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CHAPTER ONE

RAMAGE reached across the breakfast table for the silver bell, shook it and waited. After more than a year at sea in one of the Kings ships (when meals were usually dreaded as unimaginative variations on a theme of salt beef or salt pork, and bread was a polite name for hard biscuit that an honest baker would disown and a potter would proclaim a credit to his oven) his stomach still rebelled at the rich fare that old Mrs Hanson insisted on providing for every meal, including breakfast.

She had been the family cook and housekeeper at the London house for as long as Ramage could remember, and her short-sighted husband was the butler, a timid and wispy-haired man whose life seemed to be a sheepish hunt for his mislaid spectacles.

Mrs Hanson firmly believed that all sailors, be they admirals or seamen, lowly lieutenants like Ramage or portly masters, were deliberately underfed by a scheming Admiralty which calculated the scale of rations on the principle that fighting cocks were starved for hours before being put into the cockpit to battle for their lives. It seemed to Ramage that whenever he came up to London on leave she was determined to cram enough food into him to last another year at sea.

You rang, my Lord?

Ramage glanced up to find Hanson waiting expectantly, his spectacles slowly sliding down his stub of a nose. Ahplease thank Mrs Hanson for an excellent breakfast.

But youve hardly touched the cold tongue, sir, Hanson protested plaintively. And the oystersyou havent eaten a single one!

Hanson, Ramage said sternly, knowing that to the butler he was still a small boy, to be humoured, but made to eat every scrap of food on his plate, you should remember Ive always hated oysters; the mere thought of them makes me queasy.

The butler shook his head sadly. Mrs Hanson will be upset; sets great store by oysters, she does; reckons they build you up. A score for breakfast, she says, and youll never come to no arm for the rest of the day.

Just look at me, Ramage said patiently. Do you think Im fading away?

Bit on the lean side, my Lord, Hanson said warily, remembering how sun-tanned his Lordship had been when he first arrived back from the West indies. Your face is paler, too. My wife commented on it yesterday.

Remind Mrs Hanson that suntan doesnt last for ever.

Well, its been raining hard, Hanson said lamely as he began to clear away the plates, an itll rain again before the days out.

Im sure it will, Ramage said soothingly. is anyone else in the family up and about yet?

Your father and mother, sir, and hot water has been sent up for the Marchesa, so shell be down presently.

Ramage sniffed doubtfully. Very wellplease fetch me a newspaper.

The Morning Post or The Times, sir?

Ill have plenty of time to read both before the Marchesa is ready.

Hanson smiled happily, nodding his head at some private thought as he went to the door. A lovely lady, he murmured to himself, and her a foreigner, too 

Ramage grinned self-consciously and then felt foolish; praise for Gianna was not flattery for him! Still, Hansons innocent remark emphasized that now was not the best of times to be a foreigner in Englandin Great Britain and Ireland, he corrected himself. The Act of union had become law while he was commanding the Triton brig in the West indies, and recently he had been trying to break himself of the habitwhich infuriated the Scots and Welshof saying England when he meant Britain. The trouble was that foreigners always refer to you English, not you British.

He took the newspapers from the silver tray Hanson was holding and shook his head at the discreet, Would you prefer to sit in the drawing-room, sir  ?

His eye caught a name in the first item on the front page of the Morning Post:

The public will learn with great satisfaction that LORD NELSON, the hero of Copenhagen and the Nile, will soon leave Town on a SECRET mission which will rid the country of the Corsican Tyrants threat of a GRAND INVASION. We understand the Admiralty is confident that his Lordship will soon send the French invasion craft now gathering in Calais and Boulogne to WATERY GRAVES.

Hmm  the Government must be very worried if they thought it necessary to give Lord Nelson such a job: badgering barges in the Channel ports was more of a task for young frigate captains. Still, agents might have just discovered that Bonaparte had set a date for his great attempt, though it was more likely that the Government was trying to reassure the people.

As he read the next news item he knew it would make unwelcome reading for everyone living within twenty miles of the Kent and Sussex coasts:

The latest intelligences received in London report that Bonaparte has given orders for the construction of ANOTHER one hundred barges and fifty gunboats. We estimate that the fleet for the grand invasion now lying at Calais, Boulogne, Wimereux, Ambleteuse, Etaples, Havre de Grace, St Valery, Gravelines, Dunkirk and Ostend now totals more than three hundred large barges to carry men, horses, artillery and provisions, and two hundred gunboats of various sizes intended to defend the fleet and attack the stout defenders waiting on the English beaches. Construction of camps for Bonapartes Army of invasion proceeds quickly and our patrolling frigates daily see more tents being erected on the heights around Boulogne.

He pictured the frigates tacking and wearing along the French coast by day and by night, hoping to catch and destroy any enemy vessels daring to move from one port to another. The French would take full advantage of their shallow draft, keeping close in to the beach, and hoping that the frigates waiting for them like sharks would accidentally strand themselves on offlying sandbanks.

The completed barges and gunboats were anchored off each port, exposed to gales but protected from the British frigates by batteries of guns. At low water the vessels would dry out, sitting on hard sand or shingle and protected by cavalry patrols from marauding seamen landed by boats from the frigates.

It was a complicated cat-and-mouse game: at high water a frigate would tack back and forth close to an anchorage but beyond the range of the batteries and, when it judged the French gunners had been lulled into inactivity, suddenly swoop, hoping to fire a couple of broadsides into the anchored vessels before the French woke up and began a withering fire. But it was a dangerous game: the whole of the French coast was usually a lee shore, and a lucky shot could dismast a frigate and the wind drive her up on the beach.

As they tacked offshore, the officers in the frigates would be balancing themselves against the roll as they trained their telescopes on the hills and dunes round the ports. They would be counting yet again the scores of tents arranged with geometric precision round flagpoles from which Tricolours fluttered. They would note new camps being set up; off many ports they would see hundreds of tethered horses scattered across the hills, and ammunition wagons, field kitchens and field guns drawn up nearby. And the men in the frigatesand brigs and cuttersknew they were watching not only for signs of reinforcements but for the first hint that the troops were preparing to board the barges for the voyage across La Manche to the beaches of Kent and Sussex.

From what he had heard, the frigates were having very little success in their attacks: the French had so many batteries on the cliffs over the anchorages that they could keep up a lethal fire by day or night.

Yet the French were not the only ones making preparations: a glance over the rest of the page showed that the British were busy preparing suitable reception committees. Lord Romney had just reviewed 3,000 men of the Kentish Volunteers at his estate at Maidstone; the King had reviewed 1,500 of the Surrey Volunteers on Wimbledon Common. One news item described joint manoeuvres held in the streets of London by the Loyal Hackney, Royal Westminster, Whitechapel and Shoreditch and Wapping rgiments. An advertisement at the foot of the column announced that, Members of the LONDON and WESTMINSTER VOLUNTEERS may purchase WARRANTED FIRELOCKS at 2 each at G. RIPPONS WAREHOUSE, No. 3, Ludgate Hill. Cartouche boxes, pistols and swords may likewise be obtained.

Every hamlet and town in the south-eastern corner of England must be swarming with patriotic citizens clutching ancient fowling pieces or newly-purchased muskets or, perhaps, only scythes or sickles, and eyeing strangers with suspicion since they expected to find Frenchmen lurking behind each hedge and thicket. Every poacher in the Weald of Kent and on Romney Marsh and Pevensey Level now had a perfect excuse for the magistrates when found on the squires land with a fowling piece under his arm (though he would still be hard pressed to explain away a ferret in his pocket and nets over his shoulder).

For a moment Ramage imagined Gianna on one of her wild rides over the countryside suddenly reining her horse as a group of Volunteers emerged from a hedgerow, muskets at the ready, and Gianna explaining in her exuberant English that she simply enjoyed riding alone. Rustics, unable to distinguish an italian accent from a French, and full of the wild stories the newspapers had been printing about Bonapartes secret hot-air balloons and rafts driven by windmills, might think she was Bonapartes modern equivalent of Joan of Arc, riding through the countryside intent on rousing innocent folk into bloody riot and vicious rebellion 

He turned the page to skim through the rest of the news. A gale of wind had put four ships ashore at Plymouth, scattering the fishing fleet just returning to harbour, and knocking down trees and chimney pots. A new stein is to be built at Brighton, with the Duke of Marlborough and others patronizing the undertaking. The King would not after all be attending the ball being given tonight by the Duchess of Manston, because the Queen was still indisposed and remaining at Windsor. That would disappoint Gianna.

There was a section he would point out to Gianna. Headed The Fashionable World, it began by announcing that, The female fashion is every day encroaching on the male costume. The article explained that with dozens of volunteer units being formed all over the country and their officers designing the uniforms as well as buying the necessary muskets, powder and shot, it was inevitable that the ladies would soon follow the fashion.

Ramage smiled to himself at the descriptions that followed. The fashionable colours for the Summer of 1801 were purple, puce, yellow and scarlet, and beads and feathers were becoming popular along with spangled nets for the hair. Morning hats and bonnets of velvet, plain and trimmed, are among the latest inventions.

Walking and full dress for ladies, the Morning Post assured its readers, were in two styles. one was of yellow muslin trimmed with black ribbon and tassels and full epaulets; the other a round dress of white muslin with a spencer of scarlet satin trimmed with black lace, and topped by a small, round hat with a deep veil.

Certainly the military influence was obvious, Ramage thought sourly; he could just imagine all the general officers wearing small, round hats with deep veils and scarlet spencers as they reported to the Duke of York at the Horse Guards. (Now he came to think about it, why were those short jackets named after the man who had just resigned as First Lord of the Admiralty?) Complexions would be puce, and a general liverishness would probably turn the whites of their eyes to the fashionable shade of yellow. Gianna would find the prospect as amusing as he did. He pulled out his watchnine oclock. Well, no elegant young lady could take less than an hour over her toilet 

He turned to the back page, which was mostly advertisements. The first was intriguing. Two hundred guineas will be paid for a commission appointing an ensign to one of His Majestys rgiments (an old-fashioned rgiment) now serving in the East or West Indies. Obviously some poor fellow was trying to escape a fate in England that he considered worse than the prospect of death in the Indies from any one of a dozen vile tropical diseases. The vengeance of a jilted woman? The threats of his creditors? Ramage shrugged his shoulders: from what he had recently seen in the West Indies, the poor fellow would be wiser to stay in Englandbetter the devil you know 

The next advertisement claimed that the new magic lanterns were a pleasing family amusement  They are complete in boxes, each lantern with twelve glass slides, on which are finely painted about sixty grotesque figures which, by reflection, are magnified from a miniature to as large as nature, according to the size of the lanterns.

The rest of the advertisements offered no scope to an imaginative mind, and he looked at his watch againa quarter past nine. The room was brighter now, and through the window he could see that the cloud was breaking up. With luck it would turn out to be a warm summers dayand, judging from the noise outside, the prospect was putting new vigour into the street hawkers. He could hear the distant call of an approaching pieman, although Mrs Hansons pride in her cooking meant that there would be no custom for the poor fellow at Blazey House.

The sheer noise outside! The cries of pedlars and hucksters all trying to outshout each other; the clatter of horses hooves and the drumming of coach and cartwheels. The fiddler on the corner of Palace Street was tuning up with what sounded like lethargic melancholy. Ye gods and little fishes, how he hated cities in general and London in particular: he was more than irritated by the social obligations that had forced the family to come to London, and his father had been testy from the moment he stepped into the coach. His mother had long since resigned herself to the fact that both the men in her life had had their characters moulded by long periods of watching distant sea horizons, whether looking for an enemy or a landfall, and making decisions in the isolation imposed by command. She was one of the few people who came near to understanding that it made both of them impatient with the triviality and shallowness of London society.

The Admiral enjoyed his life of retirement at St Kew and begrudged every moment spent away from Cornwall, since there was nothing in London that could compensate for giving up his daily ride across land which had belonged to the Ramage family for three hundred years. So far as the old Earl was concerned, there was no drawing-room conversation to equal the chats he had with his tenants and neighbours at St Kew, sharing their good news and their bad. There was not a bunion nor a bad back, a feeble grandmother or a sickly child, that John uglow Ramage, tenth Earl of Blazey and Admiral of the White, did not know all about and, if sympathy or guineas were needed, had not done his utmost to help or cure.

As his son and heir, Ramage hoped he would prove as good a landlord and neighbour when the time came, but since he was just past his twenty-fifth birthday and the Admiral was as lively as a frigate in a Channel lop, it would be a good many years before he was put to the test.

Ramage had been relieved to find that, in the year and a half he had been away in the West indies, his mother seemed to have grown younger while his father had certainly held his own. The reason, his mother had confided in a whisper one evening (touching the side of her nose with her index finger in the conspiratorial gesture used by Italians to indicate secret knowledge), was having Gianna staying with them: her youthful exuberance was infectious, even though, she had added with affection, The Marchesa di Volterra Has Settled Down!

Well, he had to take his mothers word for that. Certainly Giannas tiny figure no longer shook with hatred and anger when anyone mentioned the name Bonaparte, and she no longer wept at the thought of her little kingdom of Volterra and its cheerful people, which she had ruled until Bonapartes approaching Army of Italy forced her to flee rather than collaborate with the French like her neighbour, the despicable and weak-willed Grand Duke of Tuscany.

His mothers verdict had been especially welcome because he had been doubtful whether Gianna would like staying at St Kew. The rambling old house was big enough by English standards, but the rulers of Volterra had lived for centuries in a palace of which the Medicis might have been proud.

Gianna had left behind in Italy more personal maids than the entire indoor and outdoor staff at St Kew. Perhaps part of the settling down process was that the single maid she now had was a stolid local girl, and likely to say, Oooh, maam, youll go into a decline if you carry on like that, when Gianna threw a tantrum which would have left her Italian maids white-faced and trembling.

The fact was he had fallen in love with a girl who was as wilful and unpredictable as a puppy in a flower garden. Any man who provoked her anger might as well spend a quiet Sunday afternoon making sparks in a powder magazine. He should know, he admitted wryly. Hot tempered, yet generous; occasionally imperious but always (eventually) understanding; impatient yetthe list was long: any description of Gianna tended to be a list of synonyms and antonyms.

She certainly did not include punctuality amongst her virtues, he thought crossly, pulling out his watch, and then picking up The Times which also reported Lord Nelsons secret mission with much the same wording. This almost certainly meant that it was true and not a wild or hopeful report by one of the Morning Posts journalists.

At that moment the door was flung open and Gianna came into the room, offering her cheek to be kissed as Ramage stood up. She smiled mischievously, gesturing at the empty place at the table where Ramage had sat and at the newspapers he was holding.

What a wonderful way to start the day! The man of the house has eaten his breakfast in peace and quiet and read enough newspapers to be fully informed about what is going on in the world. Dont go back to sea, caro mio!

Someone has to defeat Bonaparte, he said lightly, knowing he was joking about a dangerous subject.

Leave it to the others, she said airily. Youve done enough already She broke off as Hanson came in with the large tray, and after one look she said firmly: No oysters, Hanson! Take them away and keep them for the Admiral.

The butlers face fell as he walked to the table, carrying the tray with the forlornness of a man trying to sell bruised apples in Covent Garden market.

Do you like oysters, Hanson? Ramage asked innocently.

The butler glanced nervously at the door, as if fearful his wife was waiting outside to pounce on him, and then shook his head expressively.

Gianna sat at the table and motioned Ramage to a chair opposite her. What have the newspapers to say today?

It seems my Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty have given Lord Nelson a new job.

As long as their Lordships dont find one for you, she said sharply. The Admiralty must let you have a holiday.

I have a months leave, he reminded her.

But only eleven days are left.

Ramages eyebrows lifted. You keep a tally?

Yes, she said quietly, though I dont know why: you cant wait to get to sea again and leave me all alone, and

If theres no ship for me, Ill be able

Therell be a ship, she interrupted angrily. You are famous now! Why, even your father says you should be made post very soon. Captain Ramagehow does that sound? And youll wear an epaulet on your right shoulder, and after three years you can put one on your left shoulder as well. You see, she said, her eyes sparkling, Im learning about naval etiquette. Ive read the Kings Regulations and Admiralty Instructions, and the Articles of War, too. Soon I

The change of Government, he said soothingly, alarmed at the way her voice was rising and startled at what she had been reading. Lord Spencer is no longer First Lord of the Admiralty 

But the new First Lord knows you wellwhy, Lord St Vincent was your Commander-in-Chief in the Mediterranean when Lord Nelson was still only a commodore.

Hell have forgotten methere are hundreds of lieutenants in the Navy!

Thousands! a voice boomed from the doorway. All of them scoundrels, with a girl in every port!

The Admiral strode into the room, a tall man with aquiline features and silver-grey hair. He had the same deep-set and penetrating brown eyes as his son and the stance and walk of a man used to exercising authority; the lines on his face showed that he laughed readily and frequently. Good morning to the pair of you, he said, noting Giannas tight lips and wondering what they had been quarrelling about. Youve already eaten, Nicholas?

Hours ago, sir, Ramage said lightly.

Left some oysters for me, I hope. He saw Ramages expression. I forgot you dont like em. Pityoysters and cold tongue; the finest breakfast there is. Dont you agree, mdear?

No, Gianna said flatly, oysters sono horribile.

The Earl grinned cheerfully as he sat down and rang the bell. You know, Nicholas, Ive noticed that Gianna always lapses into Italian when shes on the verge of mutiny. Ever have the same trouble with Italian seamen?

only that fellow RossiI was telling you about him.

But hes a Genovese! Gianna exclaimed.

Good seamen come from Genoa. Anyway, he helped save your life, Ramage pointed out.

And yours, too!

The Admiral rang the bell again. Children, stop bickering.

Im not bick

You are out of fashion, though, Ramage interrupted, raising the newspapers. At least, according to the Morning Post.

Gianna glared at him, knowing he was trying to keep her off the subject of him getting a new ship. Let me see.

He passed over the newspaper. Yellow muslin trimmed with black lace, scarlet spencers, and little round hat with deep veils 

She read for a few moments and then sniffed. Rubbishthats for innkeepers wives. Anyway, she added less emphatically, its for walking-dress.

The feminine fashion is to copy the military, Ramage murmured to his father.

Ha! the Admiral snorted, I can just see the ladies stamping along in heavy boots, leather crossbelts, and battered shakoes. Most becoming!

Tea, my Lord? Gianna asked sweetly. You notice, she added when he nodded, that the ladies are copying the Army, not the Navy.

Should think so, too, the Admiral retorted. Youd look dam funny in white knee breeches, frock coat and a cocked hat. You ought to borrow one of Nicholass uniforms and wear it to the Duchess of Manstons tonight. New fashionwhy, youd set London by its ear!

Board em in the smoke, Ramage said. Father will lend you his best dress sword.

What are you going to wear? she asked icily. You havent seen your tailor for years, so itll be something old-fashioned and dowdy. Russet and green, no doubt, and everyone will take you for a gamekeeper.

Ramage said: The newspapers say the King will not be there: the Queen is ill, and hes staying at Windsor. Anyway, Ill be wearing uniform.

Gianna looked disappointed at the news of the Kings absence and then exclaimed: Uniform? Oh, Nicholas! Please wear something more elegante.

He has no choice, my dear, the Earl said. Lord St Vincent will be there, and hes very fussy about that sort of thing.

This Manston, she said with the disdain of the head of one of the oldest families in Italy, who is he?

A comparative newcomer, the Earl said lightly. His father was of some service to the present Kings father.

Political service, Ramage added. Rather a clever politician.

The Duchess, Gianna said darkly. I hear strange stories about her.

Quite so, the Earl said hurriedly, but one mustnt believe all one hears.

Makes for jealousy, too, Ramage said, winking at his father.

Gianna tossed her head scornfully and picked up her cup. Even if one does believe, that woman hasnt achieved in a lifetime what some Roman women I know accomplish in a week. Why, the Duchess of Ravello had

Gianna! the Earl said sternly, no more of your detailed stories of light womennot at breakfast, anyway!

Later, then, when you feel stronger, Gianna said nonchalantly. I dont know what has happened to Hanson. She rang the bell and pointed to the big silver urn. More tea? It will be cold in a few minutes.

The Earl moved his cup towards her, and when a distant clatter in the kitchen startled both men, she noted how physically alike they were. The sudden noise made them both turn, reminding her of hawks poised to attack. They resembled so many of those forebears whose portraits hung from the walls of the St Kew house. Both had the Ramage face in full measure: high cheekbones and a thin nose (how did they say it in English? Aquiline?) and eyes like brown chestnuts and deep-set under almost fierce eyebrows. Full mouth, hands with long fingers  In one or two of the portraits the artists had managed to catch that elusive look of amused detachment with which the Ramages had apparently surveyed the world through successive generations and which, in Nicholas, alternately infuriated her and made her want to hug him.

The look was a pose, a mask which hid their true feelings, because she knew Nicholas was far from detached. Nicholas could (and did, for she had seen him a dozen times) stand on the quarterdeck of his ship, apparently concerned only with the trim of the sails and the course being steered, and surveying the men as though they were sheep. Later he would speak to Mr Southwick, who was usually the Master, and ask if a particular man had hurt his arm, or another seamans leg was troubling him, and suggest they should be given lighter duties. Often Southwick, as kindly an old man as she had ever seen, would be startled by his Captains sharp eyes, since he had seen nothing and the man had not reported to the Surgeon. Lord Ramageor Lieutenant Nicholas Ramage, as he preferred to be called in the Navywas far from detached, and she loved him and was terrified when he went to sea. The Admiralty deliberately chose him for absolutely impossible and dangerous tasksand she was going to tell Lord St Vincent so when she saw him that nightbecause he usually managed to do the impossible, although sometimes at a terrible cost of life and limb.

As he watched her pecking at her food, Ramage tried to guess her thoughts: she had become strangely, almost ominously quiet. Perhaps she was upset that he would be wearing uniform that evening instead of being rigged out in whatever sartorial idiocy passed for male fashion at this particular moment.

There must be some vast philosophical conclusion to be drawn from the fact that today both newspapers devoted more space to news of the military influence on feminine fashion than Bonapartes invasion plans and Britains defences, though he was damned if he could think what it was. A display of confidence in the nations safety, perhaps, and therefore better than printing shrill alarms? A crude gesture of defiance? Or was it a genuine disdain of Bonapartes plans, which was dangerous because it went hand in hand with apathy?

Merely being on leave was a change of fashion for Lieutenant Ramage! After months at sea it was a comfortable change to be sitting at a table in a room with ten feet of headroom instead of the few inches over five feet usual in the captains cabin of one of the Kings smaller ships. Instead of his uniform he was dressed in pearl grey breeches, pale blue waistcoatalthough he disliked the fancy silver thread embroidery, it was one of Giannas favouritesand a relatively comfortable dark blue coat which Gianna scorned as more suitable for an unfrocked priest.

Women were traditionally the slaves of fashion, but men were just as bad, with politics thrown in for good measure. Some of Mr Pitts supporters were wearing scarlet waistcoats and Mr Foxs buff without their womenfolk laughing them out of court, and he had heard that the Tory ladies were now sporting patches on the right side of their foreheads while the Whig ladies stuck them on the left. The doxies of the revolutionaries from the London Corresponding Society presumably wore them on the tips of their noses 

Still, he was thankful that wigs were becoming less popular, because they were still devilishly expensive. It was hard to find scratches or bob wigs for less than twenty shillings, and good grizzle majors and grizzle ties cost a couple of guineas and often more.


CHAPTER TWO

WITH his head thudding inside a tight band, his mouth dry and his feet swelling so much it seemed they must burst out of his new shoes, Ramage took Giannas arm the moment the orchestra finished playing and began to steer her off the ballroom floor. Lets sit and watch the next one, he said. The ballroom in Manston House was said to be the largest in London, and he could well believe it: dancing round it once must equal a circumnavigation of Hyde Park. The Duchess had recently had it redecorated in pale blue and cream, with the complicated ceiling patterns picked out in gilt. There were so many chandeliers it was a wonder the weight did not pull the ceiling down on their heads, and the light was brilliant, emphasizing all the colour and gaiety of the womens dresses and bringing a sparkle to tiaras and bracelets. But all the scores of candles made the great room as hot as the Tropics, and Ramage longed for a cool breeze.

Gianna finished her survey of the hundred or so other women waiting with their partners for the orchestra to strike up again. Oh, Nicholas, she pouted, four dances and youre exhausted! Yet you dance exquisitely.

Out of practice, he said, holding her arm firmly and leading her towards a settee. As he walked he watched a young naval lieutenant in uniform come into the room, pause a moment to whisper something urgent to the major domo, and then hurry off in the direction the man pointed to, weaving through the waiting dancers to reach a group of ministers talking at the far end of the room.

The orchestra is wonderful, Gianna protested as the music started.

The orchestra is wonderful, you look wonderful, and its a wonderful ball, but I feel as though Ive been in action for three hours!

Well, I dont, Gianna said crossly, reluctantly sitting on the settee. Lets watch the Duchess dancing, she said, arranging her flowing skirt. She must be at least thirty, but what energy!

At least thirty, Ramage said gravely. Shell be a grandmother soon.

But she has no children!

Then shed better hurry, Ramage said vaguely, turning to watch the Lieutenant reach Lord St Vincent, open the small leather pouch he was carrying, and hand over a letter. The Duke will want a son and heir, he added lamely, realizing that Gianna was staring at him. Its only natural.

Is she pretty? Gianna demanded.

Whatthe Duchess?

Dont be exasperating! The woman you keep staring at.

I was watching that officer delivering a despatch to the First Lord, Ramage protested, turning to face her. Anyway, if there was a woman here more beautiful than you, Id look at her out of curiosity, but since there isnt you can relax and stop stabbing me with those hatpin looks.

She gave him a conspiratorial smile. You Englishmen tell lies so gracefully. Still, youre forgiven and Ill act as lookout to save you turning round. How do they say itDeck there, masthead here: Lord St Vincent is reading the letter  Ah, he waves to Lord Nelson, who walks over to join him  Lord Nelson reads the letterand hands it back: it must be a short one  They talk together, both frowning. Bad news? The poor Lieutenantah, Lord St Vincent waves him away. They keep looking over their shouldersmaking sure no one can overhear, I suppose. Lord Nelson may have only one arm, but he waves it about a lot!

She paused and clapped politely as the orchestra stopped and, almost without pause, swept on to the next tune. As the dancers resumed, Ramage noticed that Gianna had suddenly tensed. Whats the matter? he said in alarm.

She made a placatory gesture with her fan. Its nothing. Lord Nelson waved, as though referring to someone over here, and now Lord St Vincent is quizzing everyone. He looks so stern!

Ramage shrugged. Half the Kings ministers are here tonight  perhaps theyve just received a despatch saying that Boneys coming!

Gianna shivered. Dont make jokes about it! She began reading the card that she had taken from her tiny handbag. Ah, for the next dance my partner

But Ramage was not listening; instead he turned again and watched as the First Lord spoke abruptly to a tall and elegant young post-captain, who then began walking round the edge of the ballroom after a quick glance in Ramages direction. He took a shortcut across the corner of the floor, where there were few dancers, and Ramage saw that both Lord Nelson and Lord St Vincent had deliberately drawn apart from their group and were waiting impatiently.

Perhaps this was a common occurrence at a great ball attended by more than half the Cabinet: the sudden arrival of an urgent despatch requiring some equally urgent decision and action. He turned back to Gianna and envied whoever was being summoned to the First Lords presence; it might spoil the rest of the ball for the fortunate man and make him unpopular with his partner, but it would mean employment. At sea with a good ship and orders for detached service.

Im a dull fellow at a ball, he said apologetically to Gianna. She was not listening but staring up at someone. He glanced up too and was startled to find the post-captain looking down at him.

The man bowed gracefully to Gianna and after a perfunctory By your leave, Maam, said to Ramage: Lord St Vincent wishes to speak to you for a few minutes: his Lordship told me to remain with the Marchesa.

Most necessary, sir, Ramage said, nettled by the mans disdainful manner. It says on the map, Here be lions. He turned to Gianna, childishly gratified by the puzzled look on the Captains face. if youll excuse meIll hurry back.

Gianna smiled politely but she said firmly: No ship. Not for another eleven days, anyway. You tell him.

Lord St Vincent had not changed in the two years since Ramage had last seen him: he was still the ramrod-stiff figure with a bowed head who spoke as crisply and as frankly as he wrote.

Ah, Ramage, fraid I have to interrupt your social life for a few minutes. Pity the King isnt here tonight; intended to present you. His Majesty likes to meet the young officers he reads about in the Gazette. Still, therell be another opportunityas long as you dont blot your copybook, eh? His Lordship gave a wintry smile. You understand me, eh?

Aye, aye, sir, Ramage said, and realized the First Lord had a better memory than he had thought.

Mr Ramage! the First Lord said sharply, raising his voice above the orchestra, which had reached an exuberant passage, thats a very knowing smile youve rigged across your face. Ive read all the correspondence concerning your recent actions. Youre a brave and resourceful fellow, but make no mistake; I know youd sooner disregard orders than obey em. Once in a thousand times thats justifiedperhaps once in a lifetime. Youve done it half a dozen times already. Remember thatand remember that the Navy List is full of brave and resourceful young officers.

Only a fool would disregard the warning note in what was, for Lord Vincent, a long speech. Aye aye, sir, Ramage said, hoping those three normally safe words would not get him into more trouble.

My compliments and apologies to the Marchesa, St Vincent said gruffly. Looks as beautiful as ever. Going to marry her?

The First Lord was famous for his often-stated view that the moment he married an officer was lost to the Navy, and Ramage was thankful he could answer honestly: Its never been discussed, sir.

Lord St Vincent snorted and said suddenly: Just remembered something His Majesty mentioned. He noticed that they dont use your title in the Gazette.

Ramage was not sure if it was a statement or a question, but Lord Nelson, who had been standing quietly in the background, moved closer and nodded a greeting as he said: I think it goes back to the Lieutenants early days in the Navy, sir. Makes a pretty problem for a hostess seating her guestsdoes Lieutenant Lord Ramage take precedence over Rear-Admiral Sir John Smith 

St Vincent nodded understandingly. Well, Ramage, hurry up and get your flag and stop being a problem for the ladies, eh? Now, lets find some privacy in the Dukes library.

With that he turned abruptly and with Lord Nelson walked towards a corridor leading from the ballroom. A puzzled Ramage was just going to rejoin Gianna when he saw St Vincent glance round and beckon him impatiently. Im sure His Majesty would be grateful if he knew you could spare his First Lord of the Admiralty a few minutes of your valuable time, Ramage, he growled, and Im equally sure that the Marchesa will be flattered that a couple o hundred fellow guests saw you leave the ballroom in the company of one of the Kings ministers and one of his most famous fighting admirals.

Quite so, sir; Ier  didnt 

Step lively and dont talk so much.

The library was a book-lined cavern, and Lord St Vincent went straight to a table and sat down, gesturing to Lord Nelson and Ramage to be seated opposite.

Lord Nelson looked across at Lord St Vincent. Theres no doubt about this report, sir?

None. Wish there was.

But I dont trust these French agents, Nelson said querulously. No patriotism; theyre doing it for money.

Ramage wished he had heard the earlier part of the conversation, and was just reflecting that the question of allegiance depended upon whom you regarded as your leader, when the First Lord said: This man is Scots born. Lived most of his life in France. Our best agent, Im told.

Apparently the Secretary of State has heard nothing, Nelson said doubtfully. Id have expected

Lord Hawkesbury will have received the report half an hour ago, the First Lord said impatiently. This mans an Admiralty agent: reports directly to us, and we send copies across to the Secretary of State.

That cant make him popular in Downing Street, Nelson commented. The Secretary of States office like to deal with all intelligence activities.

Quite so, St Vincent said acidly, but they didnt have any choice with this fellow: hes highly placed in Bonapartes circle, so his life hangs by a thread. He looked up and saw Nelsons puzzled expression. Hes the son of a former naval officer, and his reports reach England bywell, unusual seafaring routes. More convenient if the Admiralty handles them.

Nelson reached out his hand. Perhaps I could read the report again?

At that moment there was a double knock on the door and a man Ramage recognized as Lord Hawkesbury walked in.

Ah! There you are, he said, sitting down at the table. He glanced at Ramage, gave him a perfunctory nod and then said pointedly to the First Lord: I want to discuss this report we have just received.

Its all right. Ramage here knows nothing about it yet, but he is likely to be involved. You know him, I see.

The Secretary of State nodded absent-mindedly. I guessed Id find you here and came at once. What do you think about it?

I believe it, St Vincent said firmly. Ive been expecting something like this. Thats why his Lordship, he gestured toward Nelson, has been given this Squadron upon a Particular Service.

Quite so, Lord Hawkesbury said. But the agent makes a very bald statement!

St Vincent shrugged his shoulders. He could have used a thousand words to say the same thing, but mercifully he didnt.

But he gives no proof, Lord Hawkesbury complained.

He never does. He is a member of Bonapartes staff, and he knows we are aware of that. But if youll look at the report again he motioned to Nelson to pass the sheet of paper, youll see its so worded that no one reading it could guess. Itd be a death sentence for him if it was intercepted.

Very well, the Secretary of State said reluctantly, glancing at the page. When he had finished reading it he said querulously: The more I read it, the less it seems to tell me!

There are two separate items, St Vincent said patiently, controlling his notoriously short temper. First, the troops. The fact that another 50,000 men are at this moment marching towards Boulogne and Calais means a considerable reinforcement: we know Bonaparte has 100,000 there already.

But is that likely?

Why not? Since he signed the Treaty of Luneville and put the Austrians out of business, Bonaparte isnt fighting anyone on the Continent of Europe

I know that, Lord Hawkesbury interrupted impatiently.

I know you know that, St Vincent said calmly, i mention it as a foundation for the point I am about to make, not as fresh news.

Pologies, Hawkesbury said, ive had a tiring day.

Well, Bonaparte has had three or four months to re-equip his armies and make new plans

And hes decided Great Britain is his last enemy, Hawkes-bury said in a return of his impatient autocratic manner.

Thats reasonably obvious, the First Lord said, clearly controlling himself with difficulty, but until now, until the early summer, he lacked allies.

What allies? Hawkesbury was puzzled, as St Vincent had intended him to be.

The east wind and a calm sea, St Vincent said grimly, and a new moon.

When can you anticipate that trio coinciding?

The new moon is predictable enoughthree weeks time. The east windanyones guess. Weve always anticipated that Bonaparte would have to pick a new moon period, but we need more specific intelligence, otherwise wed have to bring the Channel Fleet up to the Strait of Dover once a month.

An east wind, eh? Hawkesbury mused. What if Bonaparte cant wait for it? Can he risk sailing his invasion Flotilla in a west wind?

He could, but ideally he wants if not an east wind then some wind with east in it, because his barges wont go windward. They need a following wind.

Are you saying were safe with a west wind? Ive never heard that view before.

A strong wind with any west in it will keep em in port; but we arent completely safe in a light west wind or a calm; the small barges and gunboats could be rowed across. Hard work but possible.

A long row, eh? Thatll give your frigates and line-of-battle ships a chance to get amongst them!

St Vincent shook his head. Im afraid a sea as calm as that would mean no wind, so the fleet and the frigates would be becalmed.

Of course, Hawkesbury snapped, annoyed with himself for not realizing that. Very well, the agent hasnt told us much, then.

Weve only discussed the first item, St Vincent said sourly, which is that 50,000 extra troops are making for Boulogne. The second item he picked up the paper, says less but tells us more: Bonaparte is about to ask Bruixhes the Admiral commanding the Invasion Flotilla, as you knowhow soon the flotilla can sail.

HmmI cant see that tells us much, Hawkesbury said.

St Vincent folded the paper with great deliberation and put it down on the table. On the face of it, it tells us that Bonaparte the General considers the Army is ready to cross the Channel, and hes asking Bruix the Admiral for the earliest date the Flotilla can embark it. The question is urgent only if the Flotilla can be made ready fairly soon. In three weeks time, he said ominously, or a month after that.

Quite so, Hawkesbury said, so that narrows the date down to two periods of a very few daysI gather a full moon is no use?

No. The French want a new moonsetting two or three hours after it is darkto get their vessels safely out of harbour without collisions and too much confusion. After that they want darkness for the crossing, to put our ships at a disadvantage, and dawn should see them just off our beaches.

If the wind is right.

As you say, St Vincent agreed.

Then what more do you want to know, my dear Admiral? Hawkesbury asked, obviously puzzled.

Well, sir, the problem iswe think   he broke off and gestured to Lord Nelson, who put his hand down on the table and leaned forward slightly in a movement that reminded Ramage of a spring being wound up taut.

Bonaparte may have marched the troops and asked Bruix when he will be ready just to spur on his generals and admirals, sir, Nelson said quietly. He has another three months of summer left, another three suitable moon periods, and we cant be sure he wont postpone it at the last minute. if we assume the next new moon period is the real date and start moving the fleet round to the Strait of Dover and mobilizing our defences, should Bonaparte then postpone the attempt for a month he is bound to conclude that we knew of his plans, since we made no such move at the last new moon.

But surely preparing ourselves at each new moon is a logical reaction? Hawkesbury asked.

Yesbut we would rather that Bonaparte does not discover what our precise plans are.

But, Hawkesbury protested, if he knows the Fleet is ready, hes less likely to sail!

Now Ramage saw Nelson in a fresh light: he was a new man, his single good eye shining, his face flushed, the fingers of his hand drumming on the table.

We cant smash Bonapartes invasion plan if he keeps his ships and men safe in harbour, sir. We want his Army out on the open sea, so that we can sink or burn every ship. it takes a great armyand heavy lossesto destroy another army of 150,000 men on land: an army we cant muster. But our fleet can destroy such an army at seacan and will, providing it sails.

Hawkesbury was worried. its a deuced risk: something the Cabinet ought to consider. Better keep the devils bottled, up in Boulogne and Calais, I say.

Not while I occupy the office of First Lord, St Vincent interrupted. i have a great respect for Mr Addison, but I only joined his government on the clear understanding that I was given a free hand.

Oh, I agree, Hawkesbury said hastily, realizing he had stepped beyond his professional responsibility, which was foreign affairs. I was expressing a personal view, you understand; my colleagues probably would not agree with me.

Be that as it may, St Vincent said uncompromisingly, I assure you the Admiralty want the French to sail because it is confident that they cant land in England, so

Very well, Lord Hawkesbury interrupted. Now, why cant we rely on our agentsespecially this man in Paristo warn us in time enough if and when Bonaparte decides to sail his flotilla?

Nelson glanced at St Vincent before replying: It is not the kind of information our agents in Boulognesuch as they arewill discover. That throws the responsibility on to the man in Paris. Unfortunately he never travels with Bonaparte. It seems that Bonaparte has a special staff that travels with him, and his regular staff remains in Paris.

How does that affect this situation?

I think we can assume that Bonaparte will leave Paris and travel to Boulogne fairly frequently from now on. We have no way of knowingunless our man gets some hintif he is simply going to review the troops and cheer em up, or get em to sea.

Lord Hawkesbury turned to the First Lord. Well, what are you going to do about this report? He pointed to the paper on the table. Mr Addison will be asking me.

Im sending a man to Boulogne, St Vincent said. This man, he added, pointing at Ramage.

Are you, by Jove? Hawkesbury said. What do you think about that, young fellow? You look a bit startled. What are you going to do when you get there, eh?

Ramage swallowed hard, hoping one of the admirals would come to the rescue, but when they remained silent he said, in a wild guess, Find the answers to his Lordships questions, sir, and send back a report.

Speak much French? Spying is a dangerous job.

Enough, sir. I suddenly the idea came. I can pass for an Italian, sir; it lessens the risk.

He was aware that both the admirals were looking at him, and Lord St Vincent said gruffly, No need to worry about Ramage; hes used to this sort of thing.

Ramage knew the remark was made to reassure Lord Hawkes-bury and divert him, but the Secretary of State persisted. What is he going to find out?

Just how many vessels of the Invasion Flotilla are ready to put to seaand give us some better estimates than we have at the moment of how many soldiers the various types can carry.

I fail to see how that information helps us much, Hawkes-bury said.

St Vincent managed to cut off a sigh. If he sees five hundred vessels are ready, and estimates that each can carry a hundred men, then we know Bonaparte can embark an army of 50,000.

Quite so, Hawkesbury said.

In other words, sir, Nelson said, the fact that Bonaparte has sent another 50,000 soldiers to Boulogne need not worry us if we can be sure he has no ships to carry them across the Channel.

But what makes you think Bonaparte would send 50,000 men to Boulogne if he hadnt the ships to carry them?

St Vincent pulled his nose impatiently. I dont think one way or the other. I learned only half an hour ago that another 50,000 men are marching there. Im now taking steps to find out if Bonaparte has enough ships for themand for the army he already has camped there. Until I get young Ramages report Im not thinking anything, he added coldly.

Excellent, Lord Hawesbury said, as if at last convinced the Admiralty planned to do the right thing. Ill report that to the Cabinet tomorrow morning. Most satisfactoryproviding this young man can furnish you with the answers.

Hed better, the First Lord said with a ghost of a smile.

If he escapes Bonapartes guillotine but comes back without the information hell have me to contend with!

The Secretary of State laughed as heartily as his normal cold and scholarly manner allowed. Im told that sailors face the greatest peril, he said dryly to Ramage, when they come on shore.

It seems so, sir, Ramage said, and wished his laugh sounded more convincing.

St Vincent gave another of his wintry smiles and took out his watch. Mr Ramage will be waiting on me in the Admiralty at seven oclock tomorrow morning, sir, and Ive no doubt he would like another dance or two before getting to bed, so 


CHAPTER THREE

AS he waited in the ante-room to the First Lords office the next morning, Ramage reflected that although a womans tongue was reputed to be her only weapon, it was often most effective when she did not use it. When he had rejoined Gianna on the ballroom floor last night and finally got rid of that damned post-captainwho seemed hypnotized by hershe had turned to him, her face expressionless and her eyes cold.

Well, she had said, I trust Lord St Vincent and Lord Nelson have accepted your advice.

He had shaken his head helplessly, scared that if she had even a hint of what was happening she would sail over to Lord St Vincent like a frigate hard on the wind and make a scene. He had taken the cowardly way out, merely telling her that he had to be at the Admiralty early next morning. She had then lapsed into silence: a noisy, echoing and hurt silence that left him punishing himself more harshly than she could have done with her tongue.

They had danced twice more, but they were stiff and distant. She had made excuses to four other men who had requested dances and whose names were noted on her card, and then asked to be taken home. Ramage was thankful his father and mother had been too preoccupied with their own circle of friends at the ball to come over to them for a chat: he was sure Gianna would have involved his fatherwho must have seen him going off to the library with the two admiralsin the iniquity of officers having their leave cut short.

Now, sitting in this cheerless and chilly room, the skin of his face sore from a razor whose edge was quite unresponsive to the strop, he found he was getting frightened.

Last night he had been too preoccupied with Giannas behaviour to have second thoughts about what he had been told in the Dukes library, and he had climbed into bed so weary that the next thing he knew was Hanson walking him with the news that it was half past five and time to get up.

Hellfire and damnation, this room was coldand why, like almost every other room in the Admiralty, was it painted in this ghastly dark green and buff? The one tiny window opened on to a nearby wall so the sun never managed to find its way in. He shivered and a moment later wondered whether it was the temperature or the thought that within the week he would be in France acting the part of a spy. Acting! He would be a spy, a man who once caught would be executed after ruthless questioning and, if he did not provide the required answers, would probably be subjected to imaginative torture.

Had Gianna somehow guessed that not only would he be under Lord Nelsons orders and therefore involved in the preparations concerning Bonapartes invasion plans, but that he would have to go to France? It seemed impossible, yet surely she would have behaved differently if he was simply being given another ship. She would have complained loudlythat was it: the chilly silence was unlike her. It was as though there was a genuine fear for him, not just disappointment that he was going to sea again after such a long absence.

He shrugged his shoulders. She might have connected the arrival of the messenger with the sudden activity involving Lord Nelson as well as the First Lord: and she had read of Lord Nelsons new appointment in the newspapers that morning. That would have led her to think of the invasion threat, and she could have fitted the rest of the puzzle together. She, of all people, knew that three years ago both admirals were involved when he ended up leading the landing party that rescued her from the Tuscan beaches with the French cavalry hunting her down only a few yards away. Lord Nelson knew that he spoke good Italian and French. In other words Gianna had instinctively reached the conclusion that he had only just reached by disjointed thinking: Lord Nelson had suggested him because he was the only naval officer readily available at one minutes notice who had a chance of working successfully behind the enemys lines.

Spies must be either unimaginative people, or able to shut off their imaginations at will. He wished he had the knack, because his imagination would almost certainly be too nimble to allow him to sleep comfortably when French soldiers roamed the streets outside. He shut his eyes and pictured himself listening to a church clock striking three oclock in the morning, and hearing the tramp of a French patrol and the orders and oaths shouted in French. It was bad enough in battle; up to now he had been able to fight off fear that made him want to run below when he saw the guns of an enemy ships broadsides winking their red eyes 

The door opened and Lord Nelson beckoned him into the next room.

The First Lord, sitting at the table which was bare except for an inkwell, penholder, sandbox and two single candlesticks, looked up and nodded. From today you are under Lord Nelsons orders. I should warn you that secrecy is vital, so dont gossip. He looked up and smiled, as if to take the edge off his harsh words. Dont look so hurt; youll be the one that Bonaparte guillotines, not me.

Lord Nelson ran a hand through his wavy and greying hair. It is too early in the morning to talk of guillotines, eh Ramage? Come along, the First Lord has given me my orders concerning you, so let us leave him with the rest of his days business.

The Admiral led him to a room along the corridor and sat down at a small table, reaching for a leather portfolio. As he fumbled with the straps Ramage reached forward to help but Nelson shook his head. Ive been without a second arm so long now that Im used to it. This is the only thing that bothers me. He pointed to his sightless eye. I think Id sacrifice the other arm to have the sight back.

He tipped the contents of the portfolio on to the table, and Ramage saw that much of it comprised pages cut from French newspapers and journals. The Admiral selected several sheets of notepaper, pushing the rest towards Ramage. Glance through those, he said, then youll know as much about Bonapartes intentions as the regular readers of Le Moniteur.

The pages, covering nearly a year, contained dozens of newspaper reports of Bonapartes invasion plans or rather, as much of them as he wanted revealed by allowing them to be published. Some of the reports referred to orders that Bonaparte had given to his admirals and generalsthese were in suitably flowery language and gave nothing away. Others showed how the Army of England, as it was hopefully called, had been assembled along the Channel coast over the past few months. But the most remarkable described how Frances inventors were helping in the task of transporting the great Army to England.

Here were the original reports from which the British newspapers drew their accounts and people like Gillray drew their cartoons: huge, hot-air balloons which could carry a hundred men in gondolas slung beneath for the Descente en Angleterre; great rafts propelled by sails, oars and huge windmills with their blades somehow geared to paddlewheels mounted on the side of the rafts. The actual invasion barges were described in enough detail for Ramage to guess they were designed by men used to Mediterranean galleys and who over-rated the choppiness of the Channel in anything of a breeze. Little more than great boxes, they must be so heavy that they would need half a gale o wind to move them under sail. Likewise the gunboats intended to protect the barges seemed more suitable for operation on a large lake than in the Channel, with its treacherous weather and strong currents.

Lord Nelson glanced up as he put down the last page. Well, what do you make of it?

Ramage hesitated: what comment could a mere lieutenant make to the Navys most successful fighting admiral that would not sound stupid, impertinent, banalor all three?

Tell me, Nelson said sharply, if you commanded three hundred of those barges laden with troops and artillery, and two hundred gunboats fully armed, how would you rate your chances of making a successful landing on the Kent or Sussex coast?

If I had a brisk easterly wind and a dark night, sir, Ramage said diffidently, and the Royal Navy was not around, Id hope to get fifty, perhaps a hundred, of the barges ashore in England. But theyd probably be scattered along miles of the beaches: it would be impossible to keep them concentrated.

Why? Nelson demanded querulously. Doesnt say much for your skill as a commander, does it? Unless you kept the barges together you wouldnt stand a chance: a hundred seasick Frenchmen landing from a single barge in one place, and another hundred getting ashore a mile awaywhy, even the local Sea Fencible companies could mop them up!

Ramage flushed but stuck to his opinion. The French wont have enough trained men to command the barges, sir. They would scatter from the moment they left port. Apart from Calais and Boulogne, the other French ports are tiny and dry out at low water, so at least two-thirds of the barges will come from those two ports. Even a hundred bargesnot to mention gunboats and sloopsleaving Calais on one tide: why, the confusion would be enormous. They seem to be so cumbersome that with anything but a soldiers wind they cant manoeuvre. So theyd leave the French coast scattered, and I doubt if they could get into any sort of formation in the darkness before they reached England at dawn.

Where would you lose the two hundred, then? You said only a hundred would arrive.

Collisions, sir. That would bring masts tumbling down like corn before a scythe. And if they are being rowed, it neednt be an actual collision: one barge getting too close to another one means all the oars are ripped away and the rowers injured.

Two hundred lost like that?

No, sir: perhaps a hundred. Another fifty or so would be lost on sandbanks by navigational mistakes and poor seamanship while leaving the harbours in Franceor hitting rocks and reefs on the English coast. The rest would probably sink because the planking opened uppoor construction, gun carriages breaking loose from their lashings, horses stampeding 

Youre a damnably depressing fellow, Ramage! Are you always as gloomy as this? The Admirals expression made it clear he was teasing.

No, sir, just that the barges and gunboats described here dont seem to have been designed by the French Navythey have fine shipsand ninety percent of the men on board will be landlubbers. Why, Bonaparte hardly has enough officers and men for the Fleet. And I was only answering your question, sir; Im not counting losses caught by the Royal Navy.

Very well, said the Admiral, another hypothetical question. You are allowed to pick your weatherand Bonapartes only orders are that you have to concentrate the barges along a ten-mile stretch of the Kent or Sussex coast. But now the Royal Navy is at sea. How many barges will you get ashore?

A few dozen, sir, and theyd be even more scattered, Ramage said promptly.

Im glad Bonaparte cant hear you; hed be dismayed! The Admiral flattened the sheets of paper he had been holding. Now, the point of all this is that I want you to read and remember every scrap of information in the Admiraltys possession about Bonapartes plans for his invasion, and forget everything you know about our defences. In case you are captured, he added.

I have a very poor memory, anyway, Ramage said apologetically, appalled at the thought of learning facts and figures by rote. I mean, for learning and remembering numbers.

Lord Nelson shook his head and said grimly: Theres nothing to alarm you here he tapped the papers, because we know precious little about the barge and gunboat flotillas, apart from what has been published in the Moniteur. What we know from our agentsmostly emigres, and their information out of dateis written down here. All the items of interest from the Moniteur are therethe ones youve glanced at. Put it all together and it doesnt make a big pile, does it? he noted ruefully. Now, I want to run through whats written here; then you can spend the rest of the day digesting it.

Quickly he read aloud from the written notes, which were the totals of barges and gunboats reported to have been completed and launched at each of the ports, the numbers actually under construction at the same ports, and the numbers believed to have been ordered but not yet started. Another list gave sites of army camps round Boulogne and Calais and some details of the troops and artillery occupying them, with possible sites for further camps. A third list gave the names of the senior French military and naval officers and their roles in the invasion plan.

As Lord Nelson spoke, occasionally making shrewd comments on the abilities of those French officers he had encountered in the past, Ramage became more and more appalled at the magnitude of the task he was being given, even though he did not yet know the exact details. How on earth was he to land in France and, within a very few days, start worming one of the greatest secrets in France out of generals and admirals? The whole thing was ridiculous, and he began to feel resentful at being singled out. He had been trained to command ships at sea; it was unreasonable to involve him in this hole-in-the-corner spy business.

At that moment he glanced up to see the Admiral looking at him. It was disconcerting because he was more than conscious that the right eye was almost opaque, as though a thick film had grown across it. But the left eye was sharp enough; Ramage had the uncomfortable feeling that the Admiral had just looked into his innermost thoughts.

Unfair, isnt it, he commented. Damn fool admirals expect you to land in France and winkle out secrets within a week or so. Was that what you were thinking? He suddenly smiled, a friendly and understanding smile, and nodded before Ramage could answer. I should hope so; anyone with enough imagination to succeed should have decided fifteen minutes ago that the whole thing is impossible. No, dont look so surprised; the fact isand Im speaking from a few years of experiencethat the task that looks utterly impossible is often the easiest to accomplish. The tallest mountain isnt always the hardest to climb, you know; its often the smaller ones that have vertical faces.

Ramage realized he had just been given a revealing insight into the man who had destroyed the French fleet at the Nile, saved the present First Lord from disaster at the Battle of Cape St Vincent and turned it into a narrowly-won victory, and more recently, smashed the Danish fleet at Copenhagen in a battle that hung on a knife-edge for a couple of hours. Tall mountains arent always the hardest to climb, he repeated to himself. He must remember the phrase: his father would be more than interested since Nelson, as a young post-captain, had served under him.

Very well, Ramage, thats all the information we have from our agents. I want you to have a complete understanding of it for a particular reason: whatever you pick up in France, you must be able to estimate its importance at once: whether we know it, whether we ought to know it and how urgently, and its significance. Youll also know what to ignore. But theres another reason. Frankly, I have my doubts about the accuracy of most of this he tapped the written notes, because I have no great faith in the reports of agents and emigres. Itll be useful to be able to check as much of it as we can when you get back. As far as the Moniteur reports are concerned, you must bear in mind that it is the most convenient way that Bonaparte has of providing us with misleading information.

Which in itself might provide positive information, Ramage thought to himself and as Lord Nelson looked up suddenly realized he had said it aloud.

Exactly, my dear Ramage, two negatives make a positive, and thats something you can bear in mind as you read those Moniteur reportswhich I only obtained late last night from the Secretary of States office. My French isnt good enough to make all that easy reading, but see what you can find out. Make notes. Mention anything you think might interest me. Anything, he reiterated, however unimportant it might seem.

Aye aye, sir. But how am I to get to France?

The Admiral laughed; a short, almost mirthless laugh. Thats your problem. You can be put on shore by boat from any one of my cutters; or you can find out how the smugglers travel back and forth. Now for your specific orders. As the First Lord mentioned last night, it is essential to find out how many of each type of vessel the French can put to sea at the next new moon period. Barges, gunboats, fishing craft and so on. Id like some estimate of how many more can be commissioned by the following new moon. So that is the first part of your task, and the most dangerous. The second part you can do by keeping your eyes open: accurate estimates of the number of troops, guns and horses and amount of provisions the vessels can carry.

And the sailing date  ? Ramage asked cautiously.

The chances of your discovering that are slight, even if Bonaparte knows it, which I doubt very much. We can be certain of one thing, though: the French wont risk having the troops and horses on board for more than 24 hours before sailing. Most of those vessels are anchored in such exposed places that the soldiers will become seasick within fifteen minutes.

The Admiral stood up. You can stay here and go through those papers. Put them in the portfolio when youve finished and return them to the Board Secretary. Im going down to Dover now, and you can report to me there tomorrow evening. Is there anything you want to mention now that wont wait until then?

Ramage nodded hurriedly, since he had been wondering how he could raise the point. Men, sir. At the moment I dont know how Ill be handling all this, but

But by chance, Nelson interrupted, you happen to know the ships in which some of those scoundrels from your last ship are now serving 

Ramage grinned. Purely by chance, sir!

Very well, Ill speak to the First Lord, and you can leave a list with the Board Secretary when you give him the portfolio. No more than a dozen, and I dont know what the deuce you need them for.

He had written the names of the three men he wanted before he realized that only one of them was British. The first man was Thomas Jackson, the American who had served as his coxswain in all the ships he had commanded. All included the Kathleen cutter, which he lost at the Battle of Cape St Vincent, the Triton brig, which he lost after a hurricane in the Caribbean, and more recently the Lady Arabella brig. The second name was the Briton, Will Stafford, a Cockney who had been a locksmith and burglar before being swept up by a press-gang. His former trade might come in useful. The third man was an Italian, Alberto Rossi, whose presence in France would not arouse suspicion.

He put the list to one side and began reading through the notes he had made while going through the dozens of pages taken from various issues of Le Moniteur. Two negatives make a positive, Lord Nelson had said, and a pattern was certainly emerging. The Sussex coast was mentioned 23 times as a destination for the invasion and Kent only thrice; each time it was a passing reference to the white cliffs of the South Foreland at Dover. Essex was mentioned nineteen times, Ipswich seven and Colchester nine. London was never named, except for one reference to Napoleon holding a victory parade in St Jamess Park.

Providing it was not all a wild coincidence, there was someone on the staff of Le Moniteur whose job was to make the British believe that the French would land on the Sussex coastusing the vessels at Calais, Boulogne and nearby portsand in Essex, using those at Ostend and Dunkirk. He was doing his best to make the British think there was no interest in landing on the Kentish beaches, and that London would not be the main objective.

Ramage shrugged his shoulders: Lord Nelson could draw what conclusions he liked, once he had the facts. He arranged the pages in sequence and found himself trying to look at it through the eyes of Admiral Bruix and Marshal Soult, who were in command of the French Invasion forces. Did Bruix know the English coast well? Had Soult ever visited England? Well, they had advisers, that was certain enough.

Forget visits and forget advisers: Lieutenant Nicholas Ramage is now a French admiral whose sole concern is to get at least 100,000 troops on shore and ready to fight. Where would be the best spot to land them?

Romney Marsh: somewhere along the dozen miles of flat coast between Dymchurch and Dungeness!

He reached for his pen and began writing:

1 Landing troops from flat-bottomed barges requires (ideally) a smooth, sand or pebble beach. The barges should arrive near high water so they dry out as the tide falls and their cargo can be unloaded on to the beach.

2 The beach should not have off-lying rocks or sandbanks on which barges could strand themselves, but must be reasonably well sheltered from prevailing westerly winds.

3 The countryside inshore of the beaches must be reasonably flat so that large numbers of cavalry and troops can deploy immediately.

4 The beaches must be readily identifiable from seaward because navigation in the barges will vary from poor to nonexistent.

5 The stretch of coast from Dungeness to Dymchurch, about eight miles, fulfils all these requirements, and barges would need only to steer for the southernmost piece of land (Dungeness itself).

6 It also provides the shortest practical sea crossing for the Boulogne ships and adds only a small distance for those from Calais.

He put down the pen and read over what he had written. As far as he was concerned, if the French troops managed to land, they would march first towards London. They would cross Romney Marsh, that strange, secretive part of Kent, absolutely flat for miles, much of it below sea-level and only saved from flooding by the sea wall, and laced with more canals and drainage ditches than there were hedgerows. They would find scattered hamlets built round squat, square-towered churches, and peopled by the dour Marsh folk, men who smuggled, fished, bred sheep and kept their own counsel. They would find few trees on the Marsh and those there were bent by the wind. The Marsh had precious little but mutton for an invader to plunder 

He put his notes in his pocket and replaced the papers in the portfolio. A day spent shut up in an airless room, poring over Le Moniteurs fine print, had left him with a headache and, for that matter, an empty feeling in his stomach as he contemplated the enormity of the task ahead. The whole thing seemed absurd until one realized that the Admiralty had no choice: their only chance of discovering the answers in good time was by sending a man to Boulogne, the port which was obviously the French headquarters. The Admiralty had nothing to lose and everything to gain; the man had nothing to gain and his life to lose. They needed to send that man at once, so although they might just have the manfluent in French, with plenty of experience of working in France as an agentobviously if he was not available they had to pick the least unsuitable man, and he happened to be called Ramage. The devil take the Duchess of Manston, he thought sourly; but for her damned ball Id still be down at St Kew, out of sight and probably out of mind as far as the Admiralty, Lord Nelson and French invasion plans are concerned 
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