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Paris 1802

Claude La Salle was like a spider. He rarely moved from the house he had been given and it was from there that he spun the webs that stretched far beyond Paris. It was an anonymous house. Some merchant had owned it before the revolution and like many men the merchant chose the wrong side. Claude always chose the right side. He had others who did his work for him and all he did was to weave webs. He planned and he plotted. Those in power in Revolutionary France came to him and asked him to do things. The men who made those requests were not the same men as when he had first started. The ones he had first known had all suffered the same fate as his father, the ‘aristo’, they had lost their heads to the guillotine. Since then other leaders had come and gone but the son of the dead French Marquis survived. His survival had been due to his mother and father. They had known what was coming and sent the young Claude, he was not called Claude then, to stay in the country with an old retainer. The old man who had taken in Claude during the first years of the terror was an old soldier and gave Claude skills and wiles his father would never even have dreamed of. The result was that when the old man died, Claude thought it was probably the man’s liver that had given out for he drank too much, Claude had made his way to Paris. The old man had not only protected the youth but he had given him the ability to survive in a dangerous world. He taught him how to use weapons. He had also given Claude the means to live. The coins he left for Claude were not a fortune but they were enough. Changing his name to La Salle, the room, he went to Paris and his literacy and his cunning soon attracted the attention of those who were in power. The old man had taught Claude how to be ingratiating and invisible. He never upset his masters but he gathered knowledge and information. The old man had been quite adamant about that. “Knowledge is power! Use it. Keep it locked in your head until the time you need. Then, when it is revealed, your power will increase.”

He had done so and now the consuls, Bonaparte, Sieyès and Ducos, were happy to use him. Of these the young engineer, Napoleon Bonaparte, was the one Claude saw as a future leader. He had already shown his elan and leadership qualities and when the failure in Egypt had not hurt his reputation, Claude had no hesitation in doing all that he could to help the Corsican achieve his ends, and that was to rule France. His confidence in the young man was vindicated when Sieyès and Ducos became minor players in the game of French politics. They had been wise enough to keep their heads but it left Napoleon Bonaparte as the effective ruler of France. Claude had helped him to get there. His motives were not entirely altruistic. He was already a richer man than his father had been. He owned land and estates that had been the property of the aristocrats. He was also far harder working than his father had been. He kept a network of spies around the world. He had his own code and each man he had appointed was someone like him, one who was hungry and ruthless. The son of the executed aristocrat had learned that from the old man.

The meeting with Napoleon Bonaparte was clandestine. Both men preferred it that way. The house where they met was on the left bank of the Seine and it was a nondescript building. The two men sat in the garden. The trees that rustled in the breeze and the chattering birds hid their words. Nothing was written down. It was all in the head of the clever Claude.

“Your idea to retake the islands in the Caribbean was a good one, Claude.”

The powerful, though slightly built, soldier knew that using a Christian name was a way to encourage loyalty.

Claude knew how to play the game and he responded by giving Bonaparte his title, “Thank you Consul.” Bonaparte was now consul for life.

“Now we need to think how to hurt the British. They have yet to evacuate Malta and they seem to have the ascendancy in India.” The consul for life sipped his wine and waited. He knew that there were ideas fermenting in the mind of Claude La Salle.

“Consul, we have a large tract of land on the continent of North America.”

“Louisiana.”

Claude nodded, “We cannot realistically hold on to it and it is filled with wild savages. If we were to sell that to the United States of America then they would have more land in that continent than the British. We could encourage tension between the two countries. It could only benefit us. The British would need to send troops and ships there.”

Bonaparte sipped the wine. He was not a hasty man. He was thoughtful and he reflected on the words of the man before him. Bonaparte was one of the few men who knew the real story of Claude La Salle. He was as devious as the son of the dead aristocrat. Bonaparte did not mind the past. He knew how to use men to get him what he really wanted, power.

“An inspired idea and the money we receive can be used to fund my plans for Europe.” It was as though an idea suddenly occurred to him, “And while there are not many soldiers in Louisiana we can bring back those that are there to swell the ranks of the army. Good. Now India. My plan to use Egypt was not as successful as I might have hoped.”

Claude kept a straight face. Egypt had been a disaster. Bonaparte had defeated a Mamluk army but he had been forced to flee and leave most of his army to make their own way home. Luckily his conquest of Italy had redeemed his reputation.

“Benoît de Boigne.”

The consul frowned as he tried to recall the name, “The Savoyard?”

“Yes, Consul. He served the Maharajah of Gwalior, Daulat Rao Scindia. I have spoken to him at great length. He is now living in France and retired but he still has contacts in India and has a great knowledge of both the land and the British. He served both sides. The British have angered the Maratha Confederation. If we were to support the Marathas, not with soldiers but with gold then it would weaken the British there. The East India Company has soldiers but they could not defeat a combined Maratha Confederation. The British would have to send men from England to fight.”

Bonaparte was shrewd and he joined up the thinking of the clever man before him. “And with the sale of Louisiana we would have the funds available. We would draw the British away from their island to the west and to the east. Their mighty ships would be spread even thinner. The island would be ripe for invasion.”

Claude had not anticipated such a move but he saw it made sense. He nodded, “Yes, Consul.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“Ships, Consul. I am not talking about the navy. If you were to invade England then you would need a navy. The Royal Navy is powerful and the more ships you can draw east the better the chance you have to invade. I am thinking of corsairs and privateers. François Aregnaudeau is a clever old corsair. He could raid the shipping lanes. I know the man and even if he cannot sail to India he has contacts amongst the privateer community who would do so if I made the suggestion and pointed out the financial advantages of doing so. The East Indiamen are well armed but they are big and they are ponderous. Ships like Heureux Spéculateur are fast, light and have more crew than an Indiaman. The East Indiamen are good ships but if they were captured then the East India Company would lose money. Britain would suffer. There are also privateers and pirates who are not French. Captain Ralph Every is a pirate and he is English. Thus far he has raided the shipping lanes in the West Indies. I believe I can induce him to shift his focus to India.”

The consul was intrigued, “How?”

“I am persuasive, Consul, and know men’s weaknesses. Ralph Every covets jewels. If I tell him, through third party contacts, that the East India Company intends to send treasure ships back from India then he will head there to raid.”

“But when he discovers that the ships contain trade goods and not jewels...”

“India is six months away, Consul. All we need is a year of raiding and by then the Marathas should be in a position to hurt the British and to draw their armies from their island to the east. Who knows, if you were to send some smaller ships to the east then our navy may be able to intercept the East Indiamen at sea.”

The consul stood. He nodded, “Your plan has merit. Make the arrangements and I shall set in place the purchase of Louisiana. France will reward you.”

There were no handshakes. The two men took no notes. There would be no evidence of the meeting yet things were put in place that might, in the fullness of time, see France invade England and take over the ripe fruit that was India. 

There was more work for Claude as a result but he saw a way to profit from this. He had to use his contacts to speak to Ralph Every as wells as François Aregnaudeau. The former would be harder than the latter but as Claude also profited from smuggling to England, he would use his smugglers for that. The harder task would be to get a message to his man in India. While much of the plan revolved around the Marathas he knew that smaller acts of subversion were effective too. He would send one of his men with François Aregnaudeau. That would be the fastest way to get to India. Then he would deliver a message to the agent in Poona. His agent was a most interesting man. He was the son of an Indian who had married the son of a Frenchman and an English woman. Such a combination ensured that the man felt bitter about the British and gave him some loyalty to France. The small stipend Claude provided ensured that the man had more loyalty to Claude than anyone. 

He left the house and with the cowl of his cloak around his ears headed to the place he knew he would find his first contact. His plan would take time but like a good spider’s web, the time taken to build a good web was never wasted.​
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Chapter 1
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I am Chosen Man Smith, Smudger to the rest of the section, and I was now a real soldier. The thief who had stowed away and fled England and the vengeance of a pirate captain had found his real vocation. The section, the captain and the sergeant had changed me from a thief into a soldier. I had become a useful man. More than useful I had proved a vital part of the machine that was the East India Company. Major General Wellesley had used me to increase the land the company and therefore, Great Britain ruled. I was now a sharpened weapon and I was a natural soldier. I still harboured thoughts of leaving the service of the East India Company, but there was no urgency. I had money to start a new life but as I was still accruing capital then there was no rush. Each time we went into action I made a profit and that profit was stored in a chest and secreted in the cart that Aadyot, our sepoy, led. He knew of my secret treasure.

We were not a platoon. We were too few for that. We were a section with a captain, a sergeant, a corporal and a sepoy. The Chosen Man was me. The section were in Bombay. The locals called it Mumbai but the East India Company ruled it and it was called Bombay. Our section had a nickname, a badge of honour if you like. We had been called by men like Sir Arthur Wellesley and his brother, the Governor of India, Lord Mornington, the Devil’s Dozen. Albert Wishart’s death meant we were no longer a dozen but to nobility like Sir Arthur Wellesley we were still seen as criminals and to be used when others could not deliver. I doubted that either of the brothers would have even realised one man in the section had died. The section, as they thought of themselves, were a tool to be used. We had just returned from the successful rescue of the Peshwa of Mysore and thanks to the Treaty of Bassein, Britain and the East India Company effectively ruled the richer parts of India. As a result of our success the section had been enjoying a week of leave in Bombay. As it coincided with Christmas we had indulged ourselves. It was hardly cold weather but with rum, sent in gratitude by Major Tucker, and more food than we were used to who minded?

I did not get drunk but I had consumed more than I normally did. Seamus and Dai were our two wild men when it came to drink but it never made them nasty. Bob Cathcart, our Scotsman, became quite witty under the influence of the rum. Normally, he was a quiet and thoughtful man but the rum loosened both his tongue and his wit. Aadyot Ganguly, our sepoy, did not drink but he laughed louder than any at the jokes, songs and tom foolery which followed the drink. I don’t think he had celebrated Christmas before. Perhaps the death of Albert, had shown us all that life was not to be wasted and we should live while we were able. All in all it was as good a Christmas as I could remember. Christmases in England, even when my mother and siblings lived with me, were tough and we rarely had an excess of food. I shelved any thoughts of flight. The man who might still seek my life, Ralph Every, was on the other side of the world. I had disappeared from the Thames riverbank and there was no way he could know where I was. For the first time since I had stowed away I was relaxed and happy. I had often thought of flight but time had made the spectre of the pirate captain fade. I would leave the East India Company but when I did so it would be on my terms.

It was on the 1st of January that Captain Crozier was summoned, not to the residency but to the harbour, and a meeting with the representative of the East India Company. When he returned he had a quizzical look on his face, “Well, lads, it seems we are to go back to sea.”

To say we were all shocked was an understatement. We had served on an East Indiaman, HCS Campbelltown, the ship on which I had stowed away. I had even served as a sailor but I had not thought that I would ever return to the sea. When I had landed in Calcutta I had thought that was the end of my life as a sailor.

“Sepoy Ganguly will remain here with the mule and our equipment. We will be needed when campaigning season begins but, it seems, we are set for a voyage to Madras and back.” He smiled, “A cruise to start the New Year, eh?”

Corporal Ben Neville was the first to recover, “When, Sir?”

A grin spread over the captain’s face, “Now. We sail on the evening tide! Christmas is over and we shall become marines once more.”

Aadyot Ganguly knew about my treasure and as we prepared to leave I took him to one side, “Look after my little box, eh, Aadyot.”

“Of course, Smudger. You are my friend and I will guard it well.”

“Thanks.”

His face became serious, “Look out for yourself, my friend.” He shook his head, “I would not wish to sail in a floating coffin. Aadyot Ganguly wants to keep his feet on the ground! If I was meant to go on the water then I would have been born a fish.”

We took our muskets and bayonets as well as balls and powder. We did not have much of the latter but powder was always plentiful on a company ship. We could fill our powder horns once aboard. We would not need our blankets. We knew there would be hammocks and the ship would have bowls for us. We took, as Sergeant Grundy called them, our eating irons and every man took his own mug. We reached the ship at noon. HCS Castle Eden was a three decker. She had, I could see by counting them as we waited to board, twenty-six guns. There were thirteen on each side. The heavier, eighteen pounders were on the lower deck. The twelve pounders were on the main deck. She looked relatively new. I had become an expert in ships when I was still a thief. I recognised the features and smells of a new ship and HCS Castle Eden had them. The crew risked a glance at us as we lined up to board. The ship was still taking on supplies. It had been a long voyage from the Cape to Bombay. They would need water as well as fresh fruit and salted meat. 

Captain Crozier said, “Wait here, Sergeant, while I find out when we can board.”

“Sir.” Walter Grundy said, “Stand easy.”

As we leaned on our muskets Seamus said, “I wonder why they need us? The dangerous waters, as I recall, are those near the lands of the Arabs.”

Ben Neville shook his head, “Doesn’t do to speculate, Seamus. As there are no other Indiamen in harbour I am guessing that they want us as extra protection. A single ship on her own is at risk.”

I pointed to the guns, “She carries enough armament to deter an enemy. I mean we are not at war with anyone. That means it is privateers or pirates that we have to worry about and they tend to have smaller, nimbler ships.” My time on the Campbelltown had taught me much about the sea and its ways.

Ben said, “Don’t forget the Dutch East India Company. We might not be at war with the Dutch but the Dutch East India Company are another matter.”

Dai Evans said, “At least we won’t be marching.” He had a sudden thought, “Sarge, when do we get new hobnails, or boots? We have walked across India this year. I mean we all look after our boots but enough is enough.”

“Captain Crozier said that when we go on campaign again we will be issued new boots and uniforms.”

George Mainsgill moaned, “As much as I need new boots I don’t relish having to use elbow grease to make them comfortable.”

The captain came to the tumblehome, “Bring ‘em aboard, Sergeant.”

“Right lads, smartly does it. We don’t want this lot to think this is our first time on a ship.”

We hefted our packs and muskets and headed up the gangplank. We did not march in step. You never did when heading up a gangplank or crossing a wooden bridge. That was one of the first lessons I had learned. I knew that there would be a cool area on the deck. We had baked long enough in the sun on the quayside and I would seek some shade. As we boarded I saw the ship’s captain and Captain Crozier standing together. Next to them was a man I recognised from his whistle as a bosun.

Captain Alexander Cuming was a typical Indiaman captain. He was a solid sailor who understood the needs of the company. As he shared in the profits then it was in his interests to keep the ship safe.

Sergeant Grundy snapped, “Attention!” We were not normally soldiers who drilled but we knew what was expected and we came to attention as smartly as any regular regiment. Captain Crozier looked pleased.

Captain Cuming said, “I have just informed Captain Crozier of the purpose of your presence. We are travelling alone to Madras and there is rumour of French Privateers in the Indian Ocean. Normally they are to the west of Africa but now, it seems, they are raiding commerce here, in the land controlled by the East India Company. They seek gold, silver and our cargoes. You will be aboard from here to Madras. When we reach Madras you will transfer to a ship and return here.” The hint of a smile passed over his face, “You will be marines for a mere two voyages.” He waved forward the bosun, “This is Bosun Ball. He will show you to your quarters and if you have any questions then he can answer them.” He had clearly finished with us for he said, “Captain Crozier, if you would come with me I will introduce you to my officers and then you can take advantage of your cabin.”

I smiled. The captain normally shared our camp but this was a company ship and there was a hierarchy to it. He would have a cabin to himself. I had not seen passengers. We followed the bosun down the ladder to the lower gun deck. There were five eighteen pounders on each side. I saw that there were hammocks already in place. They were closer to the stern. The bow section looked to be unoccupied. Poor Seamus was almost bent double such was the low headroom. 

The bosun pointed to the rolled hammocks. He spoke with a west country accent and that was fairly common amongst sailors, “You lads will have the forrard section of the deck.” To make it quite clear to what I knew he would regard as landlubbers, he pointed. “You will mess there too.” I saw the table suspended from the deck above and the benches nailed to the deck below. Whoever sat next to Seamus would find it cosy. “The food is served down at yon end.” He pointed towards the stern. “The next meal is First Dog Watch.” We all remembered the watches from our time on the Campbelltown. It meant we had a few hours to wait.

Sergeant Grundy nodded, “Right lads, you don’t need me to tell you what to do.” We each went to take a hammock. Sergeant Grundy took his but asked, “Bosun, why are we here? This is unusual isn’t it?”

He nodded, “You are right there, Sergeant. We came over in convoy but the rest of the convoy weren’t heading for Bombay. We had a few days on our own. We saw a sail on the horizon and Captain Cuming decided to ask for some extra men.”

I said, “But seeing a sail at sea is not unusual.”

He turned to look at me, “And what would a company lobster know about sailing?”

Seamus grinned, “He was a stowaway, Bosun, and he served on the Campbelltown.” He waved a hand around, “We all did but we were the soldiers.”

“So you will know your way around a ship then?” I nodded, “Well you are right but there were French privateers in the Downs. Three ships, Marguerite, Bernstorff, and Williams, were all taken by Froggies. There were also rumours of English pirates too.” He patted an eighteen pounder, “These are big buggers but the Froggies use nimble little ships like greyhounds. We need your muskets. I hope you know how to use them.”

The sergeant had fitted his hammock and he nodded, “Don’t worry about us. We can fire as fast and as accurately as any man. This will not be the first time we have faced pirates. Smudger here helped fend off an attack in the Persian Gulf.”

The bosun looked relieved, “Good.”

Sergeant Grundy said, “Can we smoke down here?”

The bosun shook his head, “We clean the decks but there is always powder on a gun deck. Best find somewhere forrard. There is an awning there and a bit of breeze.” He shook his head, “This place is too hot for me. At least when we sail we have a breeze off the sea to keep us cool and the stink...”

He was right. The port and town did stink but we were now used to it. We stored our gear in the lockers and left our muskets on our hammocks. When we were in camp we stacked them together. That was out of the question on a ship.

Seamus asked, “Can we leave our jackets here, Sergeant?”

I said, “And our boots?”

I saw the sergeant debating and then he nodded, “But if the captain says owt, then back down here and put them back on.”

It was a relief to take off the boots and the jacket. The heavy woollen jacket was fine for England but totally unsuitable for the tropics. Everyone liked the sight of a red coat apart from the men who had to wear one. From my pack I took the straw hat I used. It was battered and needed repair but it would stop the sun from baking my head. Had we had time I would have made a new one before we left Bombay.

The air was marginally cooler on the main deck. Despite the gun ports being open the gun deck felt like an oven. I had also forgotten how hot the deck was. The crew were largely barefoot too but they were used to the heat. We hurried to the shade of the awning. I knew why we had been sent to the bows. The stern and the area around the mainmast were for the passengers. Indiamen carried passengers. Many of them were paying passengers but others were company employees. We were out of sight and out of mind. It would be different if we were attacked for then we would become the salt of the earth. Until then we were something to be avoided by the passengers.

There were, of course, no seats but we all found somewhere on deck to sit and rest our backs. We found somewhere that had a little shade. Those who used tobacco began to fill and light their pipes. Eddie Lowe asked, “So, Sarge, what do you reckon? A couple of voyages will take, what, a month or so?”

The sergeant pointed the stem of his pipe at me, “Ask Barnacle Bill there, he was a sailor.”

I laughed at the appellation, “I was a sailor for a short time, Sarge, but I think Eddie’s estimate is about right.”

Eddie nodded, “And then back to Bombay and the general.”

“That was the rumour, Major General Wellesley is being sent to regain the throne for the Peshwa.” Sergeant Grundy shrugged, “We will find out when we get back. Best not worry about what we don’t know, eh?”

We sat in silence. This was a rare moment of peace for us. We had no work to do and we could enjoy sitting under an awning as though we were men of leisure. Once we left the harbour then it would be different. We would not have to stand a watch at night but during the day we might have to. I looked up at the masts. I had clambered up them after I had been made to serve in the crew of the Campbelltown. The ratlines and the yards held no fear for me. I knew the rest of the section would be terrified but I had learned how to control that fear. I glanced down the deck at the twelve pounders. I knew from my time on the Campbelltown that Royal Navy gunners preferred the Long Tom, the nine pounder, but the twelve hurled a ball further although with slightly less accuracy. However, with just twelve guns on each side and two bow chasers, I did not think that they were enough. As the bosun had said the pirates would use smaller ships and more of them. An Indiaman’s crew did not practise as much as the Royal Navy and they would be rusty when action came.

The crew were all busy loading supplies and helping the last of the handful of passengers we would be carrying, aboard. The gangplank was raised shortly before the first dog watch and then we heard the call for mess. We headed back down to our deck. We had not seen Captain Crozier since boarding and I guessed he was having his brains picked by the passengers as well as enjoying the hospitality of the captain and officers. When I had first joined the section I had been the one to fetch the food. I was now the Chosen Man and the honour of messman went to George Mainsgill. I spoke to George as we headed down to the mess, “Smile and make friends with the cook. He is the one who ladles out the food. It won’t be the best but every little helps fill the belly, eh? If he takes the mickey just smile. The worst thing you can do is be belligerent.”

“Right, Smudge.”

We sat on the bench with the table suspended from the deck above before us. The ship was still while it was at anchor but once we were at sea the ropes would make the table far more stable and the fiddles running around the side would keep our plates from falling off. Bob went to fetch the jug of ale and we took out our eating irons. I kept my eating knife sharp as some of the food we ate could be tough. The ale came first and we poured it out equitably. There would be enough for two or three beakers each. The first taste was important. Was it good ale? It was not bad and we smiled. When George came back we saw that we had meat in the stew and it was not salted. They must have bought a goat. That meant a soup for the next few days made up with the bones and tougher cuts from the animal.

The food was not as bland as it had been when we had sailed from England all those years ago. Spices were far cheaper and more plentiful in Bombay. The food was tasty although not as hot as when Aadyot cooked for us. We were all used to spicy food now. If we were honest, we preferred hotter food. 

When we finished we wiped our hands on the ropes holding the table and then doused the plates and eating irons in the pail of sea water that was next to the table. We left them on the table to air dry. It was as we did so that a sailor walked over, “Are you Smudger Smith, the lad who stowed away on the Campbelltown?”

My senses tingled whenever the word stowaway was mentioned. It was a memory of my flight from England and I always feared that a ghost from the past would return. The rest of the section knew the truth and I could not deny it and so I said, guardedly, “Aye, do I know you?”

He shook his head, “No. My name is Robin Lang and I have never met you before but I served with Rafe McTeer and he told me the tale of the stowaway who became a soldier.” He smiled, “It was a good story and kept us entertained. When the Bosun said that you lads had all served on the Campbelltown I thought it might be you.” I was relieved and smiled broadly. It seemed to encourage him. “You know some of the lads didn’t believe him, the story seemed so fantastic like.”

“It is true and the proof of the pudding is before you.”

“Well, I am glad that you lads are aboard. From Rafe’s account you are all handy and with pirates and privateers about, we need all the muskets we can muster.”

John Williams asked, “Pirates and privateers? I thought they were different words for the same things.”

Robin shook his head, “No. Privateers are nasty but not as bad as pirates. A privateer has a letter of marque from a country. The Dutch and French use them but so do the Americans now. We used to but I haven’t heard of any for a while. A privateer will steal your cargo, perhaps even your ship, he might possibly set you adrift but you have a chance of surviving.” He was warming to his tale and he leaned in, lowering his voice for effect, “Now a pirate...you would be lucky if you were killed outright. Some of them...” he shuddered, “they are not men, they are animals.”

Sergeant Grundy said, “So are there pirates out here? I know they had some in the Persian Gulf but we haven’t heard of any here.”

“There weren’t, not proper pirates anyway until recently. There were locals in little boats who pounced on smaller ships. The Castle Eden would be too big a mouthful for them but we heard that some pirate ships have come from the waters around England. The Royal Navy has made the waters in the Caribbean a bit too warm for them and they have heard a rumour that there are jewels and gold to be had here in the real Indies.”

Sergeant Grundy stood, “I reckon I will go and have a pipeful up top. Nice talking to you, son. I daresay we will see each other on the way to Madras.”

The seaman laughed, “It is a small ship and as we both have to avoid the passengers then that is highly likely.”

The others left and as I didn’t move he sat next to me, “How is Rafe?”

“You know Rafe, he is a seaman through and through. He will never see a graveyard. A hammock and the sea will be his end. He is serving on the Admiral Gardner now.”

“You reckon this rumour about the pirates is true?”

“I know it is. We found wreckage off Madagascar and there was one survivor. Pirates had attacked the ship and blasted her to bits. The chap we found had been lucky. He had been knocked overboard. Poor sod died a day later. He told us that the pirates were English and the captain was none other than Captain Every, you know the famous pirate? He said they had two ships, a big two decker and a brig.”

It was as though someone had taken a lump of ice and pressed it to my chest. I started. The shock raced through my body.

“You have heard of him?” He must have registered the look of shock on my face.

“Ralph Every?”

“Aye, that is him.”

“I heard of him but that was years ago. I thought he was dead.”

“Chance would be a fine thing. He has two ships, according to the survivor; one is a two decker with thirty guns and the other is a corvette, just ten guns. So, if you see two ships, a big ‘un and a little ‘un...”

One of his mates shouted, “I thought you wanted to lose some money at cards.”

“Coming.” He turned back to me, “See you around, Smudger.” He grinned at the use of my name. If nothing else it proved he knew Rafe.

I stayed at the mess table. I should have fled when I had the chance but now I was trapped. I had changed immeasurably since I had stolen from the pirate but he might have worked out how I evaded him. Like Robin Lang he might have heard the story of the stowaway and put two and two together. Sailors were gossips. India was a big country and if I could get ashore then I had the chance to run. As much as I did not want to desert the first friends I had ever known, if I stayed with them then I increased the chance of being discovered and death might follow. Rafe had done me no favours by telling and retelling my story. That he would continue to tell it was clear to me and each time he was in a port telling the tale others would hear it. Sailors love a good story and Robin’s words left me in no doubt that the story of Smudger Smith was well known. The pirates who served Ralph Every would also use those inns. The story might now have spread and reached the ears of the man I feared most in the world. Perhaps Ralph Every was not just coming for gold and jewels. It might be that he sought to combine greed with vengeance. Whatever the reason I had reverted to my earlier state. I needed to flee. I had only seen him once. That was when I marked him and his room in the inn. I thought back to that fateful moment when I decided to take his gold. Had I known then that he was Ralph Every, the pirate, I would have steered clear of him. You can never change the past but his face was etched on my mind.

I went up on deck. There was a game of cards going on. Sergeant Grundy was smoking and a couple of the lads were looking at the busy quayside. I suddenly felt as though the whole world was looking for me and I sat on the other side of the bow chaser where I was hidden from view. I heard nothing and saw nothing. My thoughts were on flight. Madras would be my best chance to escape. When we went ashore, we went by boat and in the confusion of loading and unloading the boats I might be able to slip away. I now had enough skills to speak to most people. I still had some of the berry juice I had stained my skin with to get into Seringapatam. If Ralph Every came looking for a white soldier then I would hide as a mixed blood native. I would find somewhere to hide until he gave up looking for me.

Captain Crozier came down the ship smoking a cheroot. From his expression he had been drinking. He beamed, “I hope you chaps ate well. I certainly did.”

Seamus quipped, “We can see that, Sir. The rum was nice but I am betting you had something a little better.”

“That I did, Hogan, a malt whisky or two, a good claret, and to finish off as fine a port as I can remember.”

The section laughed. We had rarely seen the captain tipsy.

He suddenly seemed to remember something, “While I think on, the captain says that while we are within a day of Bombay, we can rest but after that he wants us on duty during the hours of daylight.” He pointed to the main mast where there was a platform halfway. Above it was the place the lookout perched. The captain pointed at it, “If we sight anything then your place, Smith, is up there with your musket. The rest of us can give volleys to any privateer or pirate but you will try to pick off officers and the helmsman.”

I nodded, dully, “Right, Sir.” Inside I brightened a little. If I saw Ralph Every then I could take him out with one lead ball.

“So tomorrow is an easy day, no drill and you needn’t wear your tunics. The first mate seems to think that if the privateers see red uniforms they may stand off and batter us.”

That was a relief.

“Anyway, I shall go and see if I can discover which side is leeward and I will see you in the morning.”

His words set them all to chattering. I remained silent. I did not notice Ben Neville, the corporal sidle up, “Do you have a problem, Smudger? I mean I know you aren’t afraid of heights. Is it shooting men down in cold blood that upsets you?”

I said, icily, “I will happily shoot any pirate down in cold blood.” I realised I had to pretend that everything was normal. I did not want men looking at me and waiting for me to run. I smiled, “No, I am not worried. It is all an adventure.”

He nodded, “Aye, that’s the spirit. Come the summer, when the monsoons come, we shall be up to our knees in mud again and hacking through jungle. Let us enjoy this while we may.”

By summer, with luck, I would be over the hills and far away.
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Despite the dark thoughts in my head the hammock did its work and rocked me to sleep. It was not a restful sleep. The savage spectre of a sword wielding Ralph Every did not leave my head. I had a nightmare where I was hiding in the bowels of the ship and I was caught by pirates. When I woke the ship no longer seemed welcoming. It was threatening. I was trapped on board. When I had stowed away I had not felt trapped for I knew I was escaping the pirate and heading for a new life. Now it seemed inevitable that I was being hunted. While the others joked and laughed on the deck, sheltered from the sun by an awning, I sat and carved a piece of goat bone. The activity helped me to concentrate and the others took my silence as attention to my task. Carving reminded me of poor Albert Wishart who had been a good carver of both wood and bone. I still had the model of the East Indiaman he had been carving when he had died. It was unfinished. I was not yet good enough to complete the task. I needed to improve my skills before I completed the work of my dead friend. I was making my own copy of the Indiaman. I would learn by my mistakes. Robin Lang did not help by speaking to me each time he passed. Each time he spoke it reminded me of Ralph Every. It was not Robin’s fault for he was just being friendly. He was pleasant enough but his words merely served to remind me of Rafe McTeer and that made me think of the story being repeated.

“Well, Smudger, tomorrow will see you lads put to work.”

I was curious, for many reasons, and I asked, “Why tomorrow, Robin?”

“There are a couple of warships in Bombay.” I remembered seeing one and nodded. “They have just thirteen guns a side but they are fast and they have a patrol area to the west of Bombay. They work a box pattern so that the sea, a day from Bombay is relatively safe. The powers that be reckon while they are small they could help a single ship to outgun a pirate. They can also catch smugglers. I call it daft and penny pinching. If they convoyed us we would have mutual protection.”

“You were in a convoy weren’t you?”

“Aye, but they were heading for Penang. We are too but first we land some passengers at Madras.”

Bosun Ball’s voice roared, “No lollygaggers!” 

Robin rolled his eyes and said, “Coming, Bosun.”

That night after we had eaten, Captain Crozier, now recovered from his heavy drinking session, and Sergeant Grundy, had us check our weapons. One of the passengers was a senior East India Company official and the captain wanted nothing to spoil his chances of promotion. Our officer had confided in Walter Grundy and the sergeant had told us, the previous night, that thanks to the job we had done escorting the Peshwa to safety, the captain might be in line to become a brevet major. When we campaigned against the Marathas there would be casualties and to an officer that meant promotion. The captain had not seemed to be an ambitious man when we had first met but he had seen too many incompetents promoted because of family or money. There were other soldiers out here who never fought. They had what was referred to as a comfortable billet. They normally ran stores or the like. There was profit to be made and life was easy. Captain Crozier was a good soldier and knew it. He would find promotion on the battlefield where there was no hiding place.

I was a good shot but part of that came from the way I looked after my weapon. When I had been a thief I had learned to pick locks. The workings of the musket were easy for me and I could take the gun apart and rebuild it if necessary. I kept the flints in good condition and, until we went into action, the barrel was always clean. I knew that would make the musket more accurate. I was also meticulous in my choice of ball. When we were issued new ones I was quite happy to spend an hour choosing the roundest ones. Seamus, Dai and the others just put their hands in the bag and took out a handful. All of that meant that when I fired I was more likely to hit what I aimed at. The section tended to fire volleys and we sent a wall of lead at an enemy. The captain had recognised my skill and used me when he needed someone to be hit. I also had a couple of pistols I had acquired. They were not official but I kept them as clean as my musket. When I ran I would leave the musket for that would identify me as a soldier but the pistols were a different matter. In addition, if the pirates boarded then they gave me an extra weapon that I could use to stay alive. As I put my tools and cleaning rags away I reflected that it was now down to that. My fortune was lost, it was in Bombay with Aadyot, but I now saw a greater fortune to be had, my life.

What I had learned when I had been a sailor was that dawn, at sea, was the most dangerous time. Captain Cuming knew that too. We were roused, silently, by the second bosun, when the watch was changed at four bells. We rose in the darkness, grumbling and coughing, and then after dressing in shirts and breeches went to make water. The breakfast was brought by George. It was ale and porridge. The cook had put in some sultanas that gave it a sweetness I liked. With our muskets in our hands and straw hats on our heads, we went up to the dark deck. When the sun came up we would see as far as the horizon. A ship would be a tiny spot of white in the distance. As I knew from watches on the Campbelltown, you could look at the sea and when the sun suddenly flared in the east see another ship half a mile from your starboard quarter. Pirates and privateers knew that too and they hunted in the dark. They would seek the glow from the lantern hung from the stern of a ship. A line of them would tell them that there was a convoy. We looked east and saw the sun peer over the land as we sailed south around the mighty land that was India. The new watch at the top of the mainmast shouted, eventually, “All clear.”

We could relax.

Captain Crozier, however, wanted us to be perfect, “Smith, if we go into action, then your place is up there.” He pointed to the mainmast and the platform that was just below the lookout. “Better you find your way there now while there is no action. Climb the ratlines and make sure that you will be comfortable and then come back down.”

He was right and I was quite happy to do it. Just standing and letting my mind concoct a horrible encounter with Ralph Every was the alternative, “Right sir.” I slung my musket across my back rather than over one shoulder. I tightened my cartridge belt and then I went to the rat boards. I grabbed the ropes and pulled myself up. My bare feet helped me to grip the tarred rope. I had learned to scamper up the ratlines when I had served on the Campbelltown. Now there was no rush and with the musket across my back I had to work out the best way to get to the small platform at the lower yard on the mainmast. I did not look down but looked up. I trusted my feet. I knew that if I did this when the sun had been up for any length of time then the soles of my feet would be burned but the ropes were relatively cool. I had the foresight to bring a cloth with me for I knew that some of the tar from the ropes would be on my hands and I needed clean hands to fire the gun accurately. I passed the yard of the mainsail and found the place called the armour. It was a flat island around the mast. There was movement there but compared with hanging out on a yard it was a solid piece of wood on which to stand. I held onto the puttock shroud and leaned out to wave to the captain and the section. They waved back. 

Having reached my perch I first wiped my hands on the cloth and then I unslung the musket. I went through the motions of loading. I stood with my feet braced and aimed towards the stern, at the men gathered around the wheel. I knew that if the ship was moving too violently I would have to kneel. I had a good view and I knew that if an enemy ship closed with us and tried to board I would be able to hit the men at their wheel. I was quite happy at the moment. I peered up and saw the lookout. He waved and shouted, “You did that well for a lobster.”

I merely nodded and waved back. Too many people knew of the stowaway who had become soldier. He might know the story but I would not remind him of it. Slinging my musket I descended the ratlines. In many ways it was harder to come down. I had often just slid down the sheets but there was no need for speed and besides the musket made me unbalanced.

When I reached the bottom John Williams shook his head. “You made that look easy, Smudger. I have no head for heights.”

Captain Crozier asked, “Any problems?”

Shaking my head I said, “Easy, Sir. I just took my time. If I had to do it in a hurry...”

“I was talking to the captain yesterday and he said that if he makes a call to arms then we have ten or fifteen minutes to get into position. The guns will fire and we will only be needed when they get close enough to board. It may well be that we just enjoy a pleasant voyage to Madras, save our hobnails and then sail back.”

That was something I prayed for.

I said, “But if we sight an unknown sail then I climb?”

“That would make sense. You found it easy enough didn’t you?” I nodded. “Good, better to be safe than sorry, eh?”

We spent the day standing in two groups, one near the bows under the supervision of the sergeant and the other by the quarter deck under the command of the captain. We acted as extra lookouts and lined the sides. The lookout in his perch at the crosstree had the best view but our eyes helped. I tended to stand in the same place while I watched. Walking in bare feet on a hot deck was not something to be done too often. I had to be bare foot. I could not climb the ratlines in boots. You needed to feel tarred rope and arch your foot as you climbed.

The likelihood of us being the target of an attack by a privateer was increased because we were alone. The convoy which had protected Castle Eden from South Africa was now ahead of us. The seas would be empty. If we caught up with the convoy we would sight a number of sails. A lone sail represented possible danger. On the third day out of Bombay, not long before noon, we heard the cry, “Sail, south by southeast!”

Captain Cuming was taking no chances and we heard Bosun Ball shout, “All hands on deck! Man the guns!”

The gun crews ran to their allotted positions to prepare to run out the guns and I went to the ratlines. I slung my musket and ascended the ratlines. They were hotter now. When I reached my perch I loaded my musket and then slung it over one shoulder. I used the puttock shroud and peered to look south by south and east. The straw hat helped a little but I used my hand to give me a better view. The topsail above me gave me some shade and I was not baking as much as I might have expected. I spied the ship. It was still in the distance but it looked to be alone. I had been told that Ralph Every had two ships. Of course, being just one ship did not rule out Ralph Every but it made it less likely. I felt a little relieved. I watched as the ship came towards us. It had the wind gauge and was moving quickly. Had we been in convoy then I doubt that any of the ships would have stood to but we were alone. The ship might be innocent but I had sailed the seas and knew that there were shipping lanes. This ship was making for us. 

As it drew nearer I saw that it was not as big as us. It looked to be the size
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