he wanted to meet with Mr Merry.

‘He has a proposal he would like to discuss with you,’ his wife revealed. ‘Something that might turn out to be very much to our advantage.’

Mr Merry was not overly enthused. Mr Burr was clearly a dangerous man. He was also a notorious womaniser—Mr Jefferson had referred to him as a ‘voluptuary’—and Mr Merry was not at all sure about the nature of his relations with Mrs Merry. But he had heard that Burr shared his deep dislike of the president, who, in his view, had destroyed his political career.

He agreed to the meeting.

Mr Burr came quickly to the point. His tour had taken him into the territories acquired from the French and collectively known as the Louisiana Purchase—a vast tract of land extending northward from New Orleans to the Canada border and westward from the Missouri to the Rockies. Few people in the East knew much about it, other than that it contained a multitude of forests, mountains, and swamps, an unknown number of aborigines, and a few thousand French and Spanish adventurers, trappers, and out-and-out scoundrels on the run from the law, but it was believed to have a vast potential for settlement, and New Orleans was already a major entrepôt for trade.

‘What would be the reaction of Great Britain should these territories declare their independence from the United States?’ Mr Burr desired to know.

Mr Merry kept his expression carefully neutral, but his mind was considerably exercised.

‘Is that a possibility?’ he enquired.

‘I believe it is,’ Burr replied. ‘Indeed, I can reveal to you in the strictest confidence that I have been approached by a number of people in these territories who wish to know if I would be willing to seek international support for such a venture.’

‘People of substance?’ enquired Mr Merry cautiously.

‘I regret that I am not at liberty to name names,’ replied Mr Burr, ‘but they include some of the most respected citizens of New Orleans and the governors of some of the most important garrison towns and trading posts along the Mississippi.’

Mr Merry’s knowledge of New Orleans and the garrison towns of the Mississippi was not extensive, but his interest had been considerably piqued.

‘And what would be required in the way of support?’ he asked.

‘Initially, money,’ declared Mr Burr.

Mr Merry was not, as we know, inclined to levity, but he may have permitted himself a secret smile at this point, for he suspected that Mr Burr was in need of money himself, and that this entire proposal was nothing more than an audacious attempt to acquire some. This did not end his interest, however. At the very least, it raised the possibility of being revenged upon Mr Jefferson for the slights that had been heaped upon him since his arrival in Washington.

But there were more strategic considerations. Divide and rule had long been the defining creed of his political masters in London. It had worked in Asia and in Europe, and there was no reason why it should not work in North America. Indeed, an attempt had been made to divide the northern and southern colonies during the Independence War, and it had enjoyed some success—until the unfortunate incident in Yorktown when an entire British army had been obliged to surrender to the insurgents and their French allies.

That evening he composed a carefully worded dispatch to London in which he outlined his new intelligence and the opportunities it presented for exploiting the divisions between His Majesty’s former subjects, thus exploding the myth of a United States, preventing its further expansion to the West, and settling Mr Thomas Jefferson’s hash once and for all.









Chapter 1


The Captain and the Ape

Gibraltar, November 1805

Meanwhile . . .

Four thousand miles across the Atlantic, two old friends sat on top of a rock watching the world go by. One wore the uniform of a post captain in His Britannic Majesty’s navy; the other wore nothing, for he was an ape.

‘Well, they are taking him back to England,’ said the captain. ‘Pickled in a cask of brandy. On doctor’s orders, apparently, to preserve the corpse from corruption so that the public may gaze upon it one last time before it is laid to rest.’

The ape bared his teeth and delivered a series of whoops which could be interpreted as derisory.

‘My sentiments exactly,’ said the captain. ‘However, he apparently expressed a wish not to be buried at sea. “Do not let them throw me into the sea, Hardy,” he is reputed to have said when he lay dying in the Victory, though I did not hear him, and I was as close to him as I am to you now.’

He considered for a moment, then added, in the interests of truth: ‘Well, not quite as close, perhaps, and there were a lot of others there. However, I must say I am surprised, for the sea was his natural element. On land he was hopeless, to be frank—in love, in business, even in battle. The land was where he lost his arm and the sight of his eye, not to speak of what happened in Naples.’

They both shook their heads over what had happened in Naples.

‘There are rumours that the cask has been broached,’ the captain continued, ‘and that the people have been drinking it from a straw. Sucking the monkey, it is called. I mean no disrespect. I do not know why a monkey comes into it, but that is the expression. If ’tis true, I fear he will arrive in England in no fit state to be seen by anyone.’

They sat in silence for a moment, reflecting on the ironies of fate, the hapless quest for glory, and the inevitable ending of life’s journey.

The captain was somewhat given to introspection. His name was Peake. Nathaniel Peake. He was thirty-six years old, dark-haired and -complexioned, and, despite the impression he may have given to the contrary, of sound mind. He knew it was unlikely that the ape had even the faintest idea of what he was talking about, but like many English gentlemen of his kind, he had been talking to his dogs and horses from an early age and felt more relaxed in their company than with many of his own species. An ape was in his view an acceptable substitute. Besides, it was all he had.

The creature had not disclosed its name, and may not have had one, but the captain addressed it occasionally as Jarvey, the London slang for a coachman and the nickname of Admiral Sir John Jervis, to whom it bore a striking resemblance—at least in Peake’s view, who had at times fallen foul of the admiral’s notorious bad temper. Its ancestors had lived on the rock since the time of the Moors and had survived the Spanish and then the British occupations. Although the British called them apes, they were in fact macaques, rightly classified as monkeys, which is what the Spanish called them. As they could never agree on anything, this was of little consequence. Certainly, it was doubtful the apes gave it a thought. Even if they were monkeys.

The rock was called Gibraltar, and though it was very nearly on the southernmost tip of Europe, it had long been at the crossroads of world history. A thousand feet below them they could observe the town and harbour of the same name, and across a narrow strait, Africa. The sun was rising where it usually rose, in the east, suffusing the sea with a golden glow.

‘I should be going back to England myself,’ said the captain after a lengthy silence. ‘My fiancée is with child, and I am quite worried about her. I say fiancée, for I have written with a proposal of marriage, but I have not yet received a reply. Do you have children?’

The ape, whose mind had wandered, waved a languid hand in the direction of a troop of his associates who were disporting themselves, at a respectful distance, on some neighbouring rocks. They mostly appeared, to the captain’s untrained eye, to be mothers with young children.

‘What—all of them?’

The ape gave what might have been an indifferent shrug, or an indication of his lack of information on the subject.

‘Well, it is a wise child that knows its own father,’ Nathan reflected gloomily.

They lapsed into another silence.

‘I expect I shall have to find a home in England for them to live,’ Nathan resumed at length. ‘I cannot send them to Sussex. Not with the situation my father is in. My mother would have them in Soho, but it would not be the thing at all. I sometimes think they have much in common. And the two of them together . . . ’ He gave a theatrical shudder. ‘I suppose you have the same sort of problems with your lot,’ he ventured, but his companion, knowing nothing of Soho or Sussex or the more delicate matters to which his companion had referred, refrained from comment. He had, in any case, become distracted by a yellow bug with two distinctive black spots which was climbing laboriously up the rock towards them.

Nathan, for his part, had observed several figures, about the same size as the bug at this distance, moving along the mole that formed the southern boundary of the harbour.

‘That will be my coxswain and his crew with the mail,’ he confided, ‘so I suppose I must be on my way.’

He slid down from the rock and dusted the seat of his breeches.

‘Hopefully we will meet again before they decide what is to be done with me. In the meantime, I will bid you good day.’ He touched the corner of his hat. ‘Pray convey my respects to your wives and children, whoever the father is.’

He made his way down the steep slope towards the harbour, bounding stiff-legged when he felt himself to be unobserved, walking with quiet dignity at other times, and removing his hat to greet the occasional passer-by taking the early morning air on the lower slopes of the Rock.

The smell of coffee and fresh-baked bread assailed him as he walked through the narrow streets of the town, and he was tempted to stop at one of the several pavement cafés that were opening up for the day, but he did not care to keep his boat crew waiting without their breakfast down on the quayside.

He need not have worried, however, for having picked up the mail, they had made their own arrangements for breakfast, as boat crews invariably did, and were stuffing themselves with pastries they had purchased with the money he had given his coxswain, Mr Banjo, for their expenses.

‘All well?’ he enquired with subtle irony as he stepped aboard. ‘I do not suppose you have saved me one of them.’

Mr Banjo silently handed him a bag which on inspection he found to contain a sticky kind of tart known as a calentita, a local delicacy.

‘Back to the barky?’ asked the coxswain.

‘Back to the barky,’ said Nathan, settling himself in the stern and breaking off a portion of tart, which was stickier than he preferred and best taken with coffee or some other beverage, but he was too hungry to wait.

‘The barky’ was in fact a thirty-six-gun frigate of the Perseverance class called the Panther, which had been under his command since the previous summer. Launched in 1783, she was obsolete in military terms—she had been superseded by the new Leda and Lively class frigates in the British navy—and on paper, at least, she was no match for the faster and more heavily armed frigates in the French or American navies. However, she had distinguished herself in a number of single-ship combats, most recently when she had taken the Perle, a forty-gun French frigate, off Vigo. However, Nathan did not expect to be with her much longer, for his had been but a temporary appointment, and he was aware that so far as the distant authorities at the Admiralty were concerned, it had not gone entirely to their satisfaction.

He was greeted as he came aboard by the first lieutenant, Mr Simpson, whose self-regard, in the captain’s view, was combined with a contempt, even vindictiveness, towards lesser forms of life that had been in no way diminished by the loss of his left arm in their recent engagement with the Perle. The empty sleeve was pinned neatly to the front of his jacket like a battle honour, which it was, but the captain could not help but take it as an admonition for his own mistakes during the early stages of the encounter. They had lost fifteen men dead and twenty-five wounded, and though no-one else was complaining—except, possibly, them—the captain bore a heavy burden of responsibility.

‘Shall I have the mail distributed immediately, sir?’ the lieutenant enquired, in a tone that indicated such a decision would confirm him in his opinion of the captain’s indulgence in such matters. What else the lieutenant would have done with it was beyond the captain’s comprehension. Probably kept it until the end of the day to increase the virtues of delayed gratification.

‘Oh, I think so, Mr Simpson, don’t you? And if there is anything for me, perhaps you would be good enough to have it sent down to my cabin.’

It had taken considerable self-control for him to resist the temptation to rummage through the small stack during the short journey from the harbour, but he now had to curb his impatience for a few more minutes until his steward appeared with the single letter bearing his name. He did not recognise the handwriting and opened it at once, even before his servant had left the cabin. It was, as he had hoped, from Louise de Kirouac, the young woman he had described to his friend the ape as his fiancée, though this was, in fact, something of an exaggeration.

Mon chéri, it began promisingly.

But sadly, this was as good as it got.

She understood that his mother had sent him news of her recent arrival in London and of her present condition. She hoped this had not been too much of a shock for him. She was in excellent health and good spirits. Her position in France had become untenable for a number of reasons, which she could not commit to paper, but she wished him to know that she neither needed nor expected anything from him. She was perfectly capable of looking after herself and had the resources to do so. It was with some reluctance that she had communicated with his mother, lest it gave the wrong impression, but she had felt that it was the right thing to do.

Nathan took some time to think about this but was unable to come to any helpful conclusion. He read on.

She had found a house in Soho—in Meard Street—not far from where his mother lived. The name was amusing—n’est-ce pas—given her current circumstances.

This necessitated another pause, for he did not at first understand what was so amusing, but of course—she meant Meard in the sense of merde, which was French for shit, hence ‘I am living in Shit Street.’

Ho ho.

In fact, he did not consider it at all amusing, for though the tenor was flippant, it was clearly a reference to her ‘current circumstances.’ When his mother had written to him, she had conveyed the information that Louise was living in the vicinity of the king’s palace in Saint James’s Park, which was one of the most affluent districts of London. She had clearly moved since then, and while Soho was perfectly respectable as a neighbourhood, it was not Saint James’s Park.

The area abounds with French exiles like myself, and I feel as at home here as if I were in Paris.


He assumed this, too, was meant ironically. By her own account Louise had been the illegitimate daughter of a notorious playwright and pamphleteer called Olympe de Gouges who had been dispatched by the guillotine when Louise was barely fourteen years old, and she herself had been confined in the Carmes prison until the fall of Robespierre.

Your mother has been most kind and supportive, but I am quite able to look after myself and in no need of financial assistance, having access to funds lodged in a London bank. Please be assured that I very much value her friendship, however, just as I remain your adoring

Louise.

Adoring was hopeful, he supposed, though it might just be a neat way of signing off. She had to write something, and she possibly considered that it had to be rather more intimate than ‘affectionate,’ given the way they had disported themselves during their most recent encounter.

There was no mention of his proposal, but then he had only sent it a few days ago. It was probably still making its way across the Bay of Biscay in the Falmouth packet. Even so, he considered that she might have been more forthcoming about her future intentions. Also, the reason she had decided to come to England. Why had her position in France become untenable, and why could she not have committed it to writing? Did she think her letters were being opened by agents of the British government, and, if so, what reason had she given them to explain their interest?

Unfortunately, he knew of several reasons. Until recently she had been employed as sculptor to Empress Josephine at her home in Malmaison, just outside the French capital. The two women had formed a close friendship when they had met in prison at the time of the Terror. They were like sisters, he had been told, though Josephine was probably twice Louise’s age. Had there been a falling-out between them, or had something worse happened?

In the not-so-distant past, Louise had been a member of a band of royalist insurgents in Brittany known as the Chouans, from their alleged practice of hooting like an owl as a signal to each other before an attack. Louise had ridiculed this as a myth. She nevertheless could hoot like an owl. She had demonstrated this accomplishment on several occasions, and he had found it impressive. Even more recently, she had been a secret agent of the British government. Or more specifically, of Sir Sidney Smith, who ran what was almost a private intelligence service on behalf of the Admiralty. Quite possibly she still was. He had called her his assassin—his beautiful assassin—and though he might not have been serious—he could have meant an assassin of the heart—it was open to question. There were always questions where Sir Sidney Smith was concerned. Louise, too, sadly. He knew it was best not to probe too deeply into any of her affairs, but it did not stop him torturing himself with suspicion.

He scanned the letter again in search of clues.

This reference to having access to funds in a London bank, for instance. Where had such funds come from? So far as he was aware, her father’s estate had been confiscated by the revolutionary government. Perhaps he had managed to move his money to London before he died, but it did not seem likely, and certainly Louise had not mentioned this to him during their short but passionate acquaintance. It was possible, he supposed, that she had sold one of her sculptures. Empress Josephine—it was strange to think of her by that name; he had known her in Paris as Rose Beauharnais, a notorious femme fatale whose lovers included the president of the national convention and the vagabond Corsican artillery officer known by Rose’s friends as Captain Cannon, who was now the master of Europe.

Rose—a much more appropriate name, in Nathan’s view—had commissioned Louise to sculpt a statue of herself attired as a gardener, or a lady of leisure doing a bit of gardening, as most gardeners would have described it, to stand among the flowerbeds at Malmaison, but Rose probably had more debts than the Prince of Wales, and even if she had given Louise an advance, how could she have transferred it into a London bank at a time of war? He supposed there were ways and means, but apart from this, the only other source of income available to her was her intelligence work for Captain Smith. Or whatever else he was paying her for.

It seemed to Nathan that the whole gist of the letter was to avoid giving him the slightest sense of responsibility for the condition in which she found herself, or suggesting that there was any level of commitment between them.

Which, of course, made him wonder if the child was, in fact, his.

He stored the letter in the one lockable drawer of his bureau, stowing the key on its long chain in the inner pocket of his waistcoat.

But it would not stop him thinking about it. Or her. Every hour of the day and night, if his past experience was anything to go by.

He was temporarily diverted, however, by the entrance of a young midshipman bringing a signal from the admiral to attend upon him. At his earliest convenience, which of course meant immediately.

The captain, who was not a natural optimist, took this as ominous.









Chapter 2


The Tar from the Tyne

‘Well, well, Captain Nathaniel Peake. As I live and breathe. Or is it his shade?’

The admiral regarded Nathan warily as he entered the great cabin of the frigate Euryalus and stood respectfully before him.

‘Speak thou. How say you? If thou canst nod, speak too!’

Nathan had a vague idea that this was a quote, but its origin confounded him as much as the reason for it. He frowned a little but uttered a civil greeting. He could not decide if the admiral was in a jovial mood, or if this was the precursor of a rebuke. He was said to be somewhat unpredictable.

Vice Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood had been Nelson’s second in command at Trafalgar, and his flagship, the Royal Sovereign, had been the first in action, but she was so battered about he had been obliged to shift his flag to the frigate Euryalus at the height of the battle. Either she suited his simple tastes or he had found nowhere else that would have him, for he was still here. He sat at the head of the captain’s table, which occupied what space was not taken up by a pair of thirty-two-pounder carronades and a few bits of furniture. The pale November sunlight came streaming in through the stern windows behind him and motes of reflected water danced on the deckhead above while two bespectacled clerks made inroads on the immense amount of paperwork that covered most of the table, dipping and scratching with their quills like a pair of waders pecking for molluscs in the shallows of an estuary.

It was the first time Nathan had met the admiral in person, and he was somewhat taken aback by the tone of his greeting, which might be said to combine an element of wonder with sardonic censure, much as an entomologist might regard a rare specimen whose existence had been rumoured but was not definitely known to exist, and which he strongly suspected of being a fake. Had he been the confident, devil-may-care individual to which he aspired—somewhat in the mould of Sir Sidney Smith, perhaps—he might have replied: ‘Well, well, Admiral Collingwood,’ in the same sardonic tone, but still having some regard for his naval career, he did not.

Collingwood was something of an oddity for a naval officer. He did not drink, smoke, or gamble, and he did not appear to care much for food either. He was opposed to hanging and flogging; he was even against impressment, which, given how much weight the Admiralty attached to it—they had always claimed the navy could not be crewed without it, and they were probably right, for who else would be mad enough to go to sea—it was a wonder he had achieved the rank of lieutenant, never mind admiral. It was widely said of him that he would have made a good bishop.

For all his fabled piety, however, Collingwood had the reputation of being a puritanical old tyrant, though more so with his officers than the men, to whom he was something of a father figure. He was probably in his late fifties, but he looked ten years older and was said to suffer badly from rheumatics. Old Cuddy was the name by which he was familiarly known throughout the fleet, but some of his officers had been known to refer to him as Old Salt, Junk, and Sixpence, for he was supposedly quite poor due to his wife’s ‘excesses,’ whatever they were, and his dinners were miserable affairs, with old meat and cheap wine, and a lengthy sermon if you were especially unlucky. He was a Northumberland man, born and bred on the banks of the Tyne, and although he had attended a grammar school and had been at sea since he was twelve years old, he still spoke the local dialect when he was so minded, though he usually reserved it for banter with his servants and the men of the lower deck, who were largely recruited from the same region and known throughout the fleet as the tars from the Tyne.

‘Well, they be proper raged at you back in London,’ he said now, ‘and are after me sending you home in chains to be hanged, drawn, and quartered, or whatever else they have in mind for ’ee that is within the bounds of the law.’

‘I am sorry to hear that, sir,’ Nathan replied with an air of baffled interest. ‘Is there a specific complaint?’

‘Specific?’ The admiral goggled. ‘Specific, says he.’

He looked to share his astonishment with the two clerks, but they remained engrossed in their paperwork, or at least made a good impression of it, and he was obliged to return his scandalised gaze to the captain.

‘Aye, you could say that, you cheeky bugger. They want to know what you were doing fighting for the French at Trafalgar—which I have to admit seems a reasonable enquiry in the circumstances.’

This finally penetrated the clerks’ carapace of indifference, for they both looked up in surprise before bowing their heads over their books again, lest the admiral turn his wrath upon them.

‘So, sit you down, sir,’ he invited Nathan with an appearance of gentility that was paper thin at best, ‘and take all the time in the world, for I am as keen to know as they are.’

‘With respect, I was not fighting for them, sir,’ Nathan replied, taking one of the two chairs available to him and suppressing a weary sigh, for it was not the first time this suggestion had been made, and he was disposed to resent it. ‘I spent the best part of the battle hiding under a fire engine, and then—’

‘You did what? A what?’

The two clerks bobbed up from the swamp to exchange arched brows, and one of them made a noise very like a snigger, upon which the admiral glared down the table so fiercely they ducked their heads once more, dipping and scratching as if their lives depended upon it.

Nathan did not at all blame them; Collingwood was famous for his bollockings. He’d once cut the pigtails off all his midshipmen with his own penknife, one after t’other, young and not so young, for not making the correct observations at the noon reading.

‘A fire engine, sir,’ Nathan replied with an air of polite condescension, for, despite the warnings he had received, an unfortunate spirit of rebellion, doubtless inherited from his American mother, led him astray on occasion. ‘An adaptation of the normal bilge pump fitted with canvas hoses. Perhaps you are not familiar with it, sir. It is a Dutch invention.’

‘I know what a fire engine is, sir. By thunder! Another remark like that, you dog, and I’ll have you disrated for impudence and insubordination before I send you home in a cage.’

Nathan did not doubt it. He was sailing pretty close to the wind, and he knew it. There was no sign of the famous penknife, but there was a bottle of ink within reach, and he would not put it past the admiral to hurl it at his head.

‘I beg your pardon, sir. But the fact is that, though they did not expect me to fight for them, they did insist on me helping to work the fire engine.’

‘Did they indeed. Insist, did they? Well, if that is not fighting for them, I do not know what else it is. Our job, sir, as commissioned officers of His Britannic Majesty’s navy, is to destroy the enemy, not put out fires for them. I am half in mind to hang you myself, let alone send you back to let their lordships have the pleasure.’

‘Forgive me, sir, but I was obliged to keep up the deception of . . . of being an American.’ He took the plunge into these deep waters. ‘However, I took the first opportunity that occurred to hide under the device as soon as we were engaged in combat, and I remained there until I was dragged out by the boatswain and compelled to help pile up the bodies in the middle of the deck.’

The admiral had been staring at him as though mesmerised by a very clever charlatan, or a lunatic, but he finally recovered.

‘What in God’s name are you blathering about, man?’

‘That is what they do, sir, so that they may give them a dignified burial at some later stage, whereas we, as you know, pitch them in the sea at once, which in my view is by far the better option, for seeing them all bloodied and knocked about and piled up like so much offal in the middle of the deck has a shocking bad effect on morale, and—’

‘Damn your eyes, sir! More of this and I’ll not answer for the consequence. Are your wits addled or what, for I swear by all the saints, mine are. I ask a simple question and I get a load of drivel that would not be out of place in Bedlam. Let me be clear, sir—let me be specific. What I and their lordships desire to know is what the fuck you were doing on a French ship of the line in the first place.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir. I thought you knew that already.’

This seemed to deprive Collingwood entirely of the power of speech, but after regarding him in wonder for a moment, he shook his head as if to clear his brain and managed to get out a solitary word.

‘What?’

‘Only that I put it in my report, sir.’

‘Your report?’

‘Yes, sir. Which I wrote at the request of Captain Hardy, so that he might send it to you.’

The admiral swept an arm at the immense amount of paperwork that occupied the long table.

‘Yes, well, as you see, sir, I have had rather a lot in the way of reports lately, besides having a great many other matters to deal with, so it may have escaped my attention. Perhaps you would oblige me with a brief summary.’

‘Of course, sir.’ Nathan scratched his head. ‘Where to begin? Well, I assume you are acquainted with the action off Cape Finisterre at the end of August?’

The admiral stared at him in silence, but there was a light in his eye that put Nathan in mind of the spark in a short fuse just before it reaches the powder keg. He pressed on before the explosion.

‘Well, after Admiral Villeneuve had broken off the engagement, he took refuge in the port of Ferrol. Our own fleet under Admiral Calder had been scattered by a storm, and we were concerned that they might come out before we had sufficient strength to—’

‘We?’

‘Myself and Captain Griffith, sir—that is, the Honourable Edward Colpoys Griffith, of the Dragon, which were then the only ships of the British squadron on station.’

‘Were they indeed?’ The admiral’s voice was thoughtful, and the spark had gone from his eye. ‘Go on.’

‘We were concerned that they might continue with their journey northward to Brest. Which, as you probably know, was Napoleon’s plan.’

A long, considering stare but no comment.

‘That is to say, to combine the Mediterranean and Atlantic fleets so as to overwhelm our naval defences and proceed with his invasion of England,’ continued Nathan helpfully. Still, no reaction. He pressed on.

‘Well, in hopes of gaining some time for our forces to gather, I volunteered to venture into Ferrol aboard the brig Grampus of Philadelphia, which we had taken prize, my intention being to pose as the ship’s master and provide false information to the effect that a large British fleet was assembled immediately north of Ferrol under the command of Admiral Lord Nelson.’

‘Howay, man.’

This was at least something, though its meaning was unclear. In any case, Nathan had an attentive audience. Even the clerks had stopped dipping and scratching and were staring at him like two wax dummies, quills poised at the ready.

‘My intention was to sail straight back out again and resume my command, but unfortunately I was taken prisoner, which is how I came to be aboard the Redoutable during the battle off Cape Trafalgar,’ he concluded with a rueful smile.

A long pause, even longer than the ones that had preceded it.

Nathan let the smile fade and put his hand to his chin, rubbing at it reflectively.

‘I see,’ said the admiral at length. ‘Well, I say “I see,” but I am damned if I know what to make of it, Peake. I am not saying that I doubt you, for I do not at all, but—well, you see the difficulty.’

‘Sir?’

‘Well—the Redoutable, man.’ As if this said it all. ‘The very ship that was engaged with the Victory for the best part of the battle. And from which our dear admiral, God rest his soul, well, as you know . . . received his fatal wound.’

Nathan nodded gravely.

‘I do not suppose you have a notion of how that came to be, so to speak?’ the admiral enquired, almost diffidently. ‘I mean, of who fired the fatal shot.’

‘I am afraid not, sir.’

This was untrue. He did in fact have quite a strong notion. In his mind’s eye, he saw the Neapolitan marksman they called Lo Spettro climbing the ratlines of the mizzenmast with his musket slung about his shoulder and a determined look on his face, but as he had no solid evidence and the killer was almost certainly dead, he was reluctant to share the image, or for that matter, the reasoning behind it.

‘I did not know the admiral was wounded until I came aboard the Victory,’ he revealed, ‘and joined the mourners in the cockpit.’

‘You were there when he died?’

‘I was, sir.’

‘He was my very dear friend, you know.’

‘I know, sir.’

In fact, he knew no such thing. Although the two men had known each other for almost thirty years—they had served as lieutenants in the same frigate during the American War—it was said that there had long been tensions between them. They were certainly very different in character and temperament, and even more so in their approach to command. Collingwood was the senior in age by about ten years, but he had always been one step behind in terms of promotion, and there was a feeling among their fellow officers that he had always been in Nelson’s shadow. But now he had succeeded him as commander of the Mediterranean fleet and Nelson was on his way back to England in a barrel of brandy. Or rum—there was some dispute on the subject.

It was significant, Nathan thought, that the very first thing he had done as commander in chief was to countermand Nelson’s order—his last order, in fact—which had been to anchor the fleet and ride out the coming storm. Collingwood had decided to make for Gibraltar immediately, and as a result, they had lost all but four of their prizes to the sea.

‘Did you ever meet him yourself?’ the admiral asked now. ‘Apart from when he was dying, I mean.’

‘Once or twice,’ said Nathan. ‘When I served under him off Genoa, back in the nineties, and again after his victory at the Nile.’

This, too, was misleading, if not downright duplicitous, for he had served him in several other locations, though in circumstances and a capacity he did not wish to advertise to all and sundry. He had been with him on the Captain at the Battle of Cape Saint Vincent and the Vanguard at the mouth of the Nile, and it was Nelson who had sent him to India to warn the British authorities there that Bonaparte was heading their way. He had been a guest at his house in Merton during the short-lived peace, and he had even helped him choose the lining for his coffin. He would never have said they were friends, that would have been immodest of him, but he had known him as well as he knew any admiral, even his own father, and he grieved his loss as much as any man alive.

‘We will miss him,’ said the admiral. ‘England will miss him.’

Then, after a decent pause, he added, ‘However, to the present. The fact is, Peake, I am going to have to send you back to England to answer these . . . I will not call them charges, but there are some serious questions regarding your conduct, and I think you must respond to them directly.’

‘By all means, sir.’ Nathan hesitated a moment, but if he did not ask it now, it would prey on him all the way home. ‘Am I to face a court-martial, then?’

‘No, not at all, Peake. No, it is just an inquiry.’ But any reassurance Nathan might have derived from this was entirely dispelled by his adding, after a small pause: ‘At this stage.’

Nathan managed a bleak smile. ‘Not a hanging, then.’

‘No, sir. I am sorry, I spoke out of turn. But the fact is . . . ’ His eyes strayed once more to the clerks, and whatever he’d meant to say, he thought better of it. ‘The best I can do for you is let you take the Panther. At least ’twill not look as if you are being sent home in disgrace, for it seems to me you acted with the best of intentions. However . . . ’ He shook his head, as if it was all beyond him.

‘Thank you, sir, I appreciate that,’ said Nathan, ‘but I can quite easily go back on the Falmouth packet and save you the loss of a frigate.’

‘No, no—you take your own ship, lad. And if it looks like they are going to keep you hanging about
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