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PROLOGUE

John Pearce found it easy to be irritable in a place like Palermo. The weather, even in early September, was searing hot during the day and scarcely less so at night without a breeze. With a broken arm in splints, held in place by heavy bandaging, the amount of itching it caused was enough to drive him near mad with frustration. Added to this physical discomfort, he was required to deal with the folk who undertook the repair of ships in the harbour, there being no dockyard in the proper sense, while he had in HMS
Larcher
, after his recent battle, a vessel in need of much restoration before it could be considered fully fit for sea.

The damage to the hull and upper works he could, in the main, leave to his own men, at least those who had survived whole, while much of the ship’s tackle, like blocks and sheaves, if torn from their usual location, were serviceable. Canvas to repair sails too shot through to be of any use was something to be bought in bolts and fashioned by those same hands. Likewise cordage, albeit much time was spent
in bargaining for a fair price, a restraint imposed on him by limited funds, much of which was expended on those woodworking tasks beyond the skill of the ship’s carpenter and his mates.

It was in the article of an upper mast and especially the bowsprit that he was struggling to get the armed cutter ready for sea and this in an island not short on timber, though it seemed to lack anything of the required length and shape. He had some suspicion that the wily locals knew very well what was needed, knew as he did not, where to find it and were holding out for an excessive price aware he was in a poor position to bargain.

All his rigging had suffered damage and in the case of the long bowsprit the lack of it left
Larcher
bereft of her major asset when it came to manoeuvrability. In a short and unusual naval career dealing with the dockyards in England had figured low to non-existent in Pearce’s experience, though he had heard much through wardroom gossip regarding the practices and peculations of those who both ran and laboured in them, tales of theft and corruption so comprehensively murky that he was left to wonder how the nation ever got a fleet to sea.

Even with such outright chicanery they must be paragons compared to the Sicilians, who seemed to see physical labour as a crime against the person and payment for what amounted to scant effort as rightful reward. The whole process was rendered even more trying due to the slothful behaviour of the man supposed to represent King George in what was the second city of the Kingdom of Naples. His inaction – he rose late, lunched long and biliously in the article of wine, before taking to his bed – was surpassed
only by the lack of his willingness to provide the credit required to pay the necessary price demanded by the local chandlers.

‘Signor di Stefano, I must have both a mainmast and bowsprit whatever they may cost while you must recognise that any monies you advance to repair a vessel of King George’s Navy will be met and reimbursed in full.’

‘But when Capitane Pearce?’ came the reply, in dramatically accented English, this before the consul produced from a desk drawer an untidy sheaf of papers. ‘Here are copies of bills I have incurred on behalf of King George, some over two years in age and yet to be satisfied. My credit is not so good that I can run up the level of expense you demand, for in doing so I face ruin.’

Di Stefano was good at theatricality of the outré sort and he did the misery of impending penury well, both in his wretched facial expression and the way his plump body slumped, as if suddenly afflicted by a great weight, to the point where even his knees, giving way slightly, played a part. It was a hard case to argue against, it being no mystery that His Majesty’s Government was notoriously tardy when it came to meeting the expenses incurred by its agents abroad.

‘Sir William Hamilton may undertake to reimburse you.’

Now the mobile di Stefano countenance, puffy from imbibing and dark skinned from the climate, morphed into an image fitting to the burial of a dear friend; one to which John Pearce had been witness to on the day he and di Stefano interred the ten men he had lost in the recent fight and one which took him back to that desperate
battle that had occasioned the damage, which, if it could be counted as an ultimate success, was not much of one.

‘I must question whether the income from Sir William’s estates, which he uses to maintain his own position in Naples, are sufficient to bear as well the cost of my duties.’

John Pearce suspected there was something of a lie in that; Sir William Hamilton was the Ambassador to the Kingdom of Naples and had to be a direct link between Sicily and London, even to the cost of the consul’s duties here on the island. If he thought it he could not say for certain he was being misled. For all he knew, Sir William, a man he had met on only two brief occasions and a seeming gentleman, might be as sluggish at meeting his obligations as the clerks working under the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs in London.

‘Might I point out, sir,’ Pearce said, in an emollient tone, ‘that costs do not diminish with time. I am running out of ship’s stores and with what I am obliged to buy locally am low on the funds needed to keep fed my crew—’

‘Added to your other obligations, Capitane,’ di Stefano cut in with an oily tone, unable to keep a sly look off that mobile countenance, unwittingly preventing Pearce from mentioning another expense; the bill for those wounded and still accommodated in the
Lazaretto
, ‘for you have too the burden of your
Bella Signora
.’

Was the reference to Emily Barclay’s married estate a dig? Pearce could not tell, but he was not going to let any comment on something that had already caused difficulties pass unchallenged and this time his reply was quite brusque.

‘The lady of whom you speak meets her own obligations, sir!’

‘Then you are doubly blessed,’ the consul sniffed, adding a toss of the eyes that indicated his lack of belief that what was being imparted to him could possibly be the case.

‘It would be better if we stick to the subject at hand, signor, which is how am I to get my ship into a fit state to sail back to join the fleet of which I am a part and on whose behalf you are tasked to lend every effort consistent with your office. I might add that I am required by my station to note every difficulty I experience in my log which will, in time, come to the attention of others, both the Fleet Commander and the Admiralty in London.’

Di Stefano now chose to play the part of a man deeply offended, pouting in an exaggerated fashion as if he were being threatened in a meaningful way, which Pearce, even if he had hinted at the possibility, thought absurd. What harm could a mere lieutenant in the King’s Navy, and one that was less than loved in the places of power that mattered, do to him?

He huffed a bit and puffed a bit, as well as rolling his eyes, and pulled out a large square handkerchief with which to wipe his brow. Pearce was tempted to tell the consul he had missed his true calling; given his comedic abilities he would have had them rolling in the aisles, if he had chosen a career on the London stage.

‘I must leave you, sir, to consider which is the lesser of two evils, the crew of my ship begging at your door for sustenance or you meeting the requirements for the necessary repairs?’

Seeing the consul now swell up to a proud puffball, Pearce added quickly and with faux sympathy, for he knew he had been too critical for his purpose; without di Stefano’s
aid he might be stuck in Palermo till eternity so he added a total falsehood designed to take the wind out of his sails.

‘And please be aware I am not in ignorance of the problems this presents to a man of your abilities, commitment to exertion and your sterling reputation.’

Interview over, Pearce left the Consul’s house to exit into the heat of the day, which, approaching noon, seemed to be trapped by the narrow confines of the streets through which he made his way, made ten times worse by the fact that any visit to di Stefano required that he do so in uniform. The heavy blue naval coat he wore was singularly unsuited to any climate other than that of the British Isles and points north, while the sword he wore – but would struggle to employ with a dud right arm – slapped against his thigh as he walked.

His dignity did not allow him to remove it so by the time he reached the
pensione
where he and Emily Barclay were staying, his shirt was like a dripping rag. Her room at least overlooked the harbour and the wide bay, while the open shutters admitted a bit of a breeze that, once he had his coat and shirt off, allowed him some relief. She, sitting and wearing a single loose garment, was busy sowing for a fully occupied group of tars, repairing clothing suffering from the wear and tear of the work in which they were presently engaged.

‘You do not have the air, John, of someone who has succeeded in his undertaking.’

‘Signor di Stefano has a tight grip on his purse and I doubt he will loosen it. We may have to seek to get to Naples if we are ever to fully refit the ship.’

‘Naples?’ she said, in a soft and uncertain tone, before
putting aside her needle and thread to come and join him by the open window.

Pearce turned as she came closer, struck as he ever was by her beauty, and even more taken with the way the breeze off the sea was pressing the thin garment she wore against her skin, revealing every contour of her body: her breasts, the outline of her thighs and the slimness of her waist. If he had troubles aplenty, even if Emily Barclay was another man’s wife, John Pearce was happy to have her as a burden.

‘From there you have more chance of passage home, Emily, so very few British vessels call at Palermo by comparison.’

It was in one such rare vessel she had come here, brought by a captain who, even grateful for the services John Pearce and the crew of HMS
Larcher
had rendered in saving his ship from almost certain seizure by pirates, had chosen to continue his voyage without her, refunding the monies Emily had paid for her passage.

The hand that he reached out was taken, Emily allowing herself to be pulled close and into his embrace, her head resting in the crook of his naked shoulder as he kissed the top of her fine auburn hair. Outside the window, what had been a noisy, bustling quayside was winding down as the locals headed to wherever they lived to escape the zenith of the broiling midday sun, to first eat and then sleep until late afternoon.

For two such young and ardent lovers slumber was not the first object of their taking to their bed and such was their familiarity with each other that John Pearce’s stiff, splinted arm was no impediment to what followed.
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